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            LITTLE FOXBURY

          

        

      

    

    
      Under the wide skies of Norfolk, the market town of Little Foxbury is a charming and historic place.

      It boasts a ruined abbey, a sixteenth century church, a famous coaching inn, a monument to Boudicca’s rebellion, and an entry in the Domesday book. Ownership of the pile of stones that used to be a castle is disputed with the village of Wymond, a few miles to the east, in a mild feud that persists to this day.

      The town is home to a varied and (mostly) congenial assortment of inhabitants from farriers to farmers, blacksmiths to brewsters, and tradesmen and merchants of all descriptions. The self-described gentry usually go off to London for the Season, but everyone is home for hay-making and, in case of trouble, they will rally behind each other.

      Little Foxbury is a wonderful place to look for love…and to bring love home for good.
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      NORFOLK, 1815

      “Why do we have to wear black, Aunt Diana?” Victoria asked. It was a fair question, Diana admitted. The custom of children—of anyone—wearing black for mourning was just tradition. It had no reason behind it. Certainly not reasons a six year old would care about.

      “It’s to show people that we’re sad, so they won’t expect us to be happy,” she said. She laid the small black dresses on the bed, her heart twisting in her chest.

      “I’m not happy.” Dorothy—Dora—two years younger than Vicky, clung to Diana’s leg. She bent and picked her niece up, cuddling her comfortingly.

      “I know, sweetheart. None of us is happy.” The news of the shipwreck of her sister and brother-in-law, the girls’ parents, had come so unexpectedly, they were all still in shock. Diana sat down on the bed, and Vicky sat beside her, holding her free hand.

      “Will we live here with you now?” Vicky was so like her mother, Catherine. She always liked to pin everything down and have it organised and under control.

      “Yes, you will.” At least Catherine and Sebastian had left the girls to her care. She couldn’t have borne it if they’d been whisked off to some relative of Sebastian’s. “Now, you can go down to the kitchen and see the cat’s new kittens.”

      Thank God for kittens! The girls’ faces brightened immediately and they ran out of the room and clattered down the servants’ stairs. She had better go and write some letters to all their relatives, informing them of Catherine and Sebastian’s deaths.

      

      A peremptory knock at the door made Diana sit up from her desk in indignation. Couldn’t this person see they had crepe over the doorknocker? The house was in mourning!

      She dabbed tears from her cheeks. Mr Gunnel would deal with this ill-mannered intruder.

      A few moments later, Mr Gunnel opened the drawing room door with an apologetic expression on his face.

      “Lord Hindmouth, madam,” he said.

      The words jolted her as if she had been kicked under the heart. Sebastian! It was all a mistake! They were alive!

      Then a tall, dark-haired man walked through the door. Another kick. How stupid she was. It was the new earl, not her brother-in-law. Of course Gunnel would have let him in. She pushed down tears and swallowed around the lump in her throat.

      She rose to greet him, and curtseyed as he bowed.

      “Miss Tilney,” he said with a scowl, “why have you kidnapped my wards?”

      “I beg your pardon! I have done no such thing!”

      “Then where are they?”

      “Upstairs, in the nursery, where they belong!”

      “They belong at Swanstead and you had no right to remove them.”

      She glared at him. How dare he!

      “I think you will find, my lord, that I have every right. You may have been appointed their guardian, but my sister and brother-in-law’s wills will make it very clear that I was to have the raising of them.”

      He pursed his mouth. “While true, that was not well considered.”

      “It’s best if they are raised by someone who loves them.” The poor lambs. They were so bewildered and sorrowful, she hadn’t hesitated to scoop them up and take them away from that echoing, empty house as soon as she’d been informed of their parents’ death.

      Looking around the admittedly modest room, he lifted an eyebrow. “It’s best if they are raised to fit their station in life.”

      Gunnel interrupted, bringing in the tea tray. With embarrassment, she realised she hadn’t asked the earl to sit.

      “Please, my lord.” She waved him to a chair and he took it as she sat on the sofa.

      The ceremony of pouring and handing over completed, she sipped at the welcome warmth of her tea. She had  to explain herself well enough that this man would leave them alone to grieve together.

      “The girls need security. Their world has been, has been smashed. I felt very strongly that they needed me with them.”

      He nodded. “In the short term, you may have a case. Not in the long term, Miss Tilney.” He hesitated. “I’m not sure what you know about their inheritance.”

      “I know that Swanstead Abbey was entailed, and goes to you as the next earl.”

