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CHAPTER 1 / So, She Set Her Cap For You, Did She?
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DEAR READERS, AS YOU may recall upon the close of my last adventure at Marley Chase, I mentioned to you that my very dear Mr. Sheridan and I had married and taken up residence at my home in Mayfair and that as a newly wed couple, we are very happy together. Truth to say, I have never been so happy in all of my life. William is a loving, caring, and thoughtful husband who is dedicated to looking after me, and Tilda, who continues to serve as my trusted companion and lady’s maid. 

A few weeks after our return to London from Marley Chase, I had, of course, been saddened to learn of the sudden death of William’s father and further confess to being astonished to learn that my new husband had inherited the family title, something I was totally unaware was even in the offing. He also came into possession of the entire Sheridan family estate and vast fortune, the estate itself situated this side of the Cotswolds, near the village of Charbury. At the time, I could not help wondering why Mr. Sheridan had not mentioned to me some months ago that he had grown up near the Cotswolds and therefore lived quite close to Middlewych, a small village where you recall, he and I once shared a perilous adventure. 

Without appearing to pry, I did manage to learn bits and pieces regarding my husband’s relationship with his late father and also an older brother, Thomas, whose recent death seemed somewhat mysterious to us, although no foul play was ever proven. But . . . more on that later. 

In a subsequent letter we received from William’s mother, she informed us that she was planning to take up permanent residence in the dower cottage in the spring after all the renovations she’d ordered were complete, and that when she did so, she hoped we would consent to come and live in the manor house in order to be settled in before starting our own family. Although William and I did consider removing to the country, in the end, we agreed that for the nonce, he was better situated in London at my home (our home) here in Mayfair. Now that my husband has agreed to assume his title and the responsibilities that accompany it, he is properly addressed as Lord Sheridan and I, as his wife, am now Lady Sheridan. 

Because it has so long been my custom, when we are alone, I still often address William as Mr. Sheridan. Tilda’s lips sometimes twitch when she addresses me as ‘my lady’, or ‘your ladyship’, which I daily remind her is not necessary so long as we are alone together and merely conversing with one another. Furthermore, I believe she continues to be nearly as enamored with my new husband as I am. Still, amongst her peers, I believe Tilda feels as exalted as I by my newly acquired title. (Mayhap you find it peculiar that his title name and family name are the same, but in some instances in this country, that is not so very unusual.) 

Because William realizes that I do require the services of a lady’s maid, we allowed Tilda to accompany us on a brief sojourn to Bath that we indulged in soon after our wedding, and apart from those times in which he and I wished to be alone, the three of us did, indeed, have a jolly time. To simply relax and enjoy the colourful sights of that beautiful city (made even more delightful by its absence of London’s soot and fog) and to dance solely with one another at several of the splendid public Assemblies held in Bath, was especially enjoyable. We three even partook of the healing waters, although neither William or I, nor Tilda, suffers from any sort of ailment that would precipitate our seeking such a cure. 

During the fortnight we were in Bath, William and I made several new friends amongst London’s elite and since returning home, have received a number of invitations to dinner parties and also a high society breakfast. I was invited to take tea with Lady Tensdale and others. Tilda even met a young man in Bath, a footman employed by one of our new acquaintances, and I believe, she has since seen him once or twice, although she has not yet confided to me her feelings for the young man.

William has resumed his regular duties at the Home Office, though on occasion he does toy with the notion of giving up his post and settling into his new role of titled country gentleman. We would return to London for the Season, of course, mainly so that he could take his seat in Parliament, but for the greater part of the year, we would occupy the Sheridan Manor home, which I have not yet had the pleasure of touring. When we last visited his aging mother, our time was spent solely with her in the dower cottage whilst a suite located on the ground floor of the towering manor home was being readied for her. She is not yet an invalid, but long walks and multiple flights of stairs do pose a problem. 

Here in London, Mrs. Gant continues to serve as our housekeeper, and her husband, Mr. G, as our butler and man-of-all-work. Letty (who, as you recall, returned here with me from my fortnight spent with Lady Dandridge on Marsh Lane) continues to assist Mrs. G in the kitchen. She is a quiet, unassuming girl with whom I rarely have occasion to speak, or even see. Tilda continues to occupy her small bedchamber above stairs near the room where I used to sleep, whilst William and I now share the master suite further down the corridor. Our pair of felines, Little Georgie and the small orange kitten Tilda brought back with her from Marley Chase get on swimmingly, despite the occasional hissing, which at times occurs between the kitties over a choice morsel of food or other treat. At Marley Chase she called the kitten Punkin, but here she calls him Honey-Pot. 

