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Prologue

 


In Secrets of Hawking Manor I tried to bring
to life a fascinating time in history through the lives, loves,
adventures and failings of people who witnessed the birth of
nations in the New World. In their own world they strained to grow
accustomed to the monstrous inventions of steam powered machines.
While struggling also with social reforms at home, they labored to
bring about new beginnings in a world thousands of miles away with
customs different in a thousand ways. All those customs now,
although fascinating, seem a little strange to us. Yet, they
represent people who had dreams, feelings, fears, vices and hopes
like our own.

The era of the early 19th century combines
the genteel and pastoral with the plight of the poor. Some
individuals in that time period had to overcome difficult and
dangerous far away explorations and adventuresome. The people whose
lives are chronicled in Secret of Hawking Manor were shaped
by that era.

In the novel we come to know the secrets of a
noble family and the threat their enemies posed to them. We also
learn of new cultures and the beginning of the Old World’s
influence on them. We witness the tensions between the Carstairs
brothers. The older, like the old world, is set in his ways. Change
comes painfully to him. The younger embodies a bridge between the
old and the new. Change offers him many opportunities. It takes a
life-threatening event for the two to reach out to each other, and
become the brothers they were born to be.

I was inspired to write this novel after
studying a painting prominently displayed in a fine old hotel with
a long history of its own. The painting was of 18th century Seven
Oaks in England. Its pastoral beauty captured my imagination, and
begged me to ask what dreams and fears, virtues and vises the
people exhibited who lived in that world.

From the beginning of writing Secrets of
Hawking Manor to the day I submitted the manuscript to be
printed more than two years elapsed. The hours I spent in research
were interesting and enlightening journeys. Long before I finished
the book, I grew fond of its characters, and like Martin Tuttleford
in the novel, I became reluctant to part with them.

 


 








CHAPTER 1--A CHRISTENING




 


Another sharp, piercing cry cut through the silent
night air. In spite of the lateness of the hour, three rooms were
lit in Hawking Manor. The manor house was a large, stately
building. Like a watchful giant it silently overlooked the
extensive estate with an imposing presence. Two sets of sprawling
stairways each lead along the parkway in front of the mansion along
manicured flowerbeds. They curled around behind a magnificent
fountain where they united and ascended to a large terrace in front
of the main entrance of the house. A cobblestone roadway stretched
for several hundred yards from the parkway to an alley of pruned
trees. Here the roadway divided to embrace the large fishpond in
front of which a flower garden sloped gently to the water’s edge.
Having circled the pond, the path led on to the front gate. There
an ancient oak tree stood.

Once more a long, shrill cry coming from the
manor filled the stillness of the slumbering March night. Faint
beams of light wandered from some lower windows behind which a
spacious study lay. The light cast flickering shadows across the
withered snow banks now caked with time. Winter had been loath to
go, but a more mellow wind had swept across Hawking Manor in recent
days stirring in unseen spirits hope of new life.

Hawking Manor was home to Sir Samuel
Carstairs and his family, a distinguished family with a long, local
history. At the exact moment the next cry of pain emanated from the
one room lit on the third floor where all the bedrooms were located
the gentleman pacing the floor of the study spoke to someone seated
in a great chair in front of the fire that was blazing in the
exquisitely constructed fireplace. “How long must this go on
father?” Samuel questioned. "It has been much too long." His face
and eyes spoke of the fear he felt in his heart. The hands that had
always remained calm in battles on three continents shook, as he
poured himself another glass of Cherry.

“Like with the coming of spring, one only
knows that it will come,” the gentleman seated in front of the
fireplace and hidden from Samuel’s view replied choosing his words.
“One might interpret the signs and expect it to be this day or
that, but in the end you can only go about your business and
wait.”

“Henry! What are you up to out of your room
at this hour?” The young woman who had climbed the last set of
stairs to the third floor carrying a heap of large white towels
scolded in barely a whisper the young boy who stood in the hallway
in his nightgown.

“Why is mother hurting so?” the boy, a husky
six-year old, demanded. “Make it stop, Hannah!” He flung his long,
curly black hair obstinately to the left side of his shoulder, as
he stuck his face up to the young lady’s view. She could see both
fear and anger in his big, black eyes. His fists were clenched and
he stomped his foot when he repeated his words, “Make it stop,
Hannah!”

Hannah Cardinal was the Carstairs children’s
governess and nanny. She was also their mother’s cousin and
confidante. Placing the stack of towels carefully on the table in
front of the great mirror on the wall between Henry and his
parents’ bedroom she turned to the boy. “Come along, sweet Henry.”
Her voice was soft and melodious. She bent to place a kiss on the
child’s cheek, took him by the hand and led him back to his room.
“Into your bed you go you little rascal,” she pretended to scold.
“If you are a good lad and stay tucked in, I will leave the door
open ever so little, and you will be able to hear our new baby when
it comes into this world in just a little while now.”

“I don’t want a new baby,” Henry complained.
He looked at Hannah stubbornly, but he seemed placated for the
moment by the attention heaped on him by her. “Promise to make
mother’s pain go away, Hannie,” he pleaded quietly now, when she
tucked him in and gently kissed his brow. He smiled at her briefly
before a frown reappeared in his face.

“Any moment now you will hear your baby
sister or brother’s little cry and then you will know that your
mother is very happy like she is when she smiles at you. You will
then begin to love your baby and it will love you too.” Hannah
stroked his black locks. She had formed a special bond with the
young boy. In spite of his willful nature and his tendencies not to
obey his parents, for Hannah Henry did almost everything she asked
of him.

“I want mommy to be well.” Henry spoke in a
barely audible tone of voice now. He looked into Hannah’s eyes. For
once he was pleading and not demanding. “I don’t need a baby
brother or sister. They are hurting mommy. Tell them to go away,
Hannie.” He turned and closed his eyes.

Hannah smiled down at the boy. “Well, you
just listen really carefully for its cry. You will hear it soon.”
She stroked his head once more and left the room. Picking up the
stack of towels that she had placed on the mahogany table outside
in the spacious hallway, Hannah disappeared into the room next
door.

Its massive double doors marked the center of
the hallway. To each side six other handcrafted single doors led to
other bedrooms and guestrooms on the floor. Facing the hall at one
end a seventh door opened to Hannah’s suite, while on the opposite
end stairs cascaded from the floor in a pleasing arc.

Hannah entered her cousin and mistress’
lavishly furnished and decorated bedroom. An active calm greeted
her. On the canopy bed on the sidewall a young woman was comforted
by a stately looking lady with gray hair tied into a bun at the
back of her head and held carefully in place by small diamond
studded combs on each side of her head. A host of candles provided
volumes of light to the people. The drapes of all windows were
pulled shut except for the central window where the reflection of
the flickering candles looked back into the room. “You must be
brave for only a little while longer, Meredith,” the older woman
said in a firm but kind voice. “The baby will be here soon.” She
smiled at the younger woman whose labor pains were etched in her
face from hours of suffering with a difficult birth.