      “Yes.” He put down the cup on a side table, and leaned forward, his pale blue eyes intent. “However, your brother-in-law Sebastian knew that, of course, and so he purchased estates for both of Victoria and Dorothy, to be part of their dowry. They are very wealthy young women in their own right. I am their trustee.” He cast another glance around the room. “Forgive me, Miss Tilney, but they will not learn how to run a large household here. They will not learn the skills and knowledge which will be expected of them when they marry. You are doing them harm by keeping them here. You must understand that. You yourself were raised on a large estate, were you not?”

      Leftwich. Gone to a distant cousin because of entails. The whole system was barbaric.

      “Yes. Which means that I can teach them what they need to know.”

      “Can you? With a staff of, what? Four or five?”

      “Six counting Mary, the girls’ nursemaid.”

      “And Swanstead has thirty or so inside servants and probably another twenty outside.” He just looked at her.

      Damn him! “I will raise my nieces.”

      “Certainly. But not here. Little Foxbury, while fine in its way, does not offer them enough.” He tapped his index finger on his knee. “The best plan,” he continued thoughtfully, “would be for you to live at Swanstead.”

      “As your pensioner? I think not! I prefer my independence.”

      He sighed, and ran a hand through his hair. “You could bring your chaperone with you, and establish a more or less separate life there.”

      How much to tell him? Only honesty would do. “I don’t have a chaperone yet.”

      “Yet?”

      “My sister Emma and I lived here together until her marriage a few months ago. Mrs Torbett. I haven’t—I haven’t found anyone suitable yet.”

      “The deuce! You’re living here alone?” He looked appalled.

      “I’m quite capable of managing my own affairs,” she snapped. “And I have no desire to be an unwanted relative in another woman’s house.”

      Why did he make her so angry? She was normally far calmer.

      “You wouldn’t be in another woman’s house!” He was no calmer than she. How could pale blue eyes look so fiery? “I’m not married. And if you’re alone in this house, this meeting is most improper. You could be compromised.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not about to trick you into marriage. I have no intention of ever marrying.”

      Dumbfounded, he surged to his feet and took a few paces around the room, which seemed even smaller than usual. She loved this house, but it wasn’t designed for men this tall and energetic. He whirled and stared at her incredulously.

      “Never?”

      “Never. Marriage is a form of slavery for women, and I want no part of it.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous! It’s anything but slavery.”

      “Indeed, my lord? What would you call it, when a married woman has no say over where she lives, no control over her own money, no ability to earn her own living, and if she dares to leave, the sheriff’s officers can, on the simple say-so of her husband, drag her back to him, and allow him to beat her as much as he pleases with no fear of reprisals! That sounds like slavery to me.”

      His mouth opened but he was lost for words. Good. Men never even thought about marriage from the legal standpoint for women. Let him think that over, the conceited know-it-all! He rallied.

      “But children?”

      A qualm ran through her. Still, she had the girls now.

      As though called, Dora and Vicky ran into the room and stopped, wary of the visitor. Then they saw who he was.

      “Uncle Ned!” They dropped very creditable curtseys for a six and four year old.

      At her questioning look, he shrugged. “Sebastian and I were close friends. I’m no stranger to them.”

      The girls both ran to Diana, climbing into her lap like puppies.

      “We need a hug!” Dora said.

      She looked at the earl over their heads as she cuddled them. His lips tightened.

      “Mr Courtenay has organised the memorial service for Thursday morning at eleven,” he said. Mr Courtenay was the local vicar. Highly regarded for his sermons, he was generally regarded as a very holy man; although Diana had observed wryly that it was Mrs Courtenay who actually ran the parish. “Children would not normally attend a funeral, but a simple service should be acceptable for them. And for you and your sister Mrs Torbett.”

      Women didn’t attend funerals either; at least, not women of their social class. It was quite broad-minded of him to have them there.

      “I’ll have them ready. The dressmaker is already making their new clothes.” She didn’t want to say the words “mourning clothes” in front of them. In the first sign of delicacy he had shown, he simply nodded.

      “After the service, people will be invited back to Swanstead. There will be the reading of the wills. At that point, we can come to an understanding.” Again he showed delicacy by not allowing the girls to know their futures would be decided then.

      “Very well, my lord.”

      “Why are you calling Uncle Ned “my lord”?” Vicky asked, sitting up. “He’s not a lord. He’s Mr Faulkes.”

      Diana pulled both of them back to lie against her. “He’s the new earl, my loves, now that your father is gone.”

      Their little bodies stiffened and then they burrowed into her like newly-whelped puppies with their dam. Dora trembled.