“He is still so little, he has not yet learned his name,” Tilda declared by way of explaining the modification to me, “. . . then when Mr. G took to calling him Honey, because he said my kitten was as sweet as a little pot of honey, I simply altered his name to Honey-Pot. Besides all that . . . ,” she added, “he lives in a different house now, so in this house, he has a different name. You have a different name here. Perhaps I will change my name,” she concluded thoughtfully, “just as soon as I decide what I should like to be called. Perhaps Priscilla, or Melissa.”  

At that moment, my idle ruminations were interrupted when Mrs. G scratched at the sitting room door where William and I had been enjoying a leisurely breakfast this morning. She peeked ‘round the doorjamb to inform us that the post had arrived. As William had vacated the room a bit ago to retrieve his coat and hat before leaving for the day, I glanced up and replied, “You may bring up the post now, Mrs. G.”

She did so and fairly collided with William as he was just then re-entering this chamber from the door leading into his dressing room. 

“This one’s for you, my lord.” Mrs. Gant inclined her head as she handed him a small sealed missive. “And these are for you, Miss Abb . . . I mean, my lady. Appears to be more invitations to ton doin’s.”

Taking the few letters from her, I noted that my husband had broken the seal on his letter and unfolded the page. After quickly scanning it, he said, “A note from cousins of my mine in Merryton; Eliza and her husband Robert are inviting us to come for a visit. I can see no reason why we should not accept; if it suits you, my dear.” He handed the note off to me before shrugging into his coat and snatching up his hat.

Still seated upon the settee, a second cup of tea cooling at my elbow, the morning edition of The Times folded beside me, I aimed a tender gaze up at my beloved husband. Very nearly every moment of every day, I thank the good Lord for sending Mr. Sheridan into my life. Without a doubt, I am the luckiest young lady in the world to have met and fallen in love with, and am now wed to, such a wondrous man. He is the most . . . well, the most everything, the handsomest, kindest, bravest . . . my, when I think of all the perilous situations I have become embroiled in over the past few years and then, seemingly out of nowhere, William arrived in time to rescue me and on occasion, even to save my life . . . there is no doubt in my mind that I am the luckiest young lady in the world! 

“What is your preference, William? To go, or not to . . .?”

Having donned both his coat and hat, he leant to kiss my cheek. “I shall see what is on my agenda, sweetheart. We can discuss it over dinner. If I am not free, you and Tilda might go without me. I am off now, love.”

I rose to walk with him to the door while Mrs. G began to silently gather up our soiled breakfast dishes and stack them onto a tray. 

“Please do drive carefully, William,” I admonished as arm in arm, he and I headed toward the staircase and on down to the foyer of our fashionable Mayfair town home, of which I confess I still feel quite proud.

His gloved hand covered mine as we descended the stairs. “I am always careful, my dear. It is other drivers one must remain vigilant of.”

My husband has recently acquired a smart new tilbury that he enjoys tooling about Town, a trifle too fast for my taste, and at times, I fear, even reckless. I suspect that when alone, he drives a good deal faster than I would consider prudent. But then, William is a man, and to men, nearly everything becomes a challenge, if not an all out contest. Of course, I have noticed that traffic in the city does seem to have become more congested of late. Still, every time William departs the house, I cannot help but fear for his safety.

“Promise me you will remain watchful especially when you take corners. You generally drive far too fast when taking corners, William. It is almost as if you enjoy the thrill of whipping ‘round them at breakneck speed.” Upon hearing his chuckle beside me, I turned a sidelong look up at him in time to see his lips twitching. A sight I confess I find enchanting.

“I shall be especially watchful, my dear, and vow to take corners at a snail’s pace if to do so will put your mind at ease.” 

In the foyer, he leaned down to kiss me once more, this time on the lips, before he strode down the steps to the walkway. I remained in the doorway to watch my handsome husband climb up onto the bench of the tidy little tilbury that he had earlier dispatched Mr. Gant to fetch for him from the mews. I daresay Mr. Gant enjoys the thrill of driving the fancy little coach every bit as much as William does. Even now, my aged retainer was grinning as he headed back up the walk to the house. My eyes still on William as he urged the single horse before him into motion, I stepped aside as the slight Mr. G entered the foyer.  

“Fine little coach, that. Almost drives itself, it do!” he declared. 