Meredith clutched her mother-in-law’s hand
tightly. “Thank you, Mother Carstairs,” the young woman on the bed
whispered. “This one is testing me severely.” Her words were cut
short by another contraction. Pain contorted her beautiful face.
Her fingers dug into the hand that held onto hers.

“All right, Love, once more really hard,” the
midwife shouted. “Now hard, Dearie, go hard!” Another painful cry
invaded the floors of the house and a minute later the cry of a
baby, only faintly heard in the rooms on either side of the master
bedroom, brought smiles of relief to the faces of the five women in
the room. “Small wonder, Love,” the midwife sighed, “you have a
strapping young man here. The likes of this kind don’t birth
easily. I dare say he’ll go better than ten pounds, Love.” She
motioned to the servant girl who was standing quietly near the
dresser where the washbasin stood. “Let’s clean this little rascal
up a bit so that his mother can cuddle him. He’ll be hungry too, I
dare say.” Moments later a bundle kicking inside a warm, white
blanket was placed into the arms of an exhausted but beaming and
eagerly waiting Meredith.

Henry had fallen asleep soon after Hannah’s
departure. While he had stirred in his sleep at his mother’s last
cries, he did not wake and did not hear his brother’s greeting. On
the other side of Henry’s room Melissa, the younger Carstairs’
oldest child, a sweet, gentle nine year old girl had knelled beside
her bed resting her head on the bedding. Melissa had been praying
for her mother and the baby whose coming her parents had told her
much about. She had winced at each of her mother’s cries and prayed
more fervently for some moments after each painful outcry. When she
heard the baby’s voice she began to smile. She tiptoed to her
bedroom door to hear better and listened silently for several
minutes until her mother’s door opened and her grandmother stepped
from the room framed in the candles’ light behind her.

Elizabeth’s Carstairs’ sharp eyes caught the
child’s door closing slowly. She stepped to it, knocked once and
opened the door quickly. “Come here child!” she said gently but
with evident authority.

Melissa stepped from the darkness of her room
into the light cast by the one Aladdin Lamp lid in the hallway. “Is
mother and the baby well, grandmother?” she whispered.
“Please.”

“They are both, Lissa. You must not worry
yourself. Here let me tuck you in. You must not fret any more, but
go to sleep now child. Tomorrow morning you will be able to see
your mother and baby brother for a tiny moment.” She covered the
child with the feather quilt, kissed Melissa on the forehead and
without another word turned and left the room, carefully and softly
closing the door behind her.

Downstairs on the main floor in the study
Samuel Carstairs had become increasingly uneasy as the night wore
on. Each time when his wife’s pain penetrated the walls of the
house, he stopped his pacing, as if gripped by unseen hands. The
last cry was longer, laden with more painful energy. “Poor
Meredith,” he whispered to himself. “This little one is giving her
more hurt than Henry did.”

“Did you say something?” the voice from the
tall armchair silenced Samuel and broke his concentration.

“I was just saying I hope Meredith is all
right. She has been in labor for a long time with this child. She
is the sun and stars in our world and I hate it when she
suffers.”

There was a moment of silence. Rising from
the chair in front of the fireplace, a gentleman in an elegant,
red-brown housecoat turned toward the pacing Samuel. “Meredith is
strong, son. She has a superior will. This child that she had
wanted to give you so much and that will be very precious to you
both has some objections to this world. Now that you are to be with
us most of the time you will be able to watch the youngster grow
from day to day and help shape its character. With Melissa and
Henry you missed months at a stretch of their growing. You cannot
recapture their childhood years, but you can guide and I daresay
spoil this one through the years.” The speaker was Henry Carstairs
III. He was a tall man with strong facial features and snow-white
hair. In spite of it he looked younger than the sixty-eight years
of living he had behind him.

Before he could continue to try to allay his
son’s fears, a gentle knock was heard at the door and Elizabeth,
his wife, entered. Her smile told the men what they had hoped to
hear for some hours. Her words, “You have a strapping, second son,
Samuel, and we have a beautiful third grandchild, Henry,” were
welcome news to both men.

“How is Meredith?” Samuel pressed his mother
for an answer.

“She is very happy the child is here, I’m
sure. She had to be very brave, but she is resting happily now with
the child in her arms. Go see for yourself. Meredith was asking for
you when I left her. With a few days of care from us all she will
be just fine.”

The church at Five Oaks, like that of
churches of many of the rural parts of the country, was also a
bastion of history for the local people and those who traveled
through the area. Built in 1411 it had witnessed the coming and
going of generation after generation for more than four centuries.
In its confines were recorded the events that touched all people of
the township, events that had their origins in local occurrences as
well as national decision made far from Five Oaks.

The names, dates and epitaphs on each
gravestone in the cemetery over which the church stood guard were
silent witnesses to the township’s story, meticulously chiseled
into the county’s rock by those who were left behind to pass on the
legacies of those who had departed. The church itself with its tall
steeple was a massive building constructed from gray massive pieces
of rock hewn from the same quarry from which the gravestones came.
Great oak trees lined the perimeter of the cemetery. They appeared
as ancient as the cathedral.

The rows of stained glass windows of the
church were massive too. They were arranged symmetrically around
the building. As did the tops of the doors, they too rose like
praying hands toward the sky. From the top of the steeple a massive
bell had tolled for the coming and going of people for four hundred
ten years.

Inside the church the history of the world
stood depicted on pictures in the massive Bible displayed on the
main altar at the front of the church. Large, exquisite paintings
seen on the ceiling also told the story of the Bible in beautiful
color. High above the straight rows of massive pews, crafted from
local oak wood and polished by more than four centuries of
posteriors that had occupied them through joy and sorrow the
paintings were constant reminders of the existence of heavenly
realms. The pictorial panorama lent to the massive interior
additional awe.

At the front of the interior of the cathedral
the main altar was set into an alcove. It took up the center half
of the width of the building and was raised on a richly carpeted
platform three steps above the main floor. The symbol of the cross
was there. It was also prominent on pictures, statues and the rest
of the décor of the sanctuary.

On this early April Easter Sunday the church
bell had tolled twice. The first call from the steeple had been to
gather the flock for the morning service, a morning that had dawned
with a glorious sunrise. At the end of the service it tolled once
more in celebration announcing the christening of young Benjamin
Carstairs, newly born less than a month earlier.

Benjamin lay comfortably and content in a
rich, white bundle of blankets draped over his mother’s arms.
Meredith Carstairs, beautiful in face and figure had regained the
rose of her complexion. Her eyes focused lovingly on the face of
her sleeping baby. They sparkled, like black diamonds, with life
and love. Her smile was winning. The tips of her black, beautiful
curls touched her shoulders. She was of more than average height
and carried herself gracefully and with confidence. She was adored
by her family and loved by the people of Five Oaks for her
generosity and kindness to them and for her unfailing presence
among the people in times of trouble. At thirty-two she was a
picture of beauty and grace, at once gentle and strong of will and
faith.

