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“That damned fool took a shot at us! We’d just located the place, dismounted and tethered our horses, when the door to the cottage flew open. He stuck a blunderbuss out and let fly.”
Edmund Lateleur swung away from the map he’d been contemplating and stared at the two men.
“Were you wounded, Dawson? Is that why you arrived back a week late?”
The big, plainly dressed man smiled sheepishly, gesturing at the side of his face. “Yes, I lost a bit of ear, and the barber had to extract a piece of metal from my face. Couldn’t travel for a day or so.”
“Come over here to the map and point out just where you were.”
“Right about . . . there. We’d visited the fellows at Mountmere earlier, and found them quite receptive to leasing us a right-of-way. From the condition of the manor, I’d say they’re scraping the bottom of the barrel.”
The second man spoke. “Neither of them could—or would--tell us much about the tenants of the cottage, or who it belongs to. But my previous survey placed it about a hundred yards from the ridge of stone blocking our route.”
Lateleur rubbed his chin. “I presumed the valley belonged to the Mountmere estate, and we’d only need to deal with the owners. I knew of no dwellings on the east side.”
He pondered silently for a few minutes. “I shall consult with my godmother. She grew up in Enseyshire and knows the county.”
Dawson poked his elbow into Lateleur's ribs. "And being a female, She'll accommodate you in whatever way you desire. The older fellow looked apprehensive, but Lateleur shook his head and chuckled. "As always."
Never love unless you can,
Bear with all the faults of man.
Men sometimes will jealous be,
Though but little cause they see,
And hang the head in discontent
And speak what straight they will repent.
Thomas Campion
A husband! Her family had found her a husband—the last thing she desired. But where on earth had they discovered a man to take her: five-and-twenty years of age, possessed of no dowry, skinny as a rail, and plain as a fence post? Truly the age of miracles had not passed.
Damaris knew immediately her elder brother and his wife hadn’t been involved. Their initial effort had ended in disaster, and they’d washed their hands of her long ago. But she would never have predicted what Grandfather divulged when he summoned her this morning.
Having already made her daily visit to him, she’d gone about her daily tasks. When Kate bustled in, Damaris had been practically standing on her head in the linen closet, burrowing in search of at least one intact bedsheet.
“Oh, please, Lady Damaris, you must come. Your grandsire desires your presence immediately,” the tall maid exhorted. Damaris shook her head as she backed out of the crowded cubicle, depositing the pile of sheets she’d gathered on the long table beneath the window.
“Kate, how many times have I adjured you and the others not to address me as Lady? I’m merely the granddaughter of a Baron.” Turning to face the maid, Damaris sighed. What now? “I visited him earlier and he said nothing then. What happened?”
“Oh, ma’am, a letter come in the mail Forester brung up from the village. I was in the library dusting when he read it, and first ‘e cursed and then ‘e laughed.”
“I can’t imagine what--. Oh, very well, I must go. Run back and tell him I’ll come directly. Then return and finish sorting these linens, girl. They all need mending, so select the best sheets and we’ll use the others for patches.”
Hurrying down the gallery and around the corner to her room, she hastily washed her hands, and shed her apron. Peering in her small, cloudy mirror, she smoothed her hair. Catching up an old shawl, she scurried across the gallery to the great curving staircase leading to the lower floor.
Damaris glanced upward when a cobweb floated down to drape across her nose. Scanning the ceiling of the medieval great hall she heaved a despairing sigh. Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t begin to keep the place in order. Dusty cobwebs draped the hammer beams, and it would take a sturdy pair of footmen on a tall ladder to deal with them. She had no resources to hire such people.
Tripping quickly down the steps, she shivered, tugging her shawl closer as the chill of the flagstones penetrated her thin slippers. Pushing the library door gently open, she peeped in before advancing across the threadbare rug, muttering a curse as she stumbled over a patch completely devoid of pile.
“Yes Granpapa, you wished to see me?” Why he had sent for her, interrupting her busy day for some unknown purpose, she wondered crossly?
The old man in the wheeled chair stared up under grizzled brows and beckoned her closer. His face sagging, his body slumped to one side, and his back hunched over, he presented a fearsome sight. Many in the household would’ve quailed at his abrupt summons, but Damaris smiled down at the wreck sitting before her and bent to press a kiss on his cheek. His shaky hand reached for hers and she clasped it warmly, murmuring, “Are you well, dear sir?”
“Well enough, well enough, but I have news you may not welcome.”
Gesturing with the sheaf of papers he held in one hand, he commanded, “Sit down, girl, and hear what I have to say. We’ve arranged a marriage for you, dear girl.”