“Yes, well . . .” I sniffed and said no more as I turned to head back up the stairs. On the way, I met Tilda coming down, both cats trying their best to playfully trip her up as she descended the stairs. 

“Are we a-goin’ somewheres, miss?”

“Why would you . . .? Ah, I take it you read the . . .”

“It was a-layin’ open for all to see,” she defended her actions. “Right there where you was a-sittin’ on the settee. Besides if’n I hadn’t snatched it from Honey-Pot, he’d a-eat it! I declare, that little cat is always hungry. He an’ Georgie gobbled up what was left of the muffins you and Mr. Sherida . . . I mean, the muffins you and his lordship dinna’ eat.”

“I see.” A smile played at my lips. “I cannot say if we shall be going anywhere or not, Tilda. My husband and I will discuss the matter this evening over dinner. I shall inform you the moment I know myself. In future, I think it best if you refrain from reading missives addressed to Lord Sheridan. His correspondence is not meant for everyone’s eyes.”

True, William very often received private missives that contained important secret documents and information meant for his eyes only. My husband’s government assignments were always considered confidential. Although he had received no such assignments since we married, there had been times in the past when he had been sent to parts unknown and on occasion even to the continent. Although we had not been married then, or had even yet discussed it, nonetheless I suffered acute anxiety wondering if I would ever see my beloved Mr. Sheridan again. On other occasions, before we wed and our paths did happen to cross, I was not only delighted but ever grateful for his strong, masculine, and most welcome presence. 

My husband’s assignments have been so varied, that, in the past, I often expressed the sentiment that one would think he was employed by the Foreign Office. However, since we married, a mere three months ago, I was vastly relieved that my brave husband had yet to be sent to some bustling city or obscure village in France or Germany. Despite the fact that England was now at peace with very nearly every other foreign country, there still seemed to be a good many reasons for various dignitaries to come and go across the channel. I confess that I continue to live in fear that William might be appointed to escort one or another of them on their return trip and it would then be weeks or even months before I saw my beloved husband again; or even heard from him and could know for a fact, that he was still alive and well. 

Since the time I became acquainted with Mr. Sheridan, there were occasions when he had been away for what seemed like torturous lengths and I feared I would die from wanting to know when he would return home to England. Many were the nights when I cried myself to sleep for wanting to see and once again be near the man I loved with all my heart. I never, ever wish to experience such crippling anxiety or fear again. Most especially not now . . . now that I have begun to suspect that I might be . . . carrying my beloved husband’s babe. 

Shivers ran up my spine whenever I contemplated the prospect of actually becoming a mother. I did not yet know for certain if my suspicions were true. It would be several weeks before I could consult with a surgeon and have my condition confirmed. I confess, part of me wondered if William would feel as joyous over the prospect as I am. To become a father would make an immense difference in his life, as well as, in mine. Thus far, I had said nothing to him, or to anyone, not even Tilda, or Mrs. Gant, although as perceptive as that older woman was (she has known me since childhood, after all,) it would not surprise me if she already knew.

* * *
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THAT NIGHT OVER DINNER, I purposely did not mention anything regarding William’s cousin Eliza’s invitation for us to travel to Merryton. Considering the notion throughout the day, I decided to say nothing until William broached the matter himself. If I were indeed with child, I calculated I might already be two or perhaps close on to three months along and now might be a very good time for such a trip. The harsh days of winter would soon be upon us and by springtime, I would be too far gone to consider traveling for any length away from home. Once more, the thought of bearing William’s child brought tears of joy to my eyes and a rush of emotion to well up within me. Even now, seated at the table listening to my beloved husband discuss the events of his day, I had to blink back the moisture that threatened to blur my vision.

Apparently I appeared a trifle distracted to William, for I was surprised when he reached to place a consoling hand over my fairly trembling one. “Is something troubling you, Juliette? You have not seemed yourself this evening. Did something occur today to overset you?”

My eyelids fluttered as I attempted a reassuring smile, and shook my head. “No, nothing beyond the ordinary. Mrs. Gant feared she had purchased a spoiled chicken at the market and insisted that Mr. G accompany her there as she confronted the shopkeeper.”

“Ah.” William flicked a wary gaze down at the remains of the stewed chicken and boiled vegetables upon his plate, the action bringing a small but amused smile to my lips. 

