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Friday, 3 September

Myers Montford manor and estate in Wiltshire, England

The little dog nosed along the edge of the bricked planters. His white tail wagged, excitement quivering through his whole body. He sniffed at every speck, dirt and leaf and twig. Brightly colored ribbons, tied tightly together to create a long leash, trailed over his back and the terrace’s paving stones.

His sniffing increased. He growled. His short nose swept across the slate-colored pavers. He retreated several steps as he tracked the scent, then followed it back to the grass. The clipped grass tickled his nose. He strained against the ribbon leash as he dug at the stones, as if the pavers were the edge of a cairn hiding a vicious rodent. Then his head popped up. Ears pricked forward. Dark eyes stared at the high hedge with its thick branches of boxwoods.

He glanced behind him at the woman holding one end of his tether. They had ended their walk by traversing the maze. Throughout their tour of the garden, she seemed distracted, barely attending to his tugs on the leash. Now her gaze focused on the drive that swept from the parkland. The gravel turned into a gentle curve as it approached the manor’s forecourt. The little terrier sniffed the air. Then he lunged forward.

The leash held him back. He strained against it then lunged again, but his paws didn’t find grass beneath him. His claws scrabbled on the pavers. He barked.

“No,” the woman said and hauled back on the leash. “No, Sparky. We don’t want another Incident with the Gardener.”

Sparky whined. Incidents with the Gardener meant running and digging, shouts and a game of chase that left him lying on cool grass, panting to cool off, and being carried back to the house by his mistress.

Liza chuckled. “Come, Sparky.”

He pranced back, his white patches gleaming against the brown and tan. She drew in the ribbon leash. When he pawed at her day gown, she picked him up and snuggled him close.

Sparky wiggled. He wanted down. He tolerated her snuggles, but he wanted to explore and dig and sniff out new adventures.

Liza felt the same way. Like Sparky, she often found herself restricted to the great manor, her activity confined to a Sparky-less stroll through the garden and maze, her curiosity limited to learning the people of Myers Montford and the village of Wellesbourne Montford. She had assumed none of the duties expected of the new wife of the lord of the manor. Her mother-in-law refused to cede even the pouring tea when the local families came to visit. After the business of her former life, Liza felt redundant.

Even the dinner parties hosted by the Myers offered her no enjoyment, for she barely knew their guests. And they watched her with avid eyes, eager to find mistakes by a commoner whose only grace was the wealth she brought into the marriage. Her adventures were staid rounds of visits to the sick and needy of the estate, monitored by her husband’s sisters who reported to their mother, that great lady who refused to call herself the dowager.

Liza sighed into Sparky’s coat. “I am bored,” she whispered to the little terrier. He wiggled about, trying to give kisses then settled for licking her hand.

Liza stared again at the long drive with its neat edging.

When she’d come out with Sparky, a gardener had raked the gravel disturbed when her husband rode to the village. The gardener ignored her and continued his work until he removed the last trace of her husband Greville Myers’ passage.

The whole estate was like that. Liza understood the need for everything in its place. Her own home, equal in size to the Myers Montford manor, had followed a strict routine and returned anything displaced immediately to its proper position. On her rounds carrying food and medicines to anyone sick or enfeebled, she saw well-tended fences, neat pastures and fields, all of which pleased her. The garden itself, allowed to decay at the fringes, had spent the summer months being restored.

Her husband had needed the marriage settlements she brought with her. He plowed the money back into the manor and estate. She had expected evidence of years of mismanagement, but only roofs and a few buildings needed obvious repairs. On the day she reached the estate, a month after their marriage, he hadn’t appeared, leaving the greeting to his mother and sisters. He had no excuse, for Liza had announced her arrival with a note sent on the previous day. Instead, he chose to oversee repairs to a mucked-up irrigation weir. Liza understood the demands of an estate.

Yet his absence still hurt.

Without him there as the bridge, greeting his mother and sisters had quelled her spirit. Their stiff welcome was no more than any visitor would have received.