      She stroked their backs and hugged them tighter, and slowly they relaxed.

      “You see, my lord?”

      He nodded, his face inscrutable.

      “I’ll remove myself before we become a scandal in Little Foxbury.” He stood and bowed, and went out.

      She wouldn’t let him take these darlings away from her. She would not, not if she had to spend every penny she owned in Chancery Court!
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      Damn the woman!

      No chaperone, no intention to marry, and no need, either. The Tilneys were famous for their wealth, and Catherine, the eldest sister and principal heir, had settled ten thousand pounds on each of her sisters before her own marriage. It had even been reported in the newspapers.

      Diana Tilney had been reading too much of Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Never marrying indeed!

      He walked along the charming High Street of Little Foxbury, scowling. It was a nice enough place, a market town filled here at the centre with the brown and cream of half-timbered Tudor buildings. Their diamond window panes shone, and behind them were goods laid out for sale, everything from boots to bobbins to horse brasses.

      The livery stable was on the next street over, by a monument to Boudicca’s rebellion against the Romans. He walked briskly, driving cape under one arm, his Hessian boots tapping firmly on the cobblestones. There were people everywhere, and carts and even a hackney. A number of men tipped their hats, their wives curtseying, so who he was had become common knowledge. He nodded back or bowed, as appropriate.

      Everything he did would be under scrutiny from now on, including what happened to the girls.

      Damn woman. What had Sebastian been thinking, giving her custody of the children?

      Although…those little girls clearly knew and loved her. They would need someone they loved and who loved them. He couldn’t imagine how hard it was for them, to lose both parents at once. The shipwreck which had taken them had upended all their lives, including Miss Diana Tilney’s.

      His groom—Sebastian’s groom, really—had the horses ready. He headed his phaeton out of Little Foxbury, onto the road to Swanstead, thinking hard. He had to admit she had a point about marriage.

      His own wife, before her death, had complained that he had control of her dowry and all of her actions. It had not been the case in the Languedoc of her childhood, in southern France, where married women could own their own property and run their own businesses, no matter what their husbands thought: “Until that monster Bonaparte came and took away all our rights!”

      He missed Petrona. She’d married him to stay out of France, but had been quite open about it, and he had married her…why? Because it was what one did, and none of the simpering English misses he’d met at Almack’s had raised the slightest interest in him. He hadn’t exactly loved her, but by God he’d liked her! She’d been funny and witty and slightly outrageous. He’d never known what to expect from day to day.

      Her death in childbed three years ago, and the child with her, had killed any desire he’d had for an heir of his body. As he drove along the elm-lined road, images of her in the lying-in bed crowded his mind, making him sick and clammy. So much blood. So much pain.

      His brother and his brother’s brood were enough heirs for any man.

      The vast Norfolk sky arched over him, clouds gathering on the horizon. He clicked his tongue to his greys and they picked up the pace. The weather swept in here like a charging bull, and he wanted to get them into shelter before the pelting Autumn rain came down.

      Diana Tilney was a problem. Whoever had named her Diana had chosen well. She’d been a veritable goddess, eyes spitting fire, defending her little ones and denouncing marriage.

      Unlike most of the current batch of debutantes, she hadn’t cropped her strawberry-blonde hair, but wore it in a simple bun. He was six foot, and she was tall enough to barely tilt her head to look him in the eyes. Glare at him, rather, with those fine blue eyes.

      He chuckled. She was definitely a problem. Without a chaperone…the girls could continue where they were until she had one, but have one she must, or he could never visit. And once that was settled…Even with a chaperone, the gossip would be vicious if she came to live at Swanstead.

      Perhaps the Dower House, which currently held his senile old cousin Bosworth who cared only about the warmth of his fire and the quality of his whisky. Perhaps they could swap? Bosworth to her house in Little Foxbury, and she to the Dower House?

      That might work. The girls could live with him at the big house, but they could see their aunt daily, and she could teach them what they needed to know about running the house; and supervise their dancing practice and their music and painting lessons, show them how to embroider…

      He turned into the gates of Swanstead, laughing. He couldn’t quite see Diana Tilney sitting quietly, embroidering a fichu.

      The butler, Mr Haley, let him. He missed his own butler, Sutton, who had been his valet in his green years, but Sutton was back in Hampshire at what had been his main residence, before he came into this blasted earldom.

      “Mrs Keach has been asking for a word,” Mr Haley said, taking his driving coat, hat and gloves.

      The housekeeper. Yes, he had to talk to her about Thursday.

      “I’ll see her in the library,” he told Mr Haley.