“Fear not,” said I. “The marketing problem was resolved to everyone’s satisfaction. Mrs. G beamed with pleasure when she relayed the outcome to me. The butcher was busy dressing a dozen fresh chickens even as the Gants entered the shop, and after apologizing profusely, he kindly exchanged the bird she had purchased for one of the fresher ones.” 

“Ah.” He speared a chunk of chicken flesh onto his fork and followed that with another bite of boiled potato. “The chicken is quite tasty tonight. I daresay the Gants take quite good care of us.”

I turned back to my meal and after a slight hesitation, asked, “Were you able to determine whether or not your schedule will allow you to be away for perhaps a sen’night in the next week or so? After you left this morning, I took the liberty of reading your cousin’s note,” I added. I did not mention that Tilda had also taken the liberty. “Eliza appears quite eager to receive us, and if what she says is true, her husband Robert is of the same mind.”

My handsome dinner companion favoured me with a smile. “I expect Eliza is eager to meet my wife. I daresay she has already exchanged letters with mother, who has told her all about meeting you.”

“Oh?” Quirking a look at him, I hesitated. “Is there . . . something you have not told me, William? Did your cousin perhaps . . . that is, might she have once entertained the notion of . . .?

He brought the napkin in his lap to his lips, laid it aside and sat back. “As ever, your ability to penetrate to the heart of the matter is . . . as it happens, cousin Eliza did think that one day she and I might . . .”

“So, she set her cap for you, did she?” My heart commenced to pound in my chest. “How fortunate that she . . . found someone else.”

Scooping up my fingers, he carried them to his lips. “You have nothing to fear from Eliza, my dear. I rather expect she is merely curious to see who finally captured my heart. As it happens, she and Robert, who is also a cousin of mine, have been happily wed for some time now. In fact, I believe the pair have a child, perhaps two, or it might be that Eliza is presently breeding again; I am uncertain which.”

“Well, I am glad I shall have you by my side when I am presented to the lady who was . . . once your intended.”

“Eliza was never my intended,” he protested. “Though, I am glad I shall be by your side, as well. Now,” he deftly changed the subject, “what delicious treat do you suppose Mrs. G has prepared for our dessert?” He reached to ring the bell to summon my long time housekeeper and confidante, to the dining chamber. 

She and Letty arrived almost at once, but both William and I were unprepared for what Mrs. Gant brought along with her. 
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CHAPTER 2 / An Unexpected Turn
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“THE MESSENGER SAID it was urgent, m’lord,” Mrs. G announced before directing Letty to deposit the dessert tray she carried onto the sideboard whilst she handed the bound packet in her hand to my husband. 

“What is it, William?” I leaned forward, ignoring Mrs. G directing Letty to return to the kitchen for a fresh pot of tea whilst our housekeeper began to silently remove our soiled dinner plates.

His brows drawn together, William had already torn into the binding covering the sheaf of papers as Mrs. G turned to the sideboard for two clean plates, which she slid into place before us. “Will you be a-wantin’ more tea, Miss Abb . . . I mean, my lady?”

“Yes, please,” I murmured, my attention raptly fixed upon William’s features as his eyes scanned over the papers in his hands.

In minutes Letty returned and refilled my teacup and also William’s. After both servants had vacated the room, I could hold my tongue no longer. “What is it, William? Has something happened to the king, or another member of the royal family?”

I watched his jaws grind together. “No, not to them. But, it seems our foreign diplomat to Scandinavia was assassinated a day before negotiations for the new trade agreement were finalized and the treaty signed. All is in uproar there. I am to leave for Denmark at once.”

“Oh-h, William, no!” My hand flew to my breast. “I do not understand. Why must you be the one to . . .?”

“Apparently it was decided that I should investigate the matter as I am the least likely to be recognized by the foreign agents. Our remaining English dignitaries still have their hands full convincing the Russians to cooperate.” Scooping up the loose pages of the report, the legs of his chair scraped against the hardwood floor as he rose. “I need to gather my things and get aboard ship as soon as possible. The ship is set to sail tonight.”

“Oh, William, no!” I cried again. Stricken by the awful news, I rose and hurried to follow him from the room, weakly adding, “I-I shall help you pack.” As my husband moved on ahead of me, I waylaid Mrs. G and instructed her to bring our tea up to the sitting room, then scurried on above stairs. I could hear William’s footfalls in the corridor as he hastened to make his way to our suite at the end of the long hallway.