Six months married, and she still barely knew her husband. Five months in residence at the manor, and she still felt like a visitor. “How long will everyone stare at me, Sparky?” Were they waiting for the wealthy but decidedly middle-class bride to prove they should continue to look down their noses at her?

“When age or death or—or something else removes me from the estate, what then, Sparky? Will they rake out my passage just like that gardener? Will anyone ever know I lived here?”

The terrier wiggled and squirmed.

Liza set him down. He bit the leash, but the hastily tied ribbons withstood his sharp teeth.

“You would miss me, wouldn’t you, Sparky?”

Busily biting a red ribbon, he ignored her, and Liza laughed at her silliness. She’d woken with a maudlin displacement. Something was wrong at Myers Montford. Is that something me?

To prevent another Incident with Mr. Potts the gardener, she had created the leash so she and Sparky could escape outside and thus avoid her in-laws. For two hours this afternoon she listened to Mrs. Myers describe in detail her plans for the upcoming fête to the sycophantic Victoria Pethbridge. The next hour she helped Cassandra select silks for a petit-point chair cover while Clarissa mulled over her watercolors. Liza desperately wanted this fresh air and sunshine.

Their walk successfully avoided another Incident with the Gardener, yet she couldn’t bring herself to leave the terrace. Sparky tugged at the ribbons . “You need a proper leash. Tomorrow, I promise, we’ll explore the gardens and the maze again.”

His tail wagged at the promised treat.

Liza crossed her arms. Lifting her face to the warm sun, she closed her eyes and tried to drift like a tuft of dandelion. Her thoughts spun, though, like a maple seed, whirling round and round.

The distant crunch of horse hooves on gravel opened her eyes.

The rider lifted a hand. A wide-brimmed hat hid his features, but she recognized the horse, her husband’s sorrel hunter, raw-boned but with a speed she envied.

Liza waved then wished she hadn’t displayed so much enthusiasm. She felt his gaze until he disappeared, following the drive around the house to the stables.

Did Greville question their marriage as she did? Did he have regrets? She couldn’t ask that. Except for his once-a-week visits to her chamber, they never met alone. They were husband and wife yet still strangers to each other.

Not for the first time she remembered the last Christmas party at her home in Sheffield. Gilbert Meaney had teased her with the suggestion that they elope. She had laughed and shaken her head. His apparent relief proved he wasn’t serious. With her mother ensconced upstairs and her grandfather in London, he’d dared to kiss her, but he hadn’t proposed again.

Then her grandfather returned, stuffed with pleasure because he’d found a husband for her, a gentleman who would elevate his own status. With a half-dozen mills churning out cloths and taxes for Britain, he wanted more to show for his efforts than coin. “No title but a blue-blood,” he boasted. “As noble as they come.”

She’d stared in horror as her fanciful dreams crashed around her.

Sparky whined then began barking. He strained at the leash. Nose to sky, he tugged at the leash then began hauling back, straining away from her.

“Sparky, what’s wrong, boy? Whatever has disturbed you?”

Liza knelt, trying to soothe him, but he bounded to the length of his leash. He continued to strain, planting his feet and scrabbling at the pavers. The barking stopped, replaced by a low growl she’d never heard before.

“Sparky! No!”

He lunged. The leash caught him. Like a rampant lion on a shield, he pawed at the air.

Movement caught her eye. Liza stepped toward the little dog and towed on the leash, but she glanced at the glass doors that gave access to the side rooms.

A dark shape moved behind the glass panes. The sun’s glare kept her from seeing more than shape.

The terrier gave a mighty lunge. The ribbon leash broke, and he plunged into the grass.

Liza sprang after him. She had to catch him before he dug up more of Mr. Potts’ plants.

A crash shook the ground. Stone fragments peppered her.

She whirled around.

Rubble and dirt with bright red geraniums and their green petals lay scattered over the pavers. The remains of a urn had shattered on the terrace. The mass of dirt covered the stone slab where she’d stood.

Exactly where she’d stood.