Throughout Five Oakes her name was spoken
with some reverence. Meredith could stay with most men on
horseback. It was rumored throughout the county and beyond that at
twenty she could drive considerable fear into her male
acquaintances who were game enough to test her with sword and
pistol. But the picture before the landowners of the county,
Hawking Manor’s gentry, the tenants and the villagers who sat
hushed in the pews of Saint James, as witnesses to the youngest
Carstairs baptismal, was one of a loving mother and wife.

Hanging on to Meredith’s hand on the one side
stood Henry. His face bore a strong resemblance to his mother. He
stood unsmiling. His eyes pierced through the vicar who
administered the baptismal rites. Samuel Carstairs stood on the
other side. He had placed one arm around his wife’s waist. He
looked proud and strong, every bit the soldier he was. His blue
eyes and smile, like those of his beloved wife, were fixed on the
bundle that held his offspring. Samuel was tall, blond and
handsome, a quiet, yet confident man. Others admired him for his
courage and strong principles. In his hand to his right rested his
daughter’s hand.

Melissa’s face beamed. She was a pretty
child, resembling her father in face and color of hair. Her large
blue eyes smiled at the world like the sun after a dark, cold
night. Her face radiated unconditional love for the people who were
her family. The baby already had felt her affection on as many
occasions as Melissa had opportunities to spent time with the
infant. When the vicar pronounced his name as Benjamin Andrew
Franklin Carstairs, at the beginning of the christening ceremony
for the entire congregation to hear, she could hardly contain her
joy and wished the organ would burst out with a loud hymn of
praise.

Standing at the altar with Samuel and his
family were his parents, Elizabeth and Henry, their oldest son
Andrew, Samuel’s brother, and Hannah Cardinal, Lady Meredith’s
cousin. She stood by Henry whose left hand was clasped in hers. And
so Benjamin Andrew Franklin, sleeping through the entire ceremony,
made his first appearance to the folks at Five Oaks.

Unnoticed by the Carstairs some in the
congregation raised their eyebrows at the announcement of one of
the newborn Carstairs’ godparents. Andrew, Samuel’s brother, was
held to be simple by many at Five Oaks. When people at Five Oaks
spoke of him, they referred to him with pity. In taverns in the
area and at gatherings where the Carstairs’ clan was absent, it was
said that Andrew had met with some horrendous experience in the New
World that had robbed him of some of his faculties, although the
people had never heard the particulars of such an experience.

Andrew was thirty-eight years old and
exceedingly handsome. He lived as a recluse in a large cottage in
the forest, which he tended for his family. Seldom was he seen in
the village. When he did make an occasional appearance, some wild
animals sometimes followed him like dogs might follow their master.
On some visits he was heard speaking to the animals, as if they
were human companions. Children flocked around him. He knew the
children all by name, but the greater number of adults regarded him
with some apprehension and much pity.

For Andrew his nephew’s christening was a
defining moment. The baby would have his name and Meredith had
wanted him to be one of the boy’s godparents. He was also to be in
part involved with the newborn’s education. Andrew smiled as he
thought of how the baby had surveyed him and how young Benjamin
seemed to have enjoyed the attention and affection he gave him,
when he had held him occasionally at Meredith’s invitation at
Hawking Manor during the past few days. The little one also woke
memories in him of a time years past.

Hannah Cardinal, Lady Meredith’s cousin and
confidant and the children’s governess, stood as the second
godparent. She watched with interest. Hannah was nineteen years
old. Although most young men in her circle did not describe her
face as beautiful, they thought her attractive. It was her smile
and soft voice that turned the heads and touched the hearts of men
and women alike. In physique she was gorgeous and graceful. In
spite of having experienced a good deal of pain as a youth, she had
kept a sunny disposition.

Hannah had been only fifteen when her
parents, who had taken part in a tiger hunt in India, met with a
fatal accident. At the time she attended a boarding school to which
her parents had sent her a year earlier. The news of their death
reached her there. It was Meredith who came to her side during
those dark days and with whom she would spend her Christmases and
holidays from then on.

Hannah’s brother, nine years her senior, was
to assume the management of their parents’ estate, but he had
neither the knowledge nor the inclination to take charge of the
business. He made two decisions on behalf of his parents before
preparing to pursue his dream of entering the priesthood. The first
was that Hannah should continue her studies at the school their
parents had chosen for her. The last one entrusted the management
of the estate to the Carstairs.

Hannah was a brilliant student, gifted in the
study of the language and of music. By the time she had left the
private school she skillfully played several musical instruments.
She had become also an accomplished singer with a beautiful soprano
voice. In addition, her instructors found her to have a natural
ability to teach, to win the trust of others and to have a good
deal of common sense. At seventeen she had finished her studies. It
was with a great deal of joy that she had accepted, shortly
thereafter, Meredith invitation to live at Hawking Manor as her
confidant and the children’s governess.

While most in the congregation looked on
happily at the christening of the Carstairs’ infant, there were
tears in the eyes of Lady Lydia Holbrook. Her heart was heavy, for
the child she so desperately wished to have had eluded her. Lydia
had married the widower Anthony Holbrook, a stately man,
thirty-nine years her senior. For the seven years of their marriage
they had tried and prayed for an offspring, but all their efforts
had remained fruitless. Lady Holbrook looked at Meredith, her
friend, and the baby she held. She regarded her friend with
affection and some envy. At thirty-five Lydia had become fearful
that she would never experience the joy of holding her own child in
her arms. She had not come to accept that she was unable to bear
children, but she knew that some in the Holbrook family had begun
to whisper words suggesting that she was unwilling or not capable
to do her part to continue the Holbrook line. “If only they knew
how much I would love to have children and how much I would like to
give Anthony a son,” she had whispered when she came to know what
their whispers meant.

She wanted a child not just for her own sake,
but also for her husband’s whose first wife, according to the
Holbrook family, was barren. Anthony had in recent months found it
increasingly more difficult to do his part in the procedure. Lydia
knew that Anthony loved her dearly, even though she had agreed to
marry him only after experiencing disappointment in a relationship
she had hoped would lead her to the altar. It was that circumstance
that led Lydia believe it had to be not only her wish but also her
duty and obligation to give her husband the child for which he had
waited a lifetime. So it was that at the sight of the bundle in
Meredith’s arms her longing turned to tears.

Percy Millborough, a distant neighbor, sat
with his wife and daughters at the back of the church. His thoughts
were not kindly disposed toward the Carstairs. All of his troubles
in life, he was convinced, lay at the feet of Henry Carstairs III.
Percy hated the Carstairs family, because the elder of that clan
had robbed him of his father in a duel thirty-one years earlier,
when he himself was a youth most in need of the wisdom of a
father.

As painful to Percy was the thought that the
woman he married was a Carstairs, a distant niece of the man who
gored his father in cold blood, as he saw it. He had convinced
himself over the years that she had taunted him by giving him seven
daughters and one invalid son. It was with a clenched fist and a
scowl that Percy sat through the ceremony. Hate burned in his eyes
toward every individual standing around the infant. With the last
amen he rushed his wife and daughters out of the doors of the
sanctuary like he was used to do when he drove his cattle.