I entered the room just as he flung his valise onto the large four-poster bed that occupied the center of our bedchamber. I noted that one drawer of the bedside commode had already been pulled open. The flame from the lit candle sitting atop it caused the long barrel of his pistol to gleam in the flickering light. My heart skipped a beat at the sight. Terror rose in my throat even as anguished tears filled my eyes and a hard knot of fear formed in my stomach. 

I could not go on living if something happened to my beloved husband! I longed to tell him that I suspected I might be with child. Our child. Our first. But, no; no, I mustn’t. The last thing he needed were concerns about me to distract him. It was dreadful enough that he was being dispatched to run down yet another ruthless assassin; he did not also need to harbour additional apprehension for my well-being. 

When bottled up fear for my husband’s safety rose to a fever pitch in my brain, I could no longer halt the tears that spilled down my cheeks.

As William determined which of his belongings to take, I forced myself to move to the bed to rearrange the things he’d already tossed into the bag. I refolded a rumpled shirt, tucked the edges of his small clothes into place, and carefully arranged the long white cloths that when wrapped about his neck would become a cravat . . . when all I really wanted to do was fling myself into his arms and beg him not to go! He could instead send a message to his superior officer explaining that he could not possibly accept such a dangerous assignment. He was a married man now. He might soon be a father; he had responsibilities to his wife and a growing family! 

When I could contain the emotion welling up within me no longer a wrenching sob rose in my throat. Covering my face with both hands, I melted into my husband’s arms when he gathered me into them and turned my body slightly so that my head rested against the solid wall of his chest. 

“I have no choice, Juliette. I must go.”

“But, you do have a choice!” My grief-stricken look fought with the determination in his dark eyes. “You could resign your position and . . . and we could remove to the country. Oh, William. I cannot bear to think what I would do if . . . if something happened to you! Not now!” 

“Nothing will happen to me, sweetheart. I will do what I have always done; ignore whatever danger exists and carry on with my duty to my king and country. You are a strong, capable woman. I promise I will rush back the moment I can. I shan’t be long away, love.”

“Oh, William.” My eyes squeezed shut as my head again fell to his chest. “If only I could believe that,” I sobbed.

Grasping my upper arms, he held me away from him. “You and Tilda will get on the same as you always have. Promise me you will pay Mother a visit, and travel on to Merryton to meet Eliza. Mr. Gant can take you as far as the Cotswolds. From there you can avail yourself of a carriage from the Sheridan stables. I expect there are still half a dozen men about the place who can drive you up to Merryton. I doubt I shall be away longer than a fortnight. If you have not returned by the time I return home to England, I will join you in the country. Without delay.”

Attempting to swallow my tears, though not a bit of my anxiety, I nodded tightly. “Very well, I will do as you say, William. I will send a note to your mother and to Eliza to alert them that we . . . that I am coming.”

“There’s a good girl.” He drew me again to his chest and held me tight. The steady beat of his heart against my cheek felt reassuring but my fear rose again to the fore when he said, “I must leave now, love.”

Hand in hand we walked through the darkened house and embraced once more at the rear door where Mr. Gant waited, ready to drive my beloved husband to the quay and then return back here in the tilbury. 

Saying nothing to Tilda regarding our forthcoming journey, I merely climbed into bed and buried my face in the pillow where William’s handsome head had lain the previous night, and all the nights we had spent together since the day we repeated our vows and became husband and wife. Oh, how I loved this man. I had no doubt that my heart would cease to beat if something happened to him. Dear Lord, please, please keep him safe and return him to me unharmed. You brought us together, Lord. You must keep us together for I am certain I could not go on without him. 

Although, I cried myself to sleep that night, unfortunately having my beloved snatched from me in such an abrupt manner took its toll. At some point during the night, I awoke to sharp pains slicing through my insides and upon rising from bed, found my nightrail and the bedclothes beneath me, soaked in sticky red blood. Realizing what it meant, that if I had been with child, I no longer was, made the shock of William’s sudden departure that much more torturous to bear. 

After summoning Tilda to help me into a clean nightdress and Mrs. G to change the linens on the bed, I finally fell into a fitful slumber, and the following morning, made good on my word to send messages to both William’s cousin Eliza, and to his mother, alerting them to my upcoming visit. If for some reason, I did not feel welcome in Eliza’s home, I could always return to the Sheridan Manor Home and linger there with William’s mother a bit longer. She had opened her arms to me when William took me to meet her and I knew she would genuinely welcome me. Perhaps to be near where my beloved husband William had grown up would provide me with much-needed comfort as I attempted to recover from the heart-wrenching grief that engulfed me now over the loss of our precious babe.