“A marriage!” Damaris exclaimed, staring down at her grandsire. Her head whirling, she sagged down, almost capsizing the small rickety chair she landed in. Suppressing the questions springing to her mind, she leaned down to stroke the head of the elderly, liver-spotted spaniel which rose from its place by Sir Gant’s chair and waddled over to greet her.
She’d never thought such a time would arrive, for how could her family find an acceptable husband for her? Thanks to her heedless father, her profligate brother and even to Granpapa himself, Medlar Manor was mortgaged to the hilt. Few funds were available for a dowry. The man who’d offer for her must be deranged.
Her heart beat fast, but she folded her hands in the lap of her worn gown and regarded her grandsire gravely. Out of the corner of her vision she saw Gabriel whirl away from the window and stride closer. “What a damnable coil! Is it really necessary to sacrifice Damaris in this manner?”
The old man eyed him under beetling brows. “Gabriel, you manage what remains of the estate. You know our circumstances better than any other. The settlements Edmund Lateleur offers may restore our fortunes. I’m sure Damaris will do her duty by the family."
If the family had but done its duty by me, Damaris thought, it wouldn’t have come to this. She stared at her grandfather, suppressing a shudder. From all she’d observed of marriages among her relatives and elsewhere, a single life seemed much preferable to the wedded state. What sort of husband had they given her to? She’d heard of Edmund Lateleur, though she'd never met him; his family owned property nearby. The man was reputedly a keen business man, and rumors circulated about his womanizing tendencies. As a single woman, Damaris heard only snatches of such talk.
The old man understood the unspoken question in her eyes, for he continued in his rusty voice. “Perhaps he’s not her equal in birth, but his pockets are exceedingly well-lined, thanks to his father’s choice of a bride and his own ventures in the Indian trade. So the fellow reeks of the shop, as his father and grandfather did before him. Considering our impecunious state we cannot be too particular. Unless we wish to see James in debtor’s prison or worse, we have no other recourse.”
He stopped speaking, his breath coming heavily and his fierce gaze fixed on her.
Running his fingers over his mop of golden curls, the young man exchanged a glance with Damaris, smiling sadly. Her fingers clenched, she sat rigid in her chair. Her belly roiled at the idea of wedding any man. Her only venture in the marriage mart had proved calamitous, but she gazed back at Gabriel, attempting a reassuring smile.
One could hardly refrain from smiling at Gabriel, as beautiful as his namesake angel. Just looking at him brought her joy. She blessed her fortune in gaining a brother like him. Soon after the death of Damaris mother, her father had married Gabriel’s widowed mother, and both of them came to live at the manor. She’d loved him ever since. Her lips curled, remembering how quickly her parent ran thru the small fortune his new wife brought him.
Her grandsire still sat silent. Damaris mind wandered as she waited for him to finish. Her eldest brother James had proved as irresponsible as their father. Like him, James preferred London to the country. Gambling, socializing and engaging in other less mentionable activities, he’d left his responsibilities on the shoulders of his grandfather and his young step-brother. His wife Flora displayed no more providence than her husband.
Keeping her serene smile in place, Damaris watched Gabriel carefully as the young man paused and took several deep breaths. He seemed well enough today, his color good and his breathing even and deep, but she worried about him.
As well as her transcendent beauty, Gabriel’s mother had transmitted to her son the weak heart which had killed her; the stress of the present situation might bring on palpitations. Damaris concealed her perturbation, lest it upset him further.
Turning back to her grandsire, she regarded him doubtfully. “Am I permitted to inquire how this came about? Why should he fix on me as a bride?” She listened carefully as her grandsire rambled on.
“Edmund Lateleur’s roots lie in Deepden Abbey, here in our shire. His father being the son of the sixth Duke of Felldene’s third son, he carries acceptable blood on that side. Having supported first Charles I and then James Stuart during the last century and losing by it both times, the Felldene dynasty fell on hard times. Some sons died in battle, others went into exile with the Stuarts.
“The Abbey had fallen into ruin when this upstart Edmund acquired it and restored it. Edmund may come into the title eventually, for only one weakly male in the direct line still lives, and he begot no offspring.”
He laughed grimly. “Ironically, your Mountmere cousins claim they’re the true heirs to the title. The old man declares his great-great-grandfather was a younger brother of the third duke. But he’ll have difficulty establishing himself, for the abbey churches holding marriage records, christening certificates and such like were destroyed by Henry the Eighth or in the civil wars.”
Sir Gant paused to catch his breath, clearing his throat and coughing deeply. Damaris sat trying to untangle the family branches her grandfather had laid out. When he continued, she became more confused.