      He’d set up his papers on a desk there. Partly a matter of delicacy—one didn’t want to just ride roughshod over the old ways of doing things. And partly so that Sebastian’s solicitor could go over all the paperwork in Seb’s office with him, to make sure he knew the state of the estate and of his inheritance.

      The solicitor would be here either today or early tomorrow, for the reading of the will after the service, and staying for a couple of days. Ned sighed. He’d far rather be at home in Hampshire. Norfolk was as flat as a pancake, and about as interesting. Humbug country.

      He’d never expected to inherit the earldom. Seb had already had two children, so there was no reason to think he wouldn’t have more, and one of them be a boy. And he’d had a younger brother, Trevor, but Trevor had died at Waterloo without ever being married. At the beginning of June, the peerage hadn’t even crossed Ned’s mind. Now it was the end of September, and here he was, Earl of Hindmouth and richer than he’d ever expected to be.

      Some men he knew would be cock-a-hoop, but Ned missed Sebastian, and missed his old home. He’d put Petrona’s death behind him, finally. He’d worked his way back to being all right, dammit!

      Mrs Keach sidled in as if he were going to shout at her.

      He smiled. “Yes, Mrs Keach?”

      “After the service, my lord…” Another thing he had to get used to. My lord this and my lord that. His brows twitched together and she gasped.

      “I’m so glad you’ve come to discuss that, Mrs Keach,” he reassured her. “I was about to tell Humphreys that the workers on the estate will have time off to go to the memorial, if they’d like to.”

      “Oh, yes, sir, they’d all like to. So would we in the house, but of course that won’t be possible, with everyone coming back here straight after.”

      No doubt Miss Diana Tilney would point out the unfairness of women’s time being at everyone else’s mercy.

      He grimaced apologetically. “I’m afraid there’s no way around that, Mrs Keach.”

      “Oh, no, sir! I mean, my lord. I was just wanting some instructions.”

      “Instructions?”

      Her eyes sharpened. “About whether we’re putting on a spread in the main barn for our own workers, and which china to use if we are, and which china to use for the guests to the house, and if we should order in from Norwich to get the best ham from that butcher her ladyship liked…”

      Perhaps his face wasn’t encouraging, because she faltered to a stop. “Surely you can make these decisions, Mrs Keach?” His own housekeeper certainly would have, without a qualm.

      She gasped. “Oh no, my lord. I wouldn’t want to overstep. Her ladyship always decided everything. She liked to keep a firm hand on the reins, she said, so she’d always know what was happening.”

      Blast. And he couldn’t criticise that as damnably managing, because Catherine was dead.

      This was why the girls needed someone who could train them up in how to run a big household. He had no idea what the answers were to any of these questions.

      Floundering, he grabbed onto a lifeline. “I’ll ask Miss Tilney to come up and speak to you this afternoon. I’m sure she’d know what Lady Hindmouth would have wanted.”

      “Thank you, m’lord! Oh, that would be perfect! Miss Tilney is such an accomplished young lady, and, and, very decisive.”

      He almost laughed aloud, but that would have been unkind. Decisive. Indeed she was! He rather liked that about her, although it was going to cause him a deuced amount of trouble.
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      The note sounded almost plaintive. It made her laugh. Poor man. Pitchforked into managing a new estate, and no wife to help him.

      At least he had sent the carriage to bring her to Swanstead. Slightly overbearing, as it implied she would jump to do his bidding, but then he would know she would do whatever she could to honour Catherine and Sebastian’s memory. Diana gathered up the girls and Mary their nursemaid, and they set off.

      The girls’ good mourning clothes had arrived not long after Lord Hindmouth had left, so they were appropriately dressed in black dresses with white collars, and black ribbons in their hair. Their fair prettiness shone out from the sombre clothes, and it made her heart catch. They looked so much like Catherine!

      Her own mourning clothes were still being finished, but she had a dress. Not the height of fashion, but not shaming. It was a couple of years old, from when an uncle had died and they’d all gone into black for six weeks.

      So she got down from the carriage with composure, was escorted into Catherine’s old office by Mr Haley while the girls were taken up to their rooms by Mary to gather more of their things, and greeted Mrs Keach with warmth.

      “Now, Mrs Keach, what needs to be done?”

      “Oh, thank goodness you’re here, miss! His lordship has no idea! We all just want everything to be perfect!”

      The woman was actually wringing her hands, and curtseying with every other sentence.