The following morning, I did exactly as planned and hurriedly scribbled notes to Eliza and the dowager Lady Sheridan. After directing Tilda to pack up enough clothes to see the pair of us through a fortnight, I retired to my bedchamber to rest from the previous night’s disastrous ordeal. Tilda was, of course, excited to prepare for another outing, although I told her this trip was naught but a simple family visit and I would not be obliged to inventory our host’s artifacts or, as in my previous trips, perform any sort of tedious tasks, which, as you know, in the past have nearly all turned . . . deadly.

“I do not expect we shall find ourselves thrust into any danger this time, Tilda, nor have a need to fear for our lives. I assure you I am far too distracted now to undertake any sort of tiresome project.”

“Very good, miss,” Tilda replied, not questioning me further.  

However, as it turned out, I would have never undertaken the journey to Merryton had I known what lay ahead for us.
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CHAPTER 3 / A Ghastly Experience! 
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SOON AFTER I AWOKE the following morning, Tilda arrived to help me dress, and also mentioned that Mr. Gant was already heading to the mews across the alleyway behind our house to see to hitching a pair of our horses to the small covered carriage in preparation for our journey that day. With winter now fully upon us, daylight disappeared soon after teatime, so no doubt, we would be stopping to rest long before journey’s end. Because I did not particularly care for the fare typically served at roadside inns, Tilda told me Mrs. Gant was busily preparing sufficient food for the three of us to last at least until we reached Sheridan House on the family estate.

“Will we be staying the night at an inn along the way?” Tilda asked as she removed several gowns I had chosen to take with me from the clothespress.

Folding up clean chemises and small clothes before placing them into my valise, I replied, “Indeed. I expect we will pause somewhere for the night. You and I will share a room, and I expect Mr. Gant will sleep in the carriage, or perhaps in the barn with the horses. I recall it being a two-day journey when Mr. Sheridan and I traveled to his home after we wed.”

“I forget the name of the village near where he lived,” Tilda mused without looking up from her task, although, as usual her mind flitted from one topic to another. “Which of your bonnets do you wish to take along, miss?” she asked before I had a chance to reply to her first question.

“Take down whichever bonnets will look best with the gowns I have chosen, and also fetch the gloves and slippers to match. I shall need my sturdy walking boots, as well. Or, perhaps I shall wear them. If the weather turns nasty, we might be obliged to walk a stretch and I shouldn’t wish to ruin a pair of slippers whilst trudging through hard rain, or even snow.” Drawing a fresh breath, I added, “The Sheridan Estate is located near the small village of Charbury, on the London side of the Cotswolds. William’s cousin Eliza and her husband reside near Merryton, which I understand is a bit north of there. I expect our driver will know the way.”

We three set out mid-morning. It was a cold grey day with a low bank of dark clouds blurring the horizon. Contemplating the possibility of foul weather, I could not help wondering how my husband was faring on board ship? Denmark seemed on the other side of the world to me. I prayed he was warm and as comfortable as one could expect on an overseas journey. I offered up a dozen or more prayers that his ship encountered no treacherous storms at sea. With fears for William’s safety uppermost in my mind, I murmured additional prayers that he would return home to me safe and unharmed. I was not worried for my own, or Tilda’s, welfare. Mr. Gant was a careful driver and I expected no harm to befall us on our journey.

In the early afternoon, rain did commence to fall, and the roadways soon grew muddy. When night fell, Tilda and I settled in beside one another in a somewhat lumpy bed before a low-burning fire in a narrow room on the top floor of the Cock and Rooster Inn where we paused to pass the night. I assumed Mr. Gant was as snug as possible in the barn with the horses and other stable hands. Although activity at an inn never ceased with travelers stopping in at all hours of the day and night demanding food for themselves and sustenance for their servants, I hoped that he managed to sleep through the ever-present disruption and noise and was enjoying as restful a night of slumber as Tilda and I were, which was not very as The Cock and Rooster seemed unduly noisy to me.

The following day dawned as rainy as the one before, yet we three eventually reached Sheridan House all in a piece, although quite road-weary, thirsty and extremely hungry. My plan was to pass this night with the dowager Lady Sheridan and set out for Merryton on the following day.