“Your sister-in-law’s father was good friends with the elder Lateleur, and Edmund made an offer for Flora early on. She refused him, sending the boy went off to India in a rage. No one heard of him for some years. Turns out he and his father did well exporting and importing goods from the East, and Edmund returned a wealthy man.”
The old man paused and stared out the casement. She noticed how moth-eaten the velvet draperies were. Damaris wondered if he pondered on the ruinous state of Medlar Manor and his own remaining lands, in worse condition than the Abbey had been.
He hadn’t answered her question. Her brain in a whirl, she remained quiet for a moment, repressing an impulse to urge Sir Gant to continue. Though now a shadow of his former self, she recalled a time when his temper could flash at an impertinent interruption and held her peace.
She remained puzzled at the situation, until she recalled that the lands of Deepden Abbey ran with some of their own, far to the west. Such circumstance might explain why he’d chosen her. A man so wealthy could have selected any bride he wished. Her grandfather’s next words confirmed her suspicions.
“I suppose he plans to possess this place in its entirety, to march with the Deepden properties. He’s bought up all the mortgages on Medlar, so my agent informs me, and holds vowels for James’s gambling debts as well. Perhaps it’s a convoluted form of revenge on Flora for her rejection of his suit, which happened more than ten years ago. If you marry him, my dear, you’ll become chatelaine of Deepden Abbey and an extremely wealthy woman.”
Damaris cocked her head and blinked at him. If she married Edmund Lateleur?
“Girl, if you find him impossible, I’ll not force you. How could you suppose such a thing of me? We’ve managed thus far and will continue to do so. We still hold the upland sheep pastures and they furnish income every year. You owe James and Flora nothing; they’ve done little for you.”
He looked at Damaris with narrowed eyes and compressed lips. She’d never told him the whole of it, but he must be thinking of her unhappy experiences with her brother and his wife during the time she’d stayed in London seven years ago. The canny old man surmised something untoward had occurred.
Though James and Flora deserved whatever might come to them if she refused the marriage, she couldn’t allow her grandfather and Gabriel to lose their home. Discounting everything else, what would become of her if she didn’t marry? She’d never make her home with her elder brother, even in the unlikely event he should offer her one. Her grandsire wouldn’t live much longer, nor would Gabriel survive to a great age. The young man had no means to support either his step-sister or his grandmother, who at present made her home with them. Damaris must seize this opportunity.
As Sir Gant turned back toward her, Damaris asked, “But how did he know about me? I understand how he might consider such a match--but who and when and how? I possess naught but Rose Cottage at Mountmere, which is hardly accessible, with my cousins holding the remainder of the property. And my great-grandfather’s will forbids us to mortgage it or sell it even if we wished to.”
She drew a long breath, her gaze wandering around the room, as if seeking answers in some corner. Registering the faded wallpaper, the missing mortar between the fireplace bricks and the cracked pane in the casement with dismay, she turned back as Sir Gant spoke.
“M’sister Adelaide, of course. She always was a busybody.” He chuckled rustily and Damaris smiled. Because Sir Gant had long ago opposed his sister’s marriage to a prosperous commoner, the two conducted an ongoing feud, but she knew they truly held each other in affection. Adelaide, now a rich widow, never hesitated to use her wealth in scoring a point against her brother.
“Believe she’s Edmund’s godmother, for she too knew Lateleur’s parents, and Edmund himself as a youth. Adelaide informed Flora at the time how she’d erred in choosing James because he would inherit a title, instead of Lateleur, though he’d not yet become wealthy and had few expectations. Both his mother and his father had expensive habits.
“Made the gel mad as fire--and me as well, but Adelaide had the right of it. James turned out as badly as his father.” He sighed gustily and his face sagged into heavy lines.
Damaris studied her knotted fingers. Her grandsire’s explanations made a certain sense, but pieces of the puzzle seemed to be missing. “Mr. Lateleur just decided he needed a wife? Is he coming here to look me over? Great-aunt Adelaide hasn’t seen me since I visited her seven years ago.”
“As to that, it seems Adelaide suggested the match to him. Told him he needed to set up his nursery. Gives her satisfaction to arrange other people’s affairs I suppose.” He scowled ferociously but uttered a creaky chuckle. “She showed him the little likeness of you taken when you visited London, said you were strong and active and healthy, being country-born and bred.”
Suppressing an unladylike snort, Damaris made a little face. “Sounds as if he’s selecting a brood mare for his work horses. Shall I have the chance to inspect him as well?”