      “Please, sit down, Mrs Keach, and we’ll just work our way down the list of what needs to be done. Let’s start with the outdoor workers and the minor tenants. Is the big barn emptied out ready for their gathering?”

      “No, miss. We didn’t know…”

      “Well, that’s the first thing to be done, because I know that this house is already perfect. You keep it so well.”

      That settled her.

      An hour later, there was a knock at the door. Ned Faulkes. It was hard to think of him as Lord Hindmouth, but she had to. Mrs Keach practically levitated off her chair and into a curtsey. The woman needed to calm down.

      “My lord?” Diana raised her brows.

      “Just wanting to see how you’re getting on. Mrs Keach, er, seemed to think a good many things had to be decided today.”

      “Indeed they did, but we’re finished, now, I think. Use your own judgement on the flowers for the hall, Mrs Keach.” Panic flicked across the older woman’s face, and Diana felt a jab of combined annoyance and pity. “My sister loved—” What was in season now? Not much. “—chrysanthemums.”

      “Oh, yes, she did!” Of course she did. They were both pretty and fashionable. “Very good, miss.” Mrs Keach scurried off, actually making an arc around the earl as if he were a rabid dog. Diana bit her lip to stop smiling.

      “Well may you laugh,” he said, dropping into a chair. “That woman is terrified of me, and I have no idea why!”

      “She’s afraid you’ll replace her.”

      “It’s tempting. My own housekeeper would have sorted that business out in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

      Diana laughed out loud, and then covered her mouth in mortification. Laughter was out of place in this house of mourning.

      “Oh, don’t stop!” he begged. “Everyone is so Friday-faced. I know we’re all in mourning, but we don’t have to go around looking like professional mourners following a tricked-out hearse.”

      That made her go still. Part of her agreed, but the other, rawer, part, shied away from the words.

      He leant forward, his eyes intent. “I’m sorry. My blasted tongue runs away with me sometimes. My wife complained about it.”

      “Your wife?” She knew that he’d been married. Sebastian had mentioned it. Perhaps the wife was back at his old estate.

      “Dead,” he said succinctly. “Three years now.” His voice was tight. “Enough about me. I was all at sea with Mrs Keach, and why?”

      She knew exactly where he was going. Cutting him off, she sighed. “I know. You didn’t know what to do because you’d never been trained to run a large household.”

      He grinned. “In the gold!”

      A reference to archery, where the centre circle was gold. She had hit the mark.

      “Even if I grant that the girls need that kind of instruction–”

      “Ah, but I’ve had a brilliant idea!” He outlined his plan about the Dower House.

      That shook her. It might work. But again, she’d be his pensioner. And the gossip…

      “I doubt that would stop the old tabbies of Little Foxbury from thinking the worst.”

      The door opened and two little heads peeped in.

      “They’re here!” Dora cried. The two of them came in, followed by their nursemaid Mary, a young girl with flyaway mousy hair and large ears.

      “Mary’s had a wonderful idea!” Vicky announced.

      “Now, miss, there’s no need to repeat–”

      “You two should get married!” Dora and Vicky spoke together, cutting Mary off. “Then you can be our, our–” She turned to Mary. “What was it you said?”

      “Adoptive parents,” Mary mumbled. “But really, m’lord, I was just passing the time of day with your valet and, and, it was just a thing to say.”

      “So it’s not exactly the same as parents,” Vicky explained earnestly. “But it’s just like that. And then we can all live here together and be happy!”

      She beamed, and Dora beamed, and Mary hid her face in her apron.

      What could one say to that?

      

      God help them all, Ned thought.

      He scrambled to find a response, but Diana got there before him.

      She came around the desk and crouched down in front of the girls.

      “It’s lovely that you want us for your parents.” She smoothed their hair back. “And we are in a way already your parents. We are your guardians. You are our wards, which is like adoption.”

      “But we want to live here,” Dora said in a very small voice. “With our ponies.”

      Ponies! Yes, that was another good reason he should have thought of that they should live at Swanstead. Ponies, and dogs, and room to ride and play. From Diana’s face, she was thinking of all that now. He should be pleased, but he had a small spike of guilt. They were putting unfair pressure on her.

      For the girls’ sake.

      He wanted her to live on the estate.

      Would he be prepared to marry her to make that happen?

      A companionate marriage, a marriage of convenience?

      Something in his gut warned him away, but it would solve so many problems! He could turn his attention to the estate and financial matters, take his seat in the House of Lords, not worry about the girls or the house or the servants or…or anything!

      Women really were essential to the life of the ton.

      “You can visit and ride the ponies still, if you live with me,” Miss Tilney said.