Once back at Hawking Manor, the celebration
continued. From the lavishly decorated estate the smell of the pigs
roasting over an open fire mingled with that of other delicacies
and spread an inviting aroma over the blossoms of spring that had
come sweetly to the manor’s gardens. Inside the great ballroom that
opened from the main parlor and took up almost half the main floor
of the house many guests had assembled. Friends, neighbors,
officials from the nearby towns, the gentry and tenants the
Carstairs had invited to celebrate Benjamin’s christening had
come.

They were an uncommon lot, ladies and
noblemen alongside common folk. Yet, all seemed to be happily
enjoying the occasion. The Carstairs were unique. Unafraid to part
with conventions that separated people into stations by the luck of
their birth rather than by the kind of people they were, they did
not hesitate to eat and dance with people less fortunate than they
were. Samuel’s father and mother had willed it so ever since
Andrew, their oldest son, who had been lost in the Americas for
seven long years miraculously came home one dark, wet day.

Among the many guests were Katherine
Chesterton, Meredith’s sister, and Lord James Chesterton, her
husband. Their twenty-three year-old son was also in attendance.
The Chesterton clan was rich, but the family had remained unhappy.
Katherine was ten years older than Meredith and for that reason the
two had little in common. At eighteen Katherine had married for
wealth rather than love. She was beautiful, spoiled and had been
courted by many men before her marriage. But Lord Chesterton’s
wealth had turned her head and blinded her to his age, his arrogant
nature and his physical appearance.

Katherine’s unhappiness had surfaced
grievously when she for the first time had laid eyes on Andrew
Carstairs. She had fallen in love with him at first sight and with
that event the scales of blindness had fallen from her eyes. She
suddenly had seen herself and her life in a different light. Her
unhappiness had grown greater recognizing that Andrew was a kind
and very principled man who could not be tempted to take advantage
of a beautiful, married but unhappy woman.

James Chesterton thought himself besieged by
legions of woes. He was insanely jealous of his much younger and
beautiful wife. He found her hard to control in every way, and he
resented her need for constant company. Tormented by frequent
nightmares, he often looked to fine liqueurs to soothe himself to
sleep. His tenants, he was sure, cheated him. Sidney, his son,
disappointed him. On top of it all he was certain that some deathly
sickness had started to eat away on him.

Sidney Chesterton, an only child, endowed
with his mother’s fine looks and his father’s riches, had made it
his mission in life to sow an abundance of wild oats, to spend as
much of his family’s wealth as he could, to seek out trouble
whenever possible and to cause his parents grief. His father’s wish
was that Sidney would start to show some interest in some of the
many Chesterton enterprises, while his mother prayed for a wife for
him who would be able to bridle his wayward ways. To the date of
Benjamin’s christening neither parent had seen the slightest
indication that could have given them any hope of Sidney’s swift
reform.

Another lady of note was Lady Holbrook.
During the festivities of the day she occupied herself tending to
her husband, who like Lord Chesterton had inherited much wealth and
had added to it during his years as master. He was much older than
his beautiful wife. Unlike James Chesterton, he was a kind and
gentle man, not at all demanding. Lydia, when she was not looking
after her husband’s needs, was valiantly trying to avoid Charles
Dranton’s advances. The captain repeatedly tried to engage Lydia
alone.

“My dear lady, forgive my boldness. You are
the beauty of the ball,” he had whispered to her during a moment
she had spent in his presence. “Allow me to be your servant.” His
eyes and smile made it known to the lady that the captain was not
always a gentleman and that his designs this night were on her
body.

“I am a happily married woman, my good
captain,” she replied, “and my husband has given me many
servants.”

“But has he been able to care for all your
needs, my sweet lady? It seems to me there are some longings in
those beautiful eyes.” The bold captain had shamelessly smiled into
her blue eyes, a smile that would linger with her after she found
refuge with her friend Meredith.

George Wickendew, distant neighbor, mayor of
Five Oaks, comic philosopher, drunkard and womanizer was also there
with his frail wife and two spinster daughters. George proclaimed
they had come only to pay their respects to the newest Carstairs
and were shortly to return to their duties at home. Everyone who
knew the Wickendews, however, was prepared to wager that the four
would not leave until they had their fill of the delicacies and the
fine wines the Carstairs served.

To Samuel’s great relief the Lord Mayor
seemed to be content with the passing of the hours to impress the
ladies with his philosophies and not with his prowess with wine and
foul speech. To Samuel’s surprise he drank only moderately and
swore even less. So out of character was his demeanor that George
drew more attention to himself than was usual. Several guests, as
well as Samuel, were concerned enough to enquire about the man’s
health. Most at the gathering, however, expected to see the worst
of George before the celebrations ended.

“My dear Meredith, you equal the sun with
your radiance.” Wickendew approached Meredith with a huge smile on
his fat face. “Here is the sign of a virtuous woman, I say. Virtue
will have no gentler image than Meredith with a baby in her
arms.”

Meredith smiled back at the man who had
stationed himself in front of her with a bow. “Why Lord Mayor, you
are an incorrigible flatterer. But tell me, I am dying to know,
what is the sign of a virtuous man?”

“My good woman, you jest and seek such a man
in vain. Men cannot be virtuous. They haven’t the stomach for it.”
George punctuated his words with a volley of laughter and a pinch
from his snuffbox. His laughter turned nearby heads and brought
others to join the pair.

“Why, Mr. Wickendew,” Katherine entered the
conversation. “You give yourself not enough credit. Is it not a
prerequisite for a Lord Mayor to be virtuous, pray tell?”

George turned his face to Meredith’s sister.
His eyes rested far too long on the exposed portion of her bosom.
“My dear Lady Katherine, make no mistake. The man who parades
virtue about is a knave and a rascal, a pretender, at the very
least a fool.”

While Katherine and the mayor conversed,
Lydia Holbrook drew Meredith aside. “Your little Benjamin is
adorable. How I envy you, Meredith. I’d give a kingdom for a
child.”

Meredith handed the small bundle to her
friend. She put an arm around Lydia’s shoulder to comfort her.
“Don’t give up, Lydia. You mustn’t quit trying. I hear it said that
there is an herb in which lies a boon of fertility. As for giving a
kingdom, I’m sure our good mayor would insist that you need only
give your virtue.”

Lydia stared at Meredith. “You don’t mean I
need to try with another man?” Her face was marked by surprise.
“You can’t possible think that it is Anthony who can’t.” She did
not finish the sentence.

Meredith turned her full attention to her
friend. “I merely meant to make comment about George’s wisdom,
Lydia. But you must admit your husband has as much to do with
getting you in the family way as you yourself. It is all the more
possible that Anthony can’t father a child, since he has no
offspring from the many years of his first marriage.”

Lydia became quiet. She wasn’t sure that the
thought was of any comfort to her. Glad that Meredith changed the
subject, she reluctantly gave up the child when Meredith invited
her to give the baby to Annabelle Lowell, Meredith’s servant girl.
“It is Benjamin’s feeding time,” Meredith told Lydia. “Come with me
and keep me company while I give my little angel his dinner.”