Where it would have crushed her. She recognized the urn, one of the large decorative planters that adorned the low parapet surrounding the manor’s roof. Mr. Potts and his boys had planted and nurtured the red cranesbill throughout the summer. “Six urns front and back, and six more each side,” she could hear Mrs. Myers say. “Mr. Potts plants them to my specifications each year. This year we have the species geranium.”

The world edged black.

Something whined and pressed against her leg.

Liza blinked.

Sparky whined and pawed at her skirt. She scooped him up and hugged him close. He had barked and fought the leash, trying to get her to move. Had he known the urn would fall? Had he seen it teetering?

“Smart dog! Oh, smart little dog. I love you!”

He wriggled and wanted to escape her arms.

Eyes still on the urn that would have killed her, Liza set him down but grabbed the much-shortened leash. The fall had destroyed the bright flowers and the urn’s graceful shape. She looked up, but the bright sun blinded her. 

How had the urn fallen?
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One of the glass-paned doors cracked open.

Liza still could not see who stood inside the door. Her eyes edged black again. The door shut. The shadowy shape moved away.

She stared at the destroyed urn. It would have killed her.

Sparky whined as he nosed the red geraniums.

I mustn’t faint. The warning echoed through her mind. An eerie blackness replaced her whirling thoughts. She clutched at the leash, as if it were a life rope, like the stories she’d heard of sailors rescued from surf-broken ships.

Another terrace door opened.

“Mrs. Myers! Mrs. Myers! Ma’am, are you injured?”

The panicked voice broke her strange concentration. Liza jerked her eyes away from the rubble.

The butler Winston stood at the open door. He looked frozen with shock.

“Injured?” Even her voice sounded far away. The word had no meaning. Sparky still nosed the dirt. He pawed at a broken piece of the urn. “No. No,” she repeated more sturdily. Don’t faint. Do not faint. If ever you thought you were strong, Liza girl, now’s the time to prove it. “Injured?” She looked down at herself. She didn’t expect to see anything. She’d moved away before the urn landed. Yet as she smoothed her hand down her skirt, she saw a streak of red, brighter than the red ribbon she’d used as part of Sparky’s leash.

“My word!” Winston disappeared into the house.

The red snared her eyes. She felt no pain. A curious numbness gripped her, spreading over her. She plucked the white skirt away from her body.

Winston returned. Servants crowded behind him. “Mrs. Myers, sit, please.”

She needed to sit. She plopped onto the edge of a brick planter. That streak of red imprisoned her eyes.

“I have sent for the doctor, Mrs. Myers.”

She stared at the butler then looked back at the blood. She still felt numb. She lifted a shaky hand—and saw blood on her fingers. She splayed her fingers, but they weren’t injured.

Clarissa knelt before her. “She’s bleeding. She’s bleeding! What happened?”

Her gaze shifted to her sister-in-law. Clarissa had Greville’s dark hair, his blue eyes, so deep, like a fathomless lake. For her, gender had softened the harder lines of his face and slimmed down his wide shoulders.

“Liza, you could have been killed.”

“Yes” was all she could manage.

The leash was taken from her. Sparky growled as a servant dragged him away. He barked as he disappeared into the house.

“Sparky—.”

“He is unharmed. You are bleeding. Winston, send for the doctor. And my brother rode to the village.”

“Greville’s back.” Belatedly, she remembered the formal manners that this family maintained before their staff. “Mr. Myers just returned. He may be in the stable.” Her voice came through a tunnel.

Clarissa rose. “Thank heavens. Winston—.”

“I have sent for Doctor Chambers, Miss Myers.”

“Find my brother.”

“Yes, Miss Myers,” but he didn’t move. He had planted himself between Liza and the destruction. He issued orders to the footmen from that position.

Liza tried not to look, but her eyes kept focusing on the geraniums, the spray of five-petaled red flowers, scattered now, the green leaves crushed and releasing the distinctive fragrance, the crumbled blocks of hard stone that had once formed a graceful urn.

Clarissa picked up her hand. “Let’s see what’s causing this bleeding.”

She saw it as her sister-in-law did, a single cut, just above her wrist. As if spotting it awoke the pain, the cut throbbed, a dull pulse increasing to a sharp ache.