      Both girls started to cry; big, fat tears brimmed and fell. His heart twisted.

      Would it be so bad? It wasn’t as though it would be a real marriage, where he’d have to court her.

      Or bed her.

      That twist in his gut got tighter, but he ignored it.

      “Your aunt and I will discuss it, and let you know what we decide later.”

      Tears disappeared as if by magic.

      “Oh, thank you, Uncle Ned! You’ll be a very good papa.” Vicky grabbed Dora by one hand and Mary by the other and dragged them out. “Let them talk!” she whispered loudly.

      Miss Tilney stood slowly and turned to regard him with narrowed eyes.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      “It’s a good idea. It would solve everything.”

      “I’ve already told you I have no intention of ever marrying.”

      He marshalled his arguments, and took a step nearer her. Those dark blue eyes were a stormy grey now, but they were reddened by days of tears. Sighing, he spread his hands.

      “It wouldn’t be a real marriage.”

      “Real in the eyes of the law, and it’s the law that I object to.”

      He nodded, thinking it through.

      “Seb’s solicitor is coming tomorrow. I could discuss it with him. See what avenues there are to maintain your independence. Secure your own income. Control over your own life.” He gestured to the door. “You saw those girls. They need both of us, here. And this is the only way we can do it without causing a massive scandal—which would, I have to point out, hurt them too.”

      

      It was true. Any scandal about the two of them would seriously hurt the girls’ chances later in life. Diana blinked, suddenly exhausted.

      “I’m going home,” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the service.”

      He took her hand, and kissed it formally as he bowed. “Thank you for your help today. We’d have been in queer stirrups without you.”

      She smiled as though she couldn’t help it. “Your use of slang in front of a lady is shocking, you know.”

      He chuckled. Keep it light. “Surely not to a woman of independent mind?”

      She actually snorted at that.

      “Hah. I’ll see you tomorrow, my lord.”

      “Oh, for Heaven’s sake call me Ned. We’re family now.”

      She looked sideways at him, and he had no idea what she was thinking.

      “Perhaps.”

      The door closed behind her. He stood there for a full minute, just thinking.

      It would have to be a private wedding, given that Diana, at least, would be in full mourning for six months, and half mourning another six. They couldn’t wait that long. Those girls needed them both now.

      Mr Haley coughed at the door and he came back from wool-gathering.

      “Mr Tompkins, my lord.”

      The solicitor johnny. Excellent.

      They shook hands and Tompkins, an extremely tall, narrow person with spaniel eyes, accepted a brandy before laying his despatch case on the desk.

      Ned put up a hand.

      “Now, before we discuss the estate,” he said, “there’s another matter I need your advice on.”

      

      Impossible. Ridiculous. Stupid. She should have just said no, the minute that idea came out of Vicky’s mouth. But they’d looked so hopeful. They’d still looked hopeful when they’d gone up to their room, after a nice tea in the kitchen of her High Street house.

      Damn. The problem was…this was the answer to their problems. So simple. Become the countess. (Oh, Lud, a countess. She’d have to be so proper!) Become their legal mother, not just their aunt.

      It would give her rights to the girls that she wouldn’t have otherwise. Although Catherine and Sebastian had named her as the one to raise them, Hindmouth still had the final say. He was their guardian and their trustee. No court would give an unmarried women rights over her sister’s children, because they wouldn’t be considered her sister’s children, but their father’s.  And, in turn, his heir’s. She suspected that if she were Ned’s wife, he’d be far more likely to just let her get on with it.

      That was the way in their world. Men’s lives and women’s lives were separate.

      As countess, she’d be expected to entertain⁠—

      “The Dowager Countess Merryam, madam,” Mr Gunnell announced.

      Phoebe Merryam swept in, looking sumptuous in pale green velvet, and waved Diana down as she began to rise. “Oh, Mr Gunnell, please don’t use that word! I refuse to be a dowager until my son marries.”

      “Very good, my lady.” Gunnell hid a smile and went off, no doubt to order tea.

      Phoebe kissed Diana on the cheek and gave her a swift embrace. She smelled sumptuous too.

      Although she was just old enough to be Diana’s mother, the countess moved and acted like a woman far younger. She was beautifully blonde and impeccably dressed, always. Diana had long ago concluded that her shining tresses were natural rather than dyed. Phoebe Merryam, one felt, would scorn any artifice. She’d been a stalwart friend upon the death of Diana’s mother two years ago.

      “My dear, I know I’m not supposed to pay visits of condolence without sending in my card and being accepted, but I did so want to see you. I told Gunnell it would do you good, and I must say I think I was right! Have you been sitting here in the dark alone?”