“He’ll arrive sometime soon to survey both you and this property, most of which he already owns in all but name. He wrote to inform me of it, and enclosed a personal note for you, my dear.”
Sir Gant passed her a small sealed missive. Damaris looked a question at him and he nodded permission for her to open it. Turning it over, her fingers traced the seal, her eyes scanning the firm letters of her name: Mistress Damaris Downing. She slipped a nail under the seal and unfolded the missive.
My Dear Mistress Damaris,
This is an awkward letter to write, since I know you not at all. I have requested permission from Baron Medlar to address you. Having seen your portrait and found it delightful, I take leave to correspond with you. Your Aunt informs me you’re quiet and sweet-tempered as well as friendly and patient, which may be as well, for I do not possess those qualities. Perhaps our characters will balance each other. I look forward to making your acquaintance in the near future.
Sincerely, your most obedient servant,
Edmund Lateleur
As she read, Damaris’s eyes began to dance, and as she finished, a laugh bubbled from her lips. Both men looked up at the sound, and she read the contents of the note aloud. Gabriel grinned and Sir Gant chuckled. He’d seen her erupt in a temper as fiery as his own.
“Poor man. I hope he’ll not suffer complete disillusionment. But more to the point, what is he like? Does my aunt say anything of that in her letter?”
“You know my sister; she’s very blunt. Of medium height, he’s strong, healthy, and well-set-up, she says. Rather arbitrary it seems, being thirty-two years old and accustomed to having his own way. As the only son after the birth of three daughters, everyone spoiled him dreadfully.”
“I’m relieved to hear it. I’d envisioned an old fellow with a pot belly and stains on his cravat, given to overeating and taking too much wine,” Damaris commented. Her grandsire cast her a sharp glance. Though she’d never told him the whole tale of her visit to London, he must’ve heard rumors of its shattering conclusion. She dropped her head, trying to damp the memories, until Sir Gant took up his tale.
“If he resembles his father, you’ll find him quite handsome. People considered his mother a beauty too, and Charles Lateleur married her despite of his family’s opposition. His younger brother and the two sisters broke off all connection with him. Having pretensions to aristocracy thru their tenuous connection to the old Duke, they refused to allow commoner's blood to mix with their own.”
Damaris nodded as if satisfied, but she had her doubts. She couldn’t make a decision until she met the man, but she had Hobson’s choice if she wished to keep her grandsire in comfort during his remaining time on earth.
“May I know when to expect Mr. Lateleur? I must have sufficient time to put the house in some sort of order.”
Her grandsire harrumphed. “I have no idea.”
Damaris resolved to do what she could as quickly as possible. The next weeks seemed to fly by. First they must needs have the sweep in to clear the chimneys of accumulated soot, before the staff and some extra help from the village could clean all the usable rooms of the mansion. Sir Gant and Gabriel retreated to the library, which was already in good order, emerging rarely.
The workers removed the dust covers from the furnishings and sponged off the upholstery, bathed the lusters on the great chandeliers in vinegar water and polished them.
She ordered the carpets hauled out and beaten, floors wiped and polished with linseed oil and turpentine, the many windows washed. Supervising it all, Damaris felt grateful the cook managed to serve cold victuals. After working with the girls to mend and launder the scanty supply of linens, she felt completely exhausted. But still no word came as to when their visitor might appear.
“Just like a man,” Mrs. Bellows the housekeeper commented grimly. “The dratted fellows expect all their comforts to appear like magic. How are we to plan meals if we have no notion of when he comes or how many people he’ll bring? So wealthy a person will have a considerable retinue. And now we hear Sir James and Lady Flora will also be arriving.”
Mrs. Bellows exchanged a long look with her mistress uttering no further word, but Damaris wondered what pressure had been brought to bear, for the couple hadn’t come next or nigh the place in years. Even after Sir Gant’s apoplectic seizure following Neville’s death, James hadn’t visited his grandfather. One could almost believe he wished for his grandsire’s demise, though 'twould benefit the younger man very little. The income from the land dwindled as poverty forced Sir Gant to sell off the best acreage.
Now Edmund Lateleur held the reins, and could drive people as he chose. Had the man ordered James and his wife to make the journey? Damaris didn’t wish to be petty, but she experienced a small twinge of gleeful spite. How many missives had she composed and dispatched, informing James of Grandpapa’s condition, and how much a visit from his grandson would mean to him? Certainly her brother Neville had always come to see Sir Gant whenever he had leave.
At the thought of her dead brother, Damaris felt quite melancholy. When she allowed herself to consider it, she missed him desperately. Giving herself a shake, she led Kate and Molly down the south hall to the corner chamber, and set them to work applying the finishing touches.