Clarissa shook out a lacy handkerchief and pressed it to the cut. “You were lucky.”

“Sparky pulled me away.”

“He did? Good dog. He needs a treat for that. He’s made up for the mess he made of my paintbrushes last week.”

Winston stepped away. Liza looked up, hoping to see her husband only to be confronted with her mother-in-law’s scowl.

Amabel Coughran Myers, a widow for several years, had deigned to walk to the terrace. From the beginning Liza had admired the woman’s pale beauty, gold and creamy and pale blue, with the slenderness of strict discipline and the height of a Nordic warrior maiden. She had certainly engaged her daughter-in-law in a fierce albeit subtle battle. Now, with her golden hair gleaming in the sunlight, she looked like a Valkyrie come to claim her portion of the dead from the battlefield. “She is hurt?”

“Something must have struck her, Mama. One of the urns fell.”

Mrs. Myers didn’t look at the roof. “Is that her only injury?”

With effort, Liza clawed her wits out of the corners they had scurried into. Never would she cede the field. “It is only a minor scratch, ma’am.”

“Has the doctor been sent for? Winston?”

The butler turned from speaking to a maid. The young woman scurried away. “Yes, ma’am. I did so immediately.”

“That is unnecessary.” Liza struggled to her feet, fighting Clarissa’s attempt to keep her seated. “I am not injured. This is not even deep.” She took the handkerchief away from Clarissa and pressed the cut hard to staunch the blood. “We need to clear this mess away.” Energy shook her as an inner reserve poured out more strength. “We should send for Mr. Potts. He should inspect the other urns, to ensure that another one will not crash onto someone less fortunate. Winston, will you see to that?”

“Yes, Mrs. Myers.”

She stepped forward, and the remaining servants eddied back. “Has my husband been told?”

“I am not certain, ma’am.”

“What is she suggesting?” Amabel Myers turned to her oldest daughter. “Surely she doesn’t think—.”

Cassandra Myers burst onto the terrace. “Heavens! What happened here? Victoria, come and see.”

At that name, Liza clutched every wit and strength remaining to her so she would not fail against the young woman her husband had once favored with his attentions.

The Myers women were pretty, which cast her own nondescript features into plainness. Her handsome husband with his strong features and lake-deep eyes had taken Liza’s breath when first she’d met him. She still wasn’t quite adept at concealing the effect one of his focused looks had on her.

Eight years older and master of Myers Montford since his father’s death, he had never claimed a puritanical life. She knew the estate’s dire need of funds had forced him into the despised role of a fortune hunter. She wished, fiercely and desperately with every passing day, that Greville had informed her of one salient point—that he’d thrown over a diamond of the first water as his fiancée in order to rescue his manor and estate.

Victoria Pethbridge was that diamond of the first water. She had the accepted beauty of dark hair and startling green eyes, high cheekbones and a creamy complexion, and a swan’s neck that formed the perfect setting for the simple cameo she always wore. She moved with a swan’s grace as well, never hurried, never ruffled. At their first meeting, Liza’s envy had reared its ugly head. By their second meeting, she knew of Victoria’s almost-engagement to Greville. Minutes before Victoria entered the house, the dowager had informed Liza. Then those cold blue eyes watched every detail of Liza’s reaction to the news and their second meeting.

As vicar’s daughter, Victoria was well-liked and welcomed in every household of the parish. While other people became flurried and flustered, her serenity remained intact.

Now she glided onto the terrace. The sea of servants parted for her, giving her a straight path to Liza. She glanced at the rubble as she passed it. Dark as her hair, her winged brows lifted. She looked from the broken cast-stone to Liza, still clutching Clarissa’s lacy handkerchief, now ruined by blood. Victoria’s green eyes narrowed as she crossed the remaining feet.

“What a fortunate escape. That urn is quite ruined. The flowers cannot be recovered, I believe. You have only that injury? You sustained nothing else?”

Like Mrs. Myers, she never used Liza’s name, neither her Christian name nor her married one. The rush of energy that had infused Liza began draining away. No one but she had ever remarked on Victoria’s refusal to say her name. Once Liza noticed it, she could not help marking it on every occasion. It was a small insult, as subtle as Mrs. Myers’ insult.