Lady Sheridan was thrilled to see us, of course, and from her chair before the fire in her suite within the main house, directed a servant where to take us and our belongings. A half hour later, Tilda and I rejoined her in her sitting room where a piping hot supper was being laid out. Outdoors, the weather had worsened. The rain had begun to freeze and a light snow to fall. I assumed Mr. Gant had found something to eat in the kitchen and after he and the horses rested a spell, I knew he meant to set out for home despite the lateness of the hour or the foul weather. For him to become snowed in here would not do for Mrs. Gant needed him at home with her.

“It will take no more than a few hours to reach Merryton on the morrow, my dear,” Lady Sheridan informed me as Tilda and I sat down to sup with her in the sitting room where she was accustomed to taking her meals, as well as passing the long winter days, alone. I noted the presence of an aged male retainer, whom she called Parker, and her lady’s maid and another female servant entering and leaving the cozy chamber.

Because I had not wished to cause her or her servants undue trouble, I had earlier suggested that Tilda and I could take our supper in our room, but the kind, elderly lady had protested, staunchly declaring that she rarely had guests and that we simply must join her for our evening meal.

“Thank you, ma’am. We would be delighted,” I replied.  

“To have you and Miss Tilda with me is a rare treat,” she went on. “I do so wish my son could have come along with you.”

Her mention of William sent fresh alarm coursing through me, but I refrained from voicing my fears and merely murmured a polite remark about how I was certain that he, too, wished he could be here with us.

As we munched on chunks of boiled pork with boiled peas and carrots, and fresh bread, I could not help noticing that the older lady appeared to have aged since William and I were here only a few short months prior. Although her cloud of white hair was neatly brushed, the creases and wrinkles in her well-lined cheeks seemed far more pronounced. Still, that she was pleased to see us was both evident and heart-warming.

“I do hope you will stay a bit longer here with me before you head back up to Town,” she said, turning an expectant look on me after a maidservant had refilled our teacups and was setting a platter piled with delicate squares of a sugary treat on the table.

“Perhaps William will arrive before I return from Merryton,” I said hopefully. “And you will have both of us here with you for a time.” 

“That would be lovely. I do so wish I could persuade him to take up permanent residence. I fear the house is already beginning to fall to rack and ruin without a man about to see to things.” She set down her teacup. “I was told that several steps on the servant’s staircase are in need of repair.” A sigh escaped her. “Of course, I expect Eliza and Robert would consent to move in at once were I to ask it of them. Their home in Merryton is not nearly so large, or as fine, as this one. In earlier days, their home was known hereabouts as the Sheridan House. Now, Eliza constantly complains of one thing or another about her home.” She paused, then with a feeble smile, went on. “I daresay you will find Eliza agreeable enough, my dear, but do be on your guard if you should find yourself alone with her husband Robert. He can be charming when he wants to be, or when he wants something from you, but . . . ” Her veiled warning trailed off.

I did not quite know how to respond, so for the nonce, said nothing, although a part of me longed to ask her to elaborate. 

“Robert is also a cousin of William’s, actually he is a closer relation than Eliza, but even as a boy, he could be somewhat . . . disagreeable.” Her pause was punctuated by a log on the fire noisily falling into the flames and emitting a shower of sparks. “Truth be known, I daresay Robert assumed that he and Eliza would inherit this house and the entire Sheridan estate and holdings, if . . . that is, if William had refused to accept his inheritance. Other than Robert, there are no males left on either side of the Sheridan tree, so, unless you and William have a son, then perhaps Eliza and Robert will, indeed, eventually inherit and reside here, and their son would then be next in line to inherit everything.” She leaned forward from her overstuffed armchair. “But, you and William do intend to have children, do you not, my dear?” 

A fresh wave of anxiety gripped me. “Yes, ma’am, indeed, we do.” I managed to tamp down the raw heartache that continued to assail me whenever I thought of my recent loss.

“Oh, I do so wish William would give up that dangerous occupation of his and retire to the country where he belongs. To have children running about this house again would be delightful. Did I tell you I intend to remove permanently to the dower cottage, come spring?” 

“Yes, ma’am, you mentioned your intention to do so during our previous visit,” I reminded her. “When the renovations you require are complete you said.”

Moments later, when I noted her yawn, I politely suggested that perhaps Tilda and I should retire for the night, and allow her to seek her bed. “Our journey in today’s nasty weather was quite tiring,” I added. “I daresay you need your rest, as well, Mother Sheridan.”