The wing having been added just last century, the rooms here were in better condition than those in more ancient parts of the Manor. Grandpapa had occupied the quarters when he’d still been able to negotiate the stairs, preferring the newer addition with its sunny southwest exposure and light walls and hangings to the dark wood and heavy drapery of the great master suite in the old north wing. Those rooms had been made ready for James and Flora.
Halting as the maids moved past her, Damaris scanned the chamber. They’d cleaned the place as well as possible, considering the age of the fabrics and the worn varnish on the floorboards.
Kate and Molly fluffed the feather mattress, shook out freshly laundered bed linens and began to make up the bed. After hanging clean towels and facecloths beside the commode, Damaris opened the armoire and peered into the corners, pulling out all the drawers along one side. Inhaling with pleasure the scent of the cedar lining, she stooped to pick up a dried leaf from one corner.
The maids finished the bed and set to work passing oiled dust rags over every surface. They’d worked their way to the window ledge when she heard Molly squeal.
“It be a great chariot, all shiny black wi’ gold trim! Jes’ look at them horses, four on ‘em and shiny black too.”
Backing hastily out of the armoire, Damaris caught her temple on the corner of a half-open drawer and uttered a most unladylike curse. One of the girls stifled a giggle as she pushed it shut, too late. She'd been over-eager. Anyone would suppose she was panting after a husband, rather than the direct opposite. Head smarting and eyes watering, she darted over to peer out the casement.
Ornate enough for royalty, a huge carriage sat on the gravel sweep at the front steps. Behind it stood a smaller coach, the roof loaded with trunks, crates, barrels and bundles. Two saddle horses on lead reins trailed it. Judging by the size of the procession, Damaris wondered if the man planned on moving in!
A coachman clad in livery of pale blue and navy faced with white managed the reins of a prancing quartet of matched blacks, still spirited after drawing the heavy coach for twenty-five miles. A blue-clad attendant jumped down from the rear, hastening to set the steps in place and open the door.
As she watched, a man in shirt sleeves ducked his head and stepped out, emerging from the vehicle with quick, easy grace. He stood erect, scanning his surroundings until a smaller man in plain dark dress stepped down and handed the fellow his tricorn, then urged him into a knee-length coat of brown worsted. He patted and pulled at the first man’s garments until a sharp gesture ordered him to desist.
Breathing a long sigh, Damaris studied what she could see of the gentleman. Being of but medium height, the man certainly wasn’t James. Edmund Lateleur had arrived, and now stood gazing about as if assessing his new property—as if he owned the place. She wondered if he’d study her as keenly.
“In the name of God’s great gray-green night shirt, why didn’t Lateleur notify us of when he’d arrive?’” she muttered. Now she’d have no time to change her gown or fix her hair.
Whisking off her apron, she borrowed a cloth from the rack on the commode and washed hastily while Kate smoothed her hair and reset her cap. But she must needs go down in her shabby work dress, or risk his displeasure at a tardy welcome.
Down on one knee beside Sir Gant, answering his raspy questions, Edmund Lateleur registered the patter of rapid footsteps up on the gallery. They slowed on approaching the head of the stairs and paused for a moment. Edmund kept his eyes on Sir Gant, proceeding with the story of his journey up from London the previous month, but all his attention fixed on the faint sounds of someone hesitantly descending the uncarpeted staircase.
His intended bride must be arriving. Where had she been? The long case clock against the wall registered ten minutes since he’d entered the house. Surely, even in a warren as large as Medlar Manor, a life-long resident could find her way to the entry by now? He wondered if the young woman felt averse to the proposed match.
He glanced up,watching her move with slow grace down the staircase. The other gentlemen turned to greet her with warm smiles, which she returned as warmly. Edmund rose to his feet, but the lady gazed at Gabriel Fuller for a considerable time before turning to greet him. A twinge of unease prickled thru him. The fellow certainly possessed an unearthly beauty.
Edmund didn’t perfectly understand Fuller’s connection to the girl. Might Damaris Downing be enamored of the young man? He scanned her keenly as she approached him, taking his first good look at her.
She no longer displayed the round cheeks and shining innocence of the portrait, but her wide eyes, framed by the satiny arch of her brows, regarded him with a direct and open expression. She was assessing him as keenly as he did her! The corners of his mouth crinkled, and a delightful respnse curved her soft, rosy lips. He glimpsed that younger face as her dimples flashed and her eyes glowed golden-brown.