“Please let me carry him, Meredith.” Lydia’s
whole being seemed to blossom with tenderness holding the baby. She
cooed for the infant, spoke softly to him and bonded with the child
in her arms. Her smile told of her yearning to be a mother.

Hannah found herself looking for ways to
divert Sidney Chesterton’s attention from her. It seemed to her
that Sidney spent altogether too much time trying to impress her.
She knew of his reputation, although she had seen him only seldom
in the past. He was attractive and charming, but the stories she
had heard of his escapades made her uneasy when she was alone with
him.

When he approached her again she said to him,
“Why, Sidney, you must not try to flatter me with words you have
rehearsed a thousand times with wenches in every county. Have you
kept count of the scores of little bastards who bare your looks in
the country? I hope to be flattered by an honest man.”

Sidney’s face brightened. “You injure me too
greatly, my dear Hannah. If I could only hope to gain your favor
and approval I should want no more.” He smiled at her in a playful
way. “Will you at least do me the honor of a dance or two?”

Hannah giggled. “The dance floors maybe the
safest places to be with you. Let me assure you, dear Sidney that
any steps amiss on your part will leave you dancing with your
frock.”

“Indeed, I’ll join the priesthood, if you
shall have any complaint of how I dance in your presence, my
beautiful Hannah.” He made a gallant bow and led her to the
dance.

Meredith ushered Lydia into the sitting room.
“Annabelle, would you please fetch some tea for Lady Holbrook and
me? Bring a little honey to sweeten it for my friend.” Meredith
seated herself and smiled at Lydia. “Let me quickly set the table
for my little one, Lydia. If you will kindly unwrap him and reach
him to me, we will let him dine.” She bared one of her breasts,
took Benjamin into her arm and pressed his eager little mouth to
her body. “Come sit by my side, Lydia, and tell me your plans for
the spring.”

Lydia seated herself, as her friend had
requested. The picture before her fascinated her. She looked with
admiration at Meredith’s full, white breast. Its bright, right
nipple had disappeared into the open mouth of the baby. Meredith
looked beautiful and strong. A contented smile graced her lips. She
frequently cast loving glances at her feeding boy, and her free
hand stroked his head tenderly. The child in her arms looked
content.

Lydia’s heart went out to him. His head was
perfectly shaped. Soft locks touched the tops of his ears. It was
difficult for Lydia to tear her eyes away from his beautiful face.
His mouth and cheeks moved in a pleasant rhythm over the exposed
breast of his mother. His eyes were closed, but the slow deliberate
movements of his little fingers of his right hand resting on
Meredith’s arm told the onlooker that he was not asleep.

“Your little Benjamin is an extraordinarily,
beautiful child, Meredith. He will make the heart of many women
skip in his day, I dare say.” Lydia became quiet. A faraway look
had entered her eyes, and all kinds of thoughts crowded in on
her.

Meredith began softly to sing a lullaby to
her baby when Annabelle entered the room with the tea. “Thank you
Annabelle,” she said to the girl. “Our little one wants to sleep
soon. You may go and return to the party. Please see to it that
Henry does not indulge himself too much on the sweet things on the
tables. Hannah tends to spoil him too much.”

The rest of the afternoon continued to pass
in a pleasant manner until the last dance was announced. Captain
Charles Dranton had looked without success for Lydia whom he hoped
to lead to the dance floor again. Having searched in vain, he made
his way to Hannah and arrived at her side at the same time Sidney
Chesterton did. Both in unison made a bow to the young lady saying,
“Lady Hannah would you do me the honor.” They stopped their request
abruptly, glared at each other and hissed, as if speaking with one
mouth, “Give way!”

Hannah found the scene comical for a second.
She laughed and sighed, “I shall not dance again this day,
gentlemen. Take your ease.” She kept smiling at them, turned and
walked briskly to Andrew’s side who stood nearby.

The two, left standing by themselves, were in
no mood to be gentlemen. Their foolish pride would not let them
walk away and be at ease. “Have you no silly war to fight or some
older woman to entertain, Captain that you must spoil the day for
the young lady?” Sidney grinned wickedly at Charles.

The captain, six years older than Sidney
detested the rich, younger man. His eyes consumed Sidney. Charles’
face was like stone. Only the slight twitch in his right cheek told
of the excitement he felt. “Away with you spoiled moron, before I
teach you some manners.” Charles’ voice was icy.

Sidney laughed into Charles’ face like one
who had no care. “I think the old boy had too much of the
Carstairs’ fine wine today or else he has been taken with a touch
of the jester’s folly,” he remarked to a group of young men
chatting near them. Mischief was stamped in Sidney’s face. “Can you
not see how his mouth twitches from sucking a bottle or his thumb
this past hour?”

Sidney turned back to the captain. His eyes
taunted the man who had gripped tightly the shaft of his polished
sword.

“You will give me satisfaction, if you are
not a cowardly rogue.” Charles hissed quietly but with emphasis.
There was no mistaking his deadly intentions. “Contrary to
convention, you may choose the weapon, sword or pistol. I shall
expect you beyond the yard by the pond momentarily.” With those
words he turned and hastened from the house.

The scene had caught the attention of many
who stood within earshot. Andrew was the first to walk to Sidney’s
side. “You will not be so foolish and give in to him, Sidney, will
you?” Andrew entreated him. “No good can come of it. You will mar a
joyful day and displease my father. You may also have to answer to
the law. Come with me to beg his forgiveness and settle the matter
peacefully.”

“I cannot stand to be called a coward,
Andrew. It will do my reputation harm. I am not afraid of a uniform
that covers a bloated ego. The captain shall have some of my lead
or take back his words.” Sidney’s face had turned ashen, but there
was a determined look in his eyes. His wicked smile had given way
to a sober mien. Slowly he began to make his way toward the door
leading to the yard and the pond.

Hannah became anxious when she heard Charles
demand satisfaction. She hurried to where Samuel and his father
conversed with the Chestertons. Quickly she alerted the men to the
impending trouble. “I fear some blood may be shed, if no one
intervenes forthwith,” she fearfully stammered and pointed in the
direction of the pond.

Lady Katherine, immediately afraid for her
son, shrieked at her husband. “Do something to stop this madness,
Anthony!”

Lord Chesterton nervously looked around the
room. “Whom can we send out, Henry? Is there one here to enforce
the law?” he blustered. “I fear that boy will be the death of
me.”

He had not finished speaking before Henry and
Samuel hurried outside and walked briskly toward the pond where
they spied Charles standing near the water and Sidney approaching
him. A crowd of guests, who were not dancing and who had guessed
that something was amiss, followed the men slowly. Hannah ran to
find Meredith. George Wickendew also made after the crowd
cautiously, taking great pains to stay back of the people who began
to assemble alongside of the combatants who had settled on pistols
as the weapon of choice.

“You will not spoil my son’s day, Charles. I
give you warning,” Samuel addressed the captain sternly.