She reached to cover my hand with her blue-veined one as the three of us sat before the fire. “It warms my heart to hear you refer to me in that fashion, my dear. I confess that of both my sons, William was the dearest to my heart. I am so pleased you have brought him back to me. He has changed since he met you, and, I daresay, all for the better.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, he and his father, and brother were often at daggers drawn. There has been a good deal of contention within the Sheridan clan over the years, but . . . it is all behind us now.” She smiled. “I do hope nothing occurs to disrupt the newfound peace in our family.” 

Finding her sentiment a trifle odd, I asked, “Is Eliza the daughter of your eldest son, Thomas? William’s older brother? The one who . . .?”

“No.” Her white head shook. “Eliza is the daughter of my late husband’s brother. When both her parents passed away, she spent the remainder of her childhood with us. We arranged for her schooling and so forth, then when she married, my husband settled a handsome allowance on her, and the use of the original Sheridan House in Merryton. My eldest son, Thomas never married and I had begun to fear the same would hold true for William. Thomas only recently lost his life in . . . what was determined to be an . . . unfortunate accident.” She sighed. “His death came as quite a shock to me, so sudden, and so soon on the heels of his father’s passing.” When again she paused, I noted moisture gathering in her eyes. “I daresay Eliza often fancied herself . . . well, she would have eagerly consented to wed William if he’d shown the least bit of interest in her.” She turned a weary smile on me. “I am so pleased William found you, my dear. Oh, how I long for the pair of you to join me here.”

Although I concurred with her wish for us to reside in the country with her, I said no more on the subject. Instead, when she rose to her feet, I did so, as well, then when it appeared she was unable to bear her own weight and instead fell back onto the chair. I, of course, rushed to help her. “Might we assist you into your bedchamber, ma’am?” Because her maid was not present, Tilda took one arm and I the other and between us we assisted the white-haired older woman into her bedchamber.

Moments before her maid arrived to help her disrobe, she turned a solemn gaze on me. “Do remember what I said about Robert, my dear. Be on your guard when you are in his presence. There is more to that young man than meets the eye and I fear a good deal of it can be . . . unpleasant.”  

* * *
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BECAUSE MR. GANT HAD set out on his return trip to London the previous evening, it fell to me the following morning to procure a pair of those few remaining Sheridan servants in order to arrange for a carriage to take Tilda and me on up to Merryton. We got a far later start than I had hoped for and I confess an element of anxiety had begun to overtake me when darkness fell long before we arrived at our destination; most especially when Tilda began to speak of a conversation she’d overheard amongst those travelers waiting in the foyer of the Cock and Rooster Inn as I stood at the innkeep’s counter to take care of the charges for our stay.

“The ladies was sayin’ there’s a gang of thieves preyin’ on folks along this road, miss; wavin’ pistols and stealin’ folks money and jewels.”

“I doubt we have any cause for alarm,” I said. “I carry very little money with me, and possess no jewels.” I half laughed, although a split-second later, becoming aware of the ring on my finger that Mr. Sheridan had placed there the day we wed, I decided to slip it into an inside pocket of my lovely ermine-trimmed green velvet pelisse. My ring was already out of sight beneath my warm kid gloves, of course, but still, I shouldn’t want it taken from me. I had heard of women hiding their valuables and money in secret pockets within their clothing as they traveled, so to be on the safe side, I decided to follow suit. 

When I began to squirm about on the bench in order to locate the secret pocket beneath the folds of my heavy pelisse, Tilda queried, “What are you tryin’ to do now, miss?”

“Do remove whatever money you carry in your reticule, Tilda, and help me stuff everything into the hidden pocket of my pelisse.”

We both began to laugh over our gyrations as we attempted to conceal what little cash we both carried and once we’d settled back down, she again began to speak on the possibility of being overtaken by highwaymen. It was now quite dark within the carriage and I could detect only a sliver of moonlight peeking through the silhouette of trees beyond the curtained window at my side. Pulling back the curtain, I peered out. “I have heard that armed officials now patrol England’s toll roads, so I expect we are quite safe,” I said, ignoring the rush of trepidation that nonetheless had begun to gnaw at me.

Tilda also turned to look from the window at her side. “I ain’t seen no patrol riders on this road, miss.”

“Well, our driver is a strong fellow and we also have a sturdy young footman along to protect us,” I added, as a way of putting her, and my mind at ease. Earlier today, I had discovered that following the death of William’s father, many of the Sheridan servants had moved on to other posts, which left the remaining staff quite thin. The servants on the box of our coach, which was a quite large affair, had both seemed excited to actually have something to do when they replied to my request for a
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