Edmund had resolved to wed this woman, even if she’d been cross-eyed and snaggle-toothed, but he rejoiced to find her so attractive. The dark dress she wore seemed more appropriate for a housekeeper than the daughter of the house, and over-large for her slender figure. Pulled back tightly under her plain cap, her hair was fastened in a simple knot on her nape. Despite all, a surge of possessiveness washed over him, not just for the property he coveted, but for the young woman herself.
She stepped close, extending her hand. As he clasped her strong, small fingers, his feelings turned to stark desire. The bulky garment she wore concealed the lines of her figure, but a vision of her lying naked beneath him flashed thru his brain. Why? Although he’d used many women, none had belonged exclusively to him—nor had he wished them to. Soon this lady would. He raised her hand to kiss it, his mouth lingering to taste her skin.
The heat and warmth of his moist lips sent a queer pang thru Damaris. Gazing down at the top of his head as he bent, she observed the clean gloss of his light brown hair, clubbed neatly on his neck. A woodsy odor wafted up from that sleek cap.
He lifted his head and straightened, his well-cut lips widening and tightening. His narrow eyes stared at her under lowered brows, a trace of red staining his high cheekbones--and his sharp inspection brought a flush of heat to her own face. The imprint of his mouth and a trace of moisture lingered on the back of her hand. A quiver ran down her middle.
Part of Damaris wished to explore her reaction to him further, part of her felt frightened. She stepped back a little. When she tried to withdraw, he gripped her fingers, tugging her nearer him. Thru the odor of sandalwood, she detected a whiff of something musky and warm, perhaps the scent of his body. To be held captive in such a fashion sent a tremor of terror down her spine. She quivered again, this time with fear.
Edmund frowned. She’d somehow withdrawn from him, though he held her near enough to embrace if he so desired. Her eyes widened, and she stiffened, attempting once more to step away from him. What had disturbed her? He could have sworn she’d responded to his touch at first.
Gabriel Fuller take a sudden step closer. She caught the movement, turned, and shook her head ever so slightly. These two seemed closely attuned. Edmund wondered about it. No matter, really; she’d soon belong to him. Perhaps he expected too much, supposing a woman of five-and-twenty would be fancy free. He'd soon detach her from the young man; she’d be less likely to raise a dust when she discovered his real motives if he won her affections.
Switching her right hand into his left, he reached to stroke an errant lock from her temple, fingering the silky tress gently. She winced away from his touch. He felt offended, then saw a small red wound on her temple, concealed till now by the stray strand. Caressing the fresh mark gently, he said, “How did this happen?”
“As I was hurrying to make ready to come down, I hit my head on a half-open drawer.”
He shook his head. “But why hurry? You knew we'd arrive today. My courier set out quite early; he must have arrived hours ago.”
She frowned and shook her head. Sir Gant and Fuller also looked blank.
“He hasn’t appeared?” All three shook their heads. At that moment the butler hastened in, looking harried.
Damaris looked around. “Yes Robbins, what’s the problem?” But the man addressed Edmund.
“Oh, Mr. Lateleur, sir, a groom's come up with a message for you. The men working in the west field brought a young man into the stable. He’d tried to jump the hedge beside the road and injured himself in a fall. Your people told Forester he’s kin to you” the stout man reported.
“Damnation! Your pardon, Miss Downing.” Edmund turned to his host. “Now I understand why you were unaware of my advent. The young idiot I sent ahead is my eldest sister’s son Timothy. If you’ll excuse me, I must see to him.”
“Certainly, certainly. We can send to the village for the apothecary if you wish, but go with him, Damaris and see what you can do.”
When Edmund Lateleur frowned, the old man assured him, “She has much experience tending wounds and injuries here and on the farms nearby, and can be of great assistance.
Damaris nodded agreement, glad to be free of the man’s disturbing touch. She led the way thru the baize door into the back hall, pondering her bewildering reactions to this man. Why should his smile engender warmth in her middle, why did she want him to caress her hand again, why had she enjoyed the way his fingers tugged her hair? The frisson of fear always drawn forth by the touch of a strange man mingled with those sensations. Squaring her shoulders and shaking off such thoughts, she spoke to the butler.
“Robbins, please send Kate up to fetch my case to the kitchen. I left it in Mistress Anthea’s room after helping Granny Greene tend the ulcers on her ankles. And tell her to see to preparing the chamber next to Mr. Lateleur's.”
Edmund followed her out the back entrance and across to the kitchen building where a stable boy awaited them. “Dickon, how does the young man fare? Has Forester seen to him?”
The boy began relating a convoluted story: how the plowman in the potato field had seen a straying horse and discovered the young man under the hedge with a broken arm, bleeding from the head. Edmund found his slow country voice thick and almost unintelligible. He eyed the fellow dubiously and looked to his escort, only to find her biting her lip to restrain a smile, dimples flickering and a twinkle lighting her eyes.