The Latins used to say Still waters run deep. Did Victoria bear a grudge against Liza? She wore a cheerful mask, but the occasional flash of anger shot from those green eyes, surprising enmity from a vicar’s daughter. Had Victoria been on the roof? That comment about the falling urn had sounded off.

Will God forgive me for thinking Victoria had anything to do with the urn falling?

“Only this,” and she lifted her arm to answer Victoria’s question, “which is nothing. I have indeed had a fortunate escape.”

Those green eyes narrowed. Victoria hadn’t missed Liza’s emphasis. “How did it miss you?”

“Sparky pulled me away.”

“That dog! Where is he?”

“He’s been taken to Mrs. Myers’ chamber, Miss Pethbridge.”

“What brings you to us today, Victoria?” Liza heard the hard edge in her question. One part of her was appalled at that sharp question. Another part wished that Victoria would stay home for a solid week. The young woman found an excuse to visit the manor every other day. Ostensibly she came to help with the planning of the fête, but she always managed to plant herself near Greville.

Mrs. Myers scowled, a fierce fighter for her protégée. “You know that Victoria must come every day this week and the next to write invitations for the fête. She is so kind to offer her assistance to me. I cannot depend on anyone else.”

“Perhaps we should not work on the invitations today, Mrs. Myers.” Victoria’s modulated words fell smoothly into the silence after her mentor’s defense. “With this upset today, should we delay the festival?”

“I am not upset,” Liza demurred, but the sisters’ clamor against any delay drowned her out.

“Not have the fête? We must have the fête,” Cassandra cried. “Everyone looks forward to it. You can’t cancel it, Mama. Promise me that you will not do that.”

“The fête is three weeks away,” Clarissa pointed out. “Liza will have more than enough time to recover from any upset. Besides, we must hold the festival this year. For three years, Greville has forced us to cancel it. Everyone is eagerly anticipating this year.”

The things I learn when people don’t heed me. As the girls confronted their mother and Victoria, Liza considered what she’d just learned. No one had mentioned the previous cancellations. Cancelled because Greville forced them. No wonder his sisters were so excited about planning the festival. As the villagers would be equally excited.

Like the repairs to the house and the estate, her money doubtless funded the festival’s return.

Avoiding the debris, she edged toward Winston. The butler was ordering the remaining servants back to their work.

Her knees felt shakier than before. She’d never panicked in her life, but Victoria’s How did it miss you? had sapped the last of her energy. She wanted to retreat to her room and cry into Sparky’s coat.

The world dimmed, as if a cloud passed over the sun on this cloudless day. She blinked, losing the glass-paned door in the sudden dimness.

Height and broad shoulders blocked her stumbling flight.

Liza looked up, into her husband’s scowl. His hands clamped onto her shoulders. “What has happened here? Are you hurt?”

A sob broke out. Then the light dimmed entirely, and she sank under the weight of Greville’s hands.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Greville caught Elizabeth as she dropped. He scooped her up. In his arms she seemed surprisingly slim and fragile. Out of his arms she was like a mysterious elemental force, one that he wanted to grasp and understand. The difference shocked him.

Thick lashes concealed her eyes, a rich brown with elusive glints of amber, distracting him whenever he delved deeply into conversation with her. Her cheeks had lost all color. Whatever had occurred had overset her determined personality. He saw no tear-streaks, but he would not expect those. His wife never cried. She would shrink from his mother’s acidity and wince at Cassandra’s unthinking comments. She had uprooted her life and come to his home, yet she still wafted like a dandelion tuft, seeking a planting ground, drifting with the vagaries of her new life.

Yet now she swooned, another unexpected reaction.

He studied the debris on the terrace then judged the distance it had fallen from the parapet. How close had the urn come to striking her? Crushing her? Killing her?

“Allow me, sir.” Winston flourished a large handkerchief. He folded it then pressed it to Elizabeth’s arm. After tying it deftly, he stepped aside.

“She’s hurt?”