Henry Carstairs first confronted Sidney.
“Son, I insist you put down your weapon. There shall be no duel, no
blood spilled on my property. The king’s law will be honored here.
Has any good ever come from such business?” He turned to Charles.
“Young men’s follies lead to an early grave for one and mountains
of rue into old age or the gallows for the other. What satisfaction
is that?”

Sidney stood undecided. “The king will
forgive us some sport,” he said slowly without conviction.

Captain Dranton made no attempt to put his
pistol away. Samuel stepped from the side where the onlookers stood
and walked between the two men who were facing each other some
twenty paces apart. He stepped toward Charles. His eyes were fixed
into those of the captain. “It is my wish that you both leave
Hawking Manor today peaceably and alive. We can all finish this day
happily or you will cross swords with me, if you are left standing.
I know that you are a proud, but intelligent man, my friend. I
would rather welcome you back to our house than carry you to a cold
bed.” Samuel stopped two paces before the captain.

Charles’ face softened. A faint smile
appeared around his mouth. “I beg your pardon, Sir Henry and
Samuel. I behaved badly.” He turned to Sidney who had lowered his
pistol. “I mean you no further harm, Sidney,” he said plainly, but
the iciness had not left his voice. Under his breath he murmured
silently, “It will do you good to stay out of my sight, man.”

“Let’s not have any more of this nonsense,
men,” George Wickendew now stepped in front of the crowd. “Put up
your weapons! I order you to do so swiftly in the name of the king.
There now, that is better.” He continued to trumpet directions
looking around the crowd gathered to gauge the effect of his words.
“You will leave with me and my family directly, good captain. We’ll
have a glass of wine at my house to see you on to your quarters and
all will be well. What say you?”

Charles had to smile at the pretensions of
the older man, but he agreed to escort the Wickendews. “Thank you,
my valiant friend” Charles smiled. “I shall have the stable boy
fetch my horse and we can be off to your good hall.” He turned to
speak to Samuel again for a short time before proceeding to the
stables.

Meredith and Lydia arrived just in time to
witness George Wickendew pretend to take charge. They watched his
antics for a short time and then took their men by the arm and led
the group back to the banquet hall. The whole affair between the
two young men had a sobering effect on many of the guests. It
caused a number of them to prepare for the departure to their own
homes. Some of those who did not have a great distance to travel,
however, were content to resume the celebration, albeit in a much
more subdued fashion.

Young Henry had gone to look for his mother,
but missed her and Lydia. The two had hurried out through the
shortest exit, while he meandered through the front door. Thinking
he would find his mother in Benjamin’s room, Henry knocked on that
door briefly and entered. Not finding his mother there, but seeing
his brother asleep in the cradle, he stepped to its side. Henry
stared at the sleeping Benjamin for a long time. “Go away!” he
murmured. He pinched the baby’s arm and hurried from the room
leaving his brother screaming.

Melissa, who had come to her room to show a
friend her clarinet, heard the baby’s cry. She quickly left her
friend and raced to Benjamin’s room. Seeing no one but the crying
baby in the room, she began to speak softly to him. “Hush, hush, my
little sweet, what is the trouble?” She almost sang the words while
bending over him gently stroking his cheek. “You mustn’t cry. Your
mommy isn’t far away and Lissa is here to protect you.” She stroked
her brother’s cheek ever so gently again and whispered to him.
Benjamin looked at her with his big eyes and became quiet. Melissa
wiped his tears away, sang a lullaby to him and within a few
minutes the little one was soundly asleep again.

The sky sparkled with stars when the Sir
Henry and Elizabeth, his wife, standing beside Meredith and Samuel
said goodnight to the Chestertons, their last guests. Their
carriage had been ready and waiting for them for an hour during
which Lord James Chesterton developed a curious cough. In spite of
his many admonitions to Katherine to begin the journey home he was
forced to feign exhaustion and look on as his wife sought out the
last opportunities to mingle and enjoy herself.

Sidney, meanwhile, did his best to convince
Hannah that the stories she had heard about him were nothing more
than idle gossip, spread abroad by those who wished to do his
reputation harm. “If I could leave this night knowing that you
think no ill of me, my dear Hannah, my sweet cousin, Benjamin’s
christening will have been a godsend for me.”

“A blessing this child is, I grant you.
Hawking Manor shall be the brighter for him. As for your
reputation, my dear Sidney, let us say that it will take more than
my word to make amends.” Hannah smiled at Sidney and the sparkle in
her eyes made his heart skip. “Yet, who can say that tomorrow may
not be a different day?”*****

 


 








CHAPTER 2--AUTUMN AT EAGLERIDGE


 


After the christening, life at Hawing Manor settled
back into its former routine. Even the weather through the rest of
the spring and summer was as expected. To the casual observer the
days at Hawking Manor were like many before them well into the
fall. The oxen plowed in the spring months and sheep gave birth.
Horses were shoed for the summer’s work and porkers were fattened
up for the fall’s slaughter.

Only the fact that Samuel was at home on most
days and engaged in Carstairs’ business rather than the country’s
service seemed different. Although his service to the king had
ended the previous year, he had agreed to stay at the royal court
as an advisor for an additional year, after King George IV passed
away and William was crowned. But for the current year, to his
family’s delight, most nights saw him at home.

Meredith and Samuel found that Henry had
grown more willfully difficult since the spring. But to Benjamin
the world was new and exciting, and so the demands he made on his
parents were substantial. He regarded everything with curious
infant eyes. He was alert and bright and wanted to taste and touch
everything in sight. The attention paid to him by young and old he
loved immensely. Everyone adored him except Henry who still wanted
him to go away.

To make sure that Melissa, as the oldest
child, did not feel left out her parents and grandparents made
every effort each day to spent time with her as well.

In the fall, after harvest was done, the
Carstairs clan along with Hannah planned to travel to London to
spend ten days at their house near the city. To give Meredith a
rest, Samuel decided that Benjamin should remain behind with the
servants and Andrew, who had no desire to go to the city with the
rest of the family.

Meredith had given in reluctantly to her
husband’s suggestion. “Benjamin still needs my milk,” she had
argued to the day of their departure.

But Samuel had pointed out that already for a
few weeks Benjamin had taken more to goats’ milk and other fare and
seemed to do quite nicely. “The boy is happy and is growing. He
seems to do everything early. As you know Benjamin sat up, crawled,
laughed, made attempts at talking months earlier than Henry and
even Melissa did. I believe he will walk by Christmas. And look how
little he has needed to be fed at your breast this past month,” he
countered. “I want you rested for the winter, my sweet, and Andrew
has a knack with kits and fawns and the like. He will love time
with his godchild, and Annabelle knows everything the boy needs.
She will be able to help if necessary.”

“I cannot endure to be away from him,”
Meredith continued to demonstrate, “but I must also take more time
to be with Henry. I think he is at odds with dividing the hours
with Benjamin that once I used to be able to give him alone.”

“It is settled then,” Samuel said. “I will
ride to the lake to speak with Andrew. Two days hence we will
depart.”