He interrupted the stable lad’s halting narrative. “Who is Forester?And what does he know of treating injuries?"
“Oh, he’s our head groom. He’s been with us forever and can deal with any injury to horse or human,” Damaris assured him.
“So your butler’s named after a flock of birds and your groom should be cutting trees. Dare I inquire the name of your cook? Perhaps he’s called Carpenter?”
The twinkle turned to a flash and the dimples deepened as a silvery laugh rippled thru her parted lips. The need to touch her rosy mouth riveted him, and he lifted a hand part way before he thought better of the notion.
“No not at all,” she gurgled. “Her name, of course, is Cooke—with an E!--and I must go in and consult with her about dinner and collect a can of hot water. Dickon, come, you must carry it to the stable for us.”
Bearing her case, she emerged in a few moments enveloped in a wrapper of white linen, a wide hat on her head, and pattens on her feet. Directing him around the building, she led him thru the formal gardens—or what remained thereof. The boxwood hedges surrounding the parterres were ragged and weeds choked the beds. Like the house, the place lacked care, most probably due to lack of funds. Edmund made a mental list of what needed to be done. Sooner or later, he'd put all to rights.
In the kitchen plot, rows of vegetables stood green and hearty, and the knot gardens were neatly maintained. Hurrying along the narrow paths, Damaris’s hem brushed the leaves of rosemary and wormwood, rousing clouds of fragrance in the late morning sun. Her pattens crushed trailing mother-of-thyme. She paused to draw a deep breath, as if taking pleasure in the scents. Her skirts skimmed his leg, his coat tails brushed her hips, and his wide cuff caught against her sleeve.
Turning to gaze up at him, she clicked the latch of a narrow gate, opening to a path up the slope to a spinney. He gazed back at her speculative, somewhat apprehensive face, but he couldn’t guess her thoughts.
Stepping from bright sunlight into the gloom of the ramshackle stables, he could see little. Damaris unhesitatingly led the way to the left, heading past empty stalls and looseboxes toward a doorway at the far end. Several persons clustered about a figure lying on a barred gate, and she hurried up to the man kneeling beside the victim.
“Forester, why have you left him lying here in the dirt? Sam, you and Charlie go fig out a couple of trestles and set them up here in the light. Then we can see to his injuries.”
She spoke sharply, sounding cross, and the men hastened to obey. So much for sweet and patient, thought Edmund. The older fellow rose from his knees and replied in tolerant tones.
“Hold now, Missy. We must needs staunch the bleeding quick as could be. I’ve already set the arm. I’m right glad you’re come, for I’m no hand at stitchery and his head must be sewn up if I mistake not.”
The young man roused, opening his good eye as they lifted him to the planks on the trestles. “I’ve died and gone to heaven; I’m being tended by an angel.” His voice came in a strained whisper, but his statement told Edmund his nephew hadn’t suffered severe damage, not if he could flirt in such a fashion.
Stepping forward, Edmund supported Timothy’s head as Damaris bathed away blood. With deft fingers she parted the lid on the swollen eye. She canned both eyes closely for a moment. “He must be kept quiet. See, one pupil is distended.” She smiled down at the youth. “Perhaps you should fall back into a stupor for the present, my lad. This head wound needs repair.”
Eyes rolling wildly, Timothy started to turn toward Edmund, but Damaris quickly shifted her hands and caught him around the ears. “You must stay completely still. Do not move.”
Not so compassionate, Edmund decided as her hands clamped down firmly. The misty vision of the portrait girl dimmed and faded from his mind. This lively woman appealed. He only trusted she'd prove competent. As Damaris’s small hands cleansed the wound and swiftly stitched it closed, Edmund stood admiring her efficiency.
The boy swooned when she began treating his injury, but the inevitable jolts as the men bore him up the path and down thru the garden revived him somewhat. Once upstairs, Damaris and the maids put him to bed in the room next to Edmund’s.
After making him as comfortable as possible, Damaris ordered Kate to fetch a dish of salt. “Mr. Lateleur, lift his head so I can feed him a few sips of water. I’ve added a pinch of sea salt; it's seem efficacious in those who've lost blood.”
She observed keenly as he eased the boy’s head down and tucked pillows around him. Edmund expected her to correct his movements, but she did not. They left him in the care of Edmund’s manservant Goodings, with orders to watch him. “He’ll take good care of our patient. He was my father’s man before I inherited him. Gooding served him well all during his final illness,.”