“A scratch only.” Clarissa came closer. She tucked Elizabeth’s dangling arm across her slender body. She glanced down, and Greville followed her gaze. A froth of lace lay on a paving stone. Blood stained it.

“Sir, if you will bring the young Mrs. Myers this way.” Winston opened a glass-paned door farther along the terrace.

“Open the door to my study,” he ordered.

The butler froze only a second at the unusual order, then he sprang to obey. Greville’s study was sacrosanct territory that not even his mother entered. He had a moment to worry about any precedent he might set, but the Elizabeth he had come to know during their brief weeks of marriage would never intrude.

As he followed Winston, Greville noticed that his mother had disappeared, likely returning to her sitting room where she delegated her duties to others. Cassandra used a toe to poke at pieces of the rubble.

Victoria Pethbridge caught his eyes. Her mouth twitched, a habit when she forced herself to keep silent. Turning, she called to his younger sister. “Come, Cassandra, we have invitations to write. It looks as if Clarissa is abandoning us.”

“Do go on,” Clarissa urged from behind him. “I think Elizabeth is recovering.”

His wife had stirred, and he hadn’t noticed. He carried her through the second glass-paned door that Winston held open. He hesitated only a second then lowered his fragile burden to the old sofa with its sagging cushions. Then he knelt beside her and watched the flicker of her thick eyelashes, proof that Clarissa was right. The swoon was only temporary.

Elizabeth’s hair had loosened from its severe bun at her nape. Long and wavy, it trailed over his arm as he shifted her head to a cushion. By day she wore it in a bun or a braided coronet. At night she confined it in a long plait. A brown lock had separated from the mass. He slipped his fingers along the silken tress, an untangled skein of common color that was beautiful in a subtle way.

Just like her eyes, unnoticed until he had looked closely.

Another distraction when he needed to concentrate around her.

Those amber-flecked eyes opened. Elizabeth blinked then struggled to sit upright.

Greville pressed her down. “You’ve had a shock, Elizabeth.”

Her eyes widened. Her color receded even more. Then those dark lashes dropped. “I wish you called me ‘Liza’,” she murmured. Belatedly hearing her words, her eyes shot open, wide and alarmed. Once more she struggled to sit.

“Liza, lie still.” Why didn’t she ask that before? Six months married, and he still used her full name, not the shortened familiar. Liza. Six months. And today was the third, the day of their marriage last April.

A pretty color pinked her cheeks. She subsided again and resolutely shut her eyes. “I’m not a feeble invalid.”

Behind him, Clarissa giggled. “Certainly not, Elizabeth. Liza,” she amended. “I have a drink for you. Move, Brother.” She crowded in, holding a glass of amber liquid. She had raided his whiskey decanter.

Elizabeth—Liza, he must remember—lifted up to sip the liquid. She swallowed then coughed and gasped and waved another sip away. “Thank you.” She finished sitting up, but Clarissa’s perch on the sofa prevented her from swinging her lower limbs to the floor. “I should like to retire to my chamber.”

Greville winced. “I should like for you to stay here until the doctor has attended you.”

Her lashes lifted. She gave him a direct look. Too quickly, though, her gaze faltered and dropped to her lap. “Dr. Chambers is surely delivering the Holdstock baby, over at the mill.”

The mill was beyond the estate’s park, on the road to the village. He folded his arms. “We will wait for his arrival.”

“I wasn’t injured.”

“We will wait together, Liza.”

Her receded blush returned. She looked at her hands, twisting in her lap. He watched, counting the rapid rise and fall of her breasts. Had she blushed this second time at his use of her preferred name or because he said they would wait together?

That was not a question he dared to ask, however much he wanted the answer. As Clarissa protested that Elizabeth’s injury required a doctor’s attention, Greville puzzled over the reason he had never called her Liza. He remembered his visits to her home in Sheffield, first in January to meet his prospective bride then in April to marry her. Her mother and her grandfather had called her Liza. When he arrived at her home in April, the wedding ceremony mere hours away, he had limited himself to Miss Corbett.

On his arrival, as a footman led Greville to her
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