On the day of their departure Meredith held
Benjamin in her arms, while giving last minute instructions to
Andrew. “Mama, please let me hold him to say goodbye to my little
darling.” Melissa stretched out her arms to take her brother.
“Benny you must be a good boy for your Uncle Andrew while we are
gone. Lissa won’t be long, just a few days.” She fussed over the
baby, kissed and cuddled him. He smiled at her, reached for a
strand of her hair to pull on it. “Benny, sweet boy, don’t mess up
Lissa’s hair or I’ll tickle you. Lissa has to be presentable for
the journey.” She laughed and continued to entertain a delighted
Benjamin.

“Andrew, are you sure you want to mind
Benjamin all this time?” Meredith still seemed to have some
reservations, although she did not look worried. “If you would only
stay at the Manor or take Annabelle with you it would make the days
less difficult for you. She would be a great help to you and give
you a few hours to relax. The boy will demand your constant
attention, even some of your time during the night.”

“I will be just fine, Meredith. You need not
worry. Benjamin and I will have many interesting adventures
together,” Andrew looked deep into Meredith eyes making her feel a
flush of sudden warmth. He laughed in his winning, boyish way. “We
will be better than fine. You must not be anxious.”

“Will you not take the surrey at least to
transport Benjamin and all his needs? He does not travel lightly.”
Meredith turned to Samuel who had joined them. “Samuel, what do you
say? Should he not take a carriage?”

“The boy is more than six months old,” Andrew
laughed, “it’s time he felt a saddle and a horse, Meredith.”

“Andrew can bring Benjamin home whenever the
need arises, love,” Samuel answered Meredith. “I will instruct
Peterson to take Annabelle to Eagleridge once or twice a week with
fresh supplies. Peterson is well acquainted with the road to the
lake. While he is there he may wish to inspect the house for
repairs in preparation for the winter. If you need to be worried
then pray that Andrew will not spoil the child and teach him things
you may wish unlearned. Brother, take care that the little man does
not steal your heart. Eagleridge may not suit you after that.”

“He cannot do so any more than he has done
already, Brother. It seems to me the sun and stars shine brighter
since his birth.” He embraced his brother, said farewell to all
waiting to depart and made haste to get ready to depart.

Andrew’s mother and father said their
goodbyes to him and Benjamin. Hannah came with Henry at her side to
bid them farewell. “Give your baby a kiss, Henry,” she admonished
him while leading him to Benjamin. Henry stood in front of the
infant for some moments, looked at him without smiling and kissed
him carefully on the cheek. Quickly he turned, took Hannah’s hand
and pulled her to the waiting carriage.

Samuel and Meredith kissed their youngest
many times and whispered goodbye to him repeatedly. Melissa was the
last to leave him. She had to hold and cradle him once more before
she finally did heed her parents’ call to enter the carriage.

While the morning held in its outstretched
hands the hint of frost, Andrew knew it promised to be a warm
autumn day. The leaves at the manor had begun to take on the first
rich colors of crimson and gold. Flocks of birds were grouping for
their visits to lands far from the meadows of Hawking Manor.

Andrew watched the carriage that took the
Carstairs to the city turn out of sight past the gate to the
estate. “Annabelle, will you see to it that I have everything in my
saddlebags that I shall need for Benjamin for a fortnight. I shall
be off directly. When you come to Eagleridge with Peterson, be not
put off by the wolf at my door. He needed mending. Now he has had
too many lazy days with me to be in a hurry to be off to his own
kind.” Awkwardly Andrew dressed Benjamin for the ride to the lake
in the Carstairs’ forest and the log house that was Andrew’s home,
while Annabelle busied herself with fetching supplies for the
baby.

Once Annabelle had everything packed, Andrew
gave her Benjamin to hold. He fetched his horse and placed several
pouches with supplies behind the saddle. The rest that Annabelle
had packed he strapped to the packhorse tied to his stallion’s
saddle. Taking the baby in his arms he walked with him to face the
animal. “This is Rebel, my boy. There, stroke his forehead and let
him see your eyes.” Andrew took the child’s little hand in his and
very gently he stroked the animal that surveyed the child
carefully. “This is my godchild, Rebel. He will be with us for a
while.” Andrew continued to speak to the stallion in a low voice,
as if to reassure it until Rebel lifted his head to Andrew with a
nod.

Annabelle watched Andrew closely. In her mind
she thought it strange for a grown man to speak to a horse. She
found it even stranger that the animal seemed to understand and
answer in its own peculiar way. But she trusted Andrew and found
him most handsome. Andrew placed Benjamin at the front of the
saddle and with one swift, graceful motion he mounted the horse
behind the child. “Come in the early afternoon, Annabelle, three or
four days from now. We will be at the house to welcome you then.”
With that he lightly flicked the bridle and Rebel began walking
toward the gate.

Benjamin seemed happy on the horse. He
chattered contentedly to himself and every once in a while Andrew
saw his free little hand point to something along the road. Several
times he gave out happy cries of wonder. With the other hand he
clutched Andrew’s arm tightly. Andrew marveled at how easily the
stallion seemed to accept the little person now on its back.

Riding toward Eagleridge Andrew recalled how
he had bought the horse for a pittance two years earlier when he
happened to ride by a distant neighbor’s estate and noticed a
commotion near their stable. Three of the neighbor’s hired hands
had ropes around the neck of the stallion trying to keep him from
rearing up and bucking. They had tried for days to get a saddle on
the three year old and had nothing but two hired men with grievous
injuries to show for it.

Sebastian Claremont, the master of the
estate, infuriated by the obstinate nature of the horse, had
finally given orders to his men to shoot the animal when Andrew
rode up. “I’ll save you the gunpowder and pay you a sum for the
rights of the horse,” Andrew had called out to Sebastian. The
neighbor, happy to make a quick profit, had been careful not to
spoil the sale of the horse by asking the usual rate for a
stallion. He would have seen the animal dead had not Andrew come
along. Andrew had quickly agreed to the sum Sebastian had called
out.

He had dismounted and taken one of the ropes
in his own hand by which the hired men retained the horse. “My good
man stand aside,” he had called to the fellow whose rope he had
taken. He had proceeded to speak in low and soft tones to the horse
until it stopped to rear up. Then he had asked the other two men
for their ropes. Slowly he had advanced to the head of the stallion
and carefully slid the two extra ropes off the animal’s neck baring
lightly visible burn marks. Gently Andrew had rubbed and stroked
the horse’s neck all the while speaking to it in soft
inflections.

To the bystander’s astonishment he had ridden
off an hour later with the stallion tied to his own horse and
willingly following him. Andrew had named the horse Rebel on his
way home for the spirit he had seen in the animal. During the month
that had followed he had spent much time with it until the horse
had been broken and had freely accepted his master’s will.

Almost four hours passed on the way to
Andrew’s home when the horses began to change their gait to a trot.
“We are nearing Eagleridge. Do you hear the Skylark, Benjamin? Its
welcome is for you. Listen to its fine song.” Andrew reigned in
Rebel. They stood quietly listening to the bird’s song. With a word
from his master and a free reign, Rebel broke into a gallop leading
a willing packhorse along. Within a few minutes they stopped in
front of the stable that was situated a short distance from the log
house.