      Diana hadn’t even realised it was getting dark. What on Earth was the countess doing here at this hour? She’d be late for dinner.

      “No. I’ve been sitting here wondering how not to marry Ned Faulkes!”

      “Now this I must know about!”

      Her usually mischievous eyes were concerned. Diana was overwhelmed with gratitude that she had Phoebe to talk to; an experienced woman of the world who knew exactly what being a countess entailed.

      She poured out the whole story.

      “That man has rag manners!” Phoebe said indignantly. “Honestly, what kind of proposal was that? There wasn’t even a ring!”

      “An honest one, I suppose? He’s not offering romance.”

      Phoebe fell silent.

      “If you weren’t several years older than Tony, I’d have matchmade the two of you years ago, you know,” she said absently. “You’re what he needs. Someone independent minded, who won’t be swept away by his good looks. And perhaps that’s what Ned Faulkes needs too.”

      “You think I should marry him?”

      Gunnel came in with the tea tray and Diana poured while Phoebe nibbled a shortbread.

      “Yes. Yes, I think I do.” She held up a hand. “Hear me out. I know you’re reluctant, but I’m concerned about the girls. Ned will have to take his seat in the Lords. He has an estate near Hampshire, and he’ll also be administering the estates that Sebastian bought for the girls.”  She took a good sip of tea, and went on. “The point is, Ned will have a multitude of duties as the earl. He will need a wife, to keep Swanstead organised and running smoothly. Swanstead, and the house in Grosvenor Square. Sooner or later, he’ll marry.”

      “That’s true.” Thoughtfully, she ate a shortbread. The first thing she’d wanted to eat since the news of Catherine’s death.

      “The minute he marries, he will take the girls, and no judge in the country will give custody of minors to an unmarried woman over a married couple where the man is already their guardian.”

      Diana could feel the blood drain from her face. Phoebe was right. Dear God, of course he would marry! And of course he would take the girls! He was already convinced it was in their best interests to live at Swanstead. She would have no legal recourse. She would lose them.

      “Think about it.”

      Nodding, Diana took more tea. “I will.” Would he really marry so quickly? If the girls had been living with her for years at that point, would a judge actually hand them over? She needed legal advice. That steadied her. Yes. She could find out where she stood legally before she took action.

      “Marriage with Ned would secure the girls’ future.” Phoebe smiled at her. “And even if he goes back on his word and makes it a real marriage…well, my dear, would that be such a hardship? He’s an attractive man!”

      “Phoebe!” Blushing and laughing, Diana slapped Phoebe’s arm.

      “Oh, tosh! You’re not a green miss. And although I shouldn’t say this, you’re wasted on the old biddies of Little Foxbury. As Ned’s countess, you’d be mixing with a different kind of person entirely.”

      “Such as yourself?”

      “Exactly!” Phoebe batted her eyelashes so plaintively that Diana had to laugh. “Or, even better, some young women your own age and education! You know you’ve been lonely since Emma married.”

      She had been, since Emma now lived in the next town over, although she’d seen more of her since Captain Torbett had been posted to the Continent last month.

      It would be nice to have more friends.

      “I can’t go to parties or anything for at least six months.”

      “Not formal parties. But a quiet nuncheon here and there…a dinner with a few guests. Rides with friends. There’s nothing improper about that.”

      A single woman couldn’t invite anyone but other women to their house. Dinner parties were impossible.

      Riding…she hadn’t kept her own horse since her father died and Mama had bought this house. It was more than big enough for her needs, but it had no stables, being right in the main street of Little Foxbury. She could ride Mercy, Catherine’s chestnut mare. Catherine wouldn’t mind. Ned wouldn’t mind.

      When had she started thinking of him as Ned?

      “My dear, I hate the thought of you dwindling away to an old maid with no one but old biddies like Mrs Shepherd and Mrs Birch for company.”

      Shuddering, Diana nodded. Good women in their way, those two, but…not congenial company.

      “Just think about it.” Phoebe pressed her hand. “I think you’d make a delightful countess, and how much fun it would be, going in to dinner before Lady Yarbury!”

      She twinkled at Diana and, oddly, the thought of being higher in precedence than Lady Yarbury, a noted keeper of score, made the idea of being Lady Hindmouth more real.

      More possible.
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      The memorial service was well attended. Ned was pleased with the turn-out. More for the girls’ sake than his own, but he thought that the entire population of Little Foxbury had attended, including all his recently-acquired tenants.