The log house at the center of the compound
was the main building. Several other smaller ones overlooked the
lake to the right of it and a few hundred paces below it. An open
meadow lay between the yard in front of the houses and the water’s
edge. The log house was beautifully designed and crafted. It housed
five bedrooms upstairs. A large drawing room, as well as a sitting
room, dining room, kitchen and pantry were found on the main floor.
A smaller log house, quarters for employees and built in the same
style as the main house, stood nearby. Behind the main house other
buildings stood. The first served to store supplies of every sort
and the second to hang, dress and store game. Farthest from the
main house were the stables that could shelter several head of
livestock in addition to a dozen or more horses. A woodwork shop
had been built more recently behind the stable. It had been
furnished with many fine tools by the last manager of
Eagleridge.

“Here we are, Benjamin,” Andrew dismounting
called out to the child. He lifted the little one from the horse.
“Welcome to Eagleridge and our beautiful, little lake. We will fish
there early tomorrow morning when the sun gets up. Until this
evening you will have much to see near the grounds.” Holding
Benjamin in one arm Andrew turned Rebel loose in the fenced pasture
behind the stable to join a mare with her foal. A few head of
cattle along with several goats and sheep also grazed in the
pasture. “You will see deer in the field tomorrow morning,
Benjamin, but for now let us go and inspect your new living
quarters. We must make sure you will be comfortable here.”

The boy became instantly excited when he saw
the wolf and the two dogs come to the stable door. “I had a deuce
of a time teaching those three to get along, Benjamin. They were
bent to do each other harm for many days, but look at them now.
They run together like brothers and even eat from the same trough.
If only mankind could be taught to live at peace with each other,
as the Good Book exhorts us to do. This would be a most wonderful
world.”

Andrew let Benjamin pet the water spaniel and
the golden retriever. He then let the wolf, he had named Pegleg for
the splints he had to wear until his broken leg had healed,
carefully sniff at Benjamin. Andrew, gently speaking to the animal
reassured it that the child meant it no harm. Benjamin, however,
needed restraining. Eagerly his hands attempted to reach out for
the wolf’s nose. The child grunted trying to undo Andrew’s grip of
his hands.

“We must be slow and gentle when we approach
such an animal, little one,” he whispered in his ear. “Look into
his eyes. Speak to him and let him have a scent of you. There now,
we can rub his ears very slowly and gently.” He took the child’s
hand and massaged the wolf’s ear tenderly all the while reassuring
Pegleg. “Ah, he does like you, Benjamin.” Andrew laughed with
delight seeing the wolf lick the little one’s hand. The animals
followed the man who held the child in his arm. Casually they made
their way to the main house. The wolf and the dogs lazily dropped
down in front of the door that Andrew left open when he had entered
into the parlor. “Here’s your home for a fortnight my child,” he
told his nephew and proceeded to carry him through the house.

The days at Eagleridge passed quickly. Each
day Andrew took Benjamin to see new sights and let him experience
new things. This usually quiet man spoke constantly to the child,
explaining, teaching and playing. Much to his delight the infant
seemed to enjoy each adventure. Benjamin could not get out of the
house soon enough in the morning. Andrew was an early riser and had
Benjamin up with the sun.

The afternoon when Annabelle and Peterson
came to Eagleridge, Benjamin was crawling in the meadow chasing
butterflies. Andrew lay nearby reading a book. The early foggy
morning that had kept the pair close to the house had given way to
a warm afternoon. They had made the rounds through the forest on
Rebel to see if any poachers were about. Finding everything quiet,
they returned to the meadow where Andrew spread a blanket out.
There they had their lunch and whiled away the early afternoon
watching a flock of geese land near the lake. They could hear a
woodpecker in the trees behind them.

Upon seeing the wolf step slowly from the
shadow of a tree toward the surrey, Annabelle shrieked. Peterson
stopped the horses unsure of what to do next. The horses too became
uneasy.

Andrew picked Benjamin up and laughing strode
to the pair held captive on their wagon. “A good afternoon to you
both,” Andrew called to them. He touched the wolf lightly and said
a word Annabelle could not understand. The wild beast walked to the
tree under which he had lain and resumed his former position.
Keeping his eyes on the animal Peterson drove the team of horses to
the front of the main house, but neither he nor his passenger left
their seats. “Have no fear, Pegleg will not hurt you,” Andrew told
them both. Peterson ventured slowly from his seat, but Annabelle
would not attempt it.

“I shall stay here until we set out for
Hawking Manor,” she insisted. “I grant you the beast is beautiful,
but I do not trust its fangs.”

“Then trust my arms,” Andrew said playfully
extending his arms to her, after giving Peterson Benjamin to hold.
Hesitatingly she let herself down from the surrey into his arms.
Andrew carried her to the porch of the house where he set her down
gently. “Welcome to my home, Annabelle. Take young Benjamin and
make yourself comfortable inside. Peterson and I shall unload the
supplies you have brought me.”

Annabelle took the baby into the house
without saying a word to Andrew. She had been a faithful servant to
the Carstairs. Although only seventeen years old her guardian had
determined that she should be married in a year’s time. But at that
moment Andrew’s arms and his boyish way affected her altogether
strangely. “He is so gentle and handsome,” she thought, “I would he
still held me in his arms.” To keep from dwelling on her sudden
rush of feelings she busied herself with Benjamin, yet her thoughts
kept turning back to Andrew carrying her from the surrey.

As Samuel had instructed him to do, Peterson
inspected the buildings and noted what repairs needed to be done
before the onset of winter. Andrew brewed a tea of wild blossoms he
had dried. He offered Annabelle and Peterson bread he had baked as
well as wild honey he had gathered. Trying to hide her interest in
him, Annabelle fussed over the baby. She struggled to avoid looking
into his eyes. After they finished their tea and reported what news
they had from Hawking Manor, Peterson and Annabelle departed.

The next day the sun shone hotter than could
be remembered for an autumn day. Not a cloud appeared in the sky
nor could man or beast feel a breath of wind. Andrew saddled the
mare for morning rounds in the woods. To Benjamin’s great delight
its foal ran alongside them for much of the way. From a distance
they shadowed a small herd of elk and watched the animals feed.
Andrew knew each one of them and spoke to the wide-eyed boy about
their habits. After a light noon meal the two frolicked in the
meadow until it became too hot to be comfortable. “I hesitate to
suggest it Benjamin, but we could not cool off better than with a
splash in the lake,” he said. With Benjamin on his shoulder he
meandered to the water’s edge. Benjamin pointed to the water, as if
indicating that he wished to try it out. Andrew took off the boy’s
outer garments and let him splash in the shallow, still warm,
water. The baby enjoyed the refreshing water immensely splashing in
the shallow water with delight. He squealed when Andrew tried to
walk with him out of the lake.

“Well, I’m with you, boy, this is too
tempting a scene to give up without a swim,” he declared. He
quickly stripped off his shirt, breeches
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