      He sat with the girls next to him, and Diana on the other side, in the front left hand pew; the Hindmouth pew. Diana had been going to sit in her normal pew, but Vicky had clung to her hand so fiercely that she had stayed with them.

      It was odd, sitting there with a woman and children. As though they were already married.

      They had both Mr Courtenays concelebrating: the vicar and his son Thomas, the curate. They formed a picture of Youth and Age: two tall men, alike with bushy hair and long, expressive hands, but one’s hair was brown and the other white.

      The vicar gave a short opening prayer in his magnificently mellow voice, and then it was Ned’s turn. The eulogy.

      How Ned hated speaking in public! The thought of having to make his maiden speech in the House of Lords was daunting; this only just a little less so.

      He edged past the girls and Diana and went to the altar, Thomas Courtenay patting him on the back as he stepped up to the pulpit. Nerves rose in his stomach like moths. He fixed his eyes on Diana. She nodded gravely. Swallowing, he began to read, his knees weak.

      It was hard. Sebastian and he had been at school together. They had chummed up on the first day, and stayed friends through university and young manhood. Seb had been his best man when he married Petrona.

      He missed him. His throat blocked up with unshed tears, and he had to keep his eyes on Diana’s face; if he looked at the girls he’d be undone.

      He spoke about Sebastian and Catherine’s generosity, their charitable actions (which got quite a few heads nodding), their excellence as stewards of Swanstead, their love for each other and for their children. The girls cried. Diana blinked back tears; she’d moved to sit in between the girls, and had an arm around each of them. Thank God she wasn’t giving them the ‘ladies don’t show emotions in public’ lecture.

      Ned kept it short, and returned to the pew with relief. Diana and the children moved along for him and he sat with Dora’s hand in his for the rest of the mercifully brief service.

      Thomas Courtenay finished with the prayer for those in peril on the sea, a nod to the shipwreck which had taken Seb and Catherine from them, and then the vicar gave the general invitation for everyone to go to Swanstead for refreshments.

      As he processed down the aisle to the front door, Dora whispered to Ned, “Is that all? Is that all there is?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. Now we go back home and have cakes.” He was grateful that there was no graveside service. How he had hated throwing those clumps of earth into his father’s grave and hearing the thump and clatter as they landed on the coffin.

      Dora brightened a little, and whispered, “Cakes!” to Vicky, so the girls weren’t crying as they went out, curtseyed to the vicar, and headed for the carriage. He shook both Courtenays’ hands and thanked them, and invited them both to the wake. The vicar refused; no surprise, he hardly ever came to public events. Thomas agreed.

      “That was a good eulogy,” he said. Of course, he and Sebastian had been friends too.

      Done. It was over.

      Now there was just the wake to get through, and he could start to look ahead, and plan for this new life which had been dumped on him.

      As he got into the Swanstead carriage, he was absurdly grateful that Diana was there too.

      
      The girls weren’t expected to stay for the wake. Diana sent them upstairs to the nursery with Mary and a plate of cakes and sandwiches, then stiffened her spine and turned to face the ordeal of sympathy.

      Before she could greet anyone she knew, Mrs Keach was at her side with a question about the order in which to serve the food.

      Five minutes later, when she was in polite conversation with Meg Deveny—a tall young woman whom she knew mainly through church—and the curate Mr Courtenay, Mrs Keach was back again, asking her to check on the buffet before the doors were opened to the dining room.

      She excused herself and went to look. There were some things which needed to be changed: not large issues, but there was a particular way that her mother had always laid out a buffet, and she suspected that Catherine would have followed that model. She felt instinctively that everything should be as if Catherine had ordered it.

      “Thank you so much, Miss!” Mrs Keach said as they regarded the perfect, laden table. “I knew it wasn’t exactly as my lady would do it, but…” She reached into her pocket and drew out a handkerchief, blotting her eyes.

      Diana patted her shoulder. “She’d be very pleased with this, Mrs Keach.” She gave the footmen the nod to open the doors for the guests, and moved back along the wall to give them room. She couldn’t eat anything. It felt as though her heart was in her throat, blocking her gullet. As though she were lucky to be able to breathe.

      Mrs Keach had another question about the ratafia glasses and whether older gentlemen should be offered ratafia as well as the women.

      “No. Men should be offered tea, coffee, or claret if they wish for wine.”

      There were so many decisions. A truly competent housekeeper would make most of them herself, but Catherine always had liked being in charge, and she’d clearly chosen a housekeeper who wouldn’t object to that. Still, even a competent
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