Damaris nodded as if satisfied, turning to the little man. “Give him more water if he’ll take it. We dare not use wine or a field poppy potion, for we must observe him carefully and wake him periodically. And I won’t permit Roberts to bleed him, for he’s already lost a sufficiency.”
Edmund nodded to himself. Quite in the habit of issuing orders and having the recipient obey. No doubt she’d manage a household most efficiently and economically, keeping the servants in good order—and perhaps a husband too.
Her attitude altered when her brother and his wife arrived at midafternoon. She stiffened, greeting the two with unsmiling face and forced cordiality. Easy to surmise Damaris felt no fondness for either of them, though she graciously sent a maid to fetch a tisane for Lady Flora, who complained fretfully. “Traveling such a distance always makes me ill. I have the headache.”
But the tall, statuesque blonde greeted Edmund with a fulsome smile, not only giving him her hands, but offering a cheek for his kiss. “I shall welcome you as a brother, dear Edmund.” She spoke in dulcet tones, looking at him thru her lashes
His nostrils flaring at the scent of her heavy perfume, he barely brushed her cheek. Keeping a blank face, he cast a swift glance at Damaris, who watched the scene with barely repressed amazement. When he rolled his eyes, looking at her with a cocked brow and a wry smile, her lips curled in a small grin, as if they shared a secret.
He watched James and Flora mount the stairs in the butler’s wake, thinking idly that his soon-to-be brother-in-law more nearly resembled the step-brother than his own sister, being as tall and blonde as Gabriel. Damaris didn’t resemble either man.
At dinner she transmuted into yet a different person, dressed in a plain bronze robe under a silk brocade overskirt striped in shades of copper, cream and brown. The colors became her to perfection, bringing out the gold shades in her light brown hair, curling softly about her face. The tightly laced bodice emphasized her tiny waist, exposing a snowy expanse of shoulder and bosom. His notions about her figure fully vindicated, he wanted her in his bed--soon. She seemed uncomfortable in the becoming outfit, stepping carefully as if her little gold slippers pinched her toes.
With Lady Flora on his other side attempting to monopolize his attention, he had few opportunities to speak with Damaris. The older woman chatted of London affairs, talking of people he barely knew as if they were mutual friends. When she referred to a letter from Lord Alevon, Damaris shifted uneasily. Why did the name disturb her? Lady Flora smiled complacently and slanted Damaris a sly look.
The lady continued to monopolize his attention, and short of being unpardonably rude, he couldn’t ignore her. Though perfectly capable of discourtesy, he wished to make a good impression on the Downing family for the present.
From time to time, he cast a rueful glance at Mistress Downing, receiving in return her little secret smile, dimples flickering in her cheeks. Even following the meal, he couldn’t converse privately with his intended bride, for Lady Flora again dominated the conversation, even talking thru Damaris’s performance on the pianoforte. Fortunately the evening ended early. Both Sir Gant and Madame Anthea, the elderly, infirm lady introduced to him as Gabriel Fuller’s granmere, begged to be excused right after the maids brought in the tea tray.
So Gabriel was her step-brother, his mother having married Damaris’s father soon after the death of his first wife. The young woman appeared rather involved with her beautiful step-brother, watching Gabriel as everyone said good-night and took their candles. The young man returned her warm smile, nodding when she spoke to him as they parted. Though obviously attached, but Edmund couldn’t guess just how devoted they were. He’d reserve judgment, experience having taught him to move slowly.
But when Damaris cast him a full smile and a long look, he suddenly wished to hurry things along. Impulsively, he stepped forward, grasped her shoulders and planted a kiss on her cheek. So much for resolutions to take his time!
Damaris restrained an impulse to dodge his caress. The touch of his faintly prickly skin on her cheek aroused feelings she didn’t recognize. Despite Lady Flora’s attempt to engage his attention, he'd scrutinized his betrothed several times during the evening. He’d listened to Flora’s chatter patiently, but his focus had been on Damaris. And he’d noticed her shiver when Flora referred to Lord A. Flora had mentioned him purposely, knowing it would affect Damaris.
And the woman still seemed intrigued by Edmund. Damaris felt resentful toward her sister-in-law. She hadn’t known him ten years ago, when he’d courted and offered for Lady Flora, but he certainly drew women now. Even the maids blushed and nodded, serving him eagerly.
Shorter than Gabriel and not nearly so handsome, his shoulders weren’t as wide or his chest as deep as James's. But she’d felt his strength as he held her hand and pulled her close. His tight breeches had revealed well-muscled thighs beneath the swinging skirts of his coat as they mounted the hillside above the stable. And then he pulled her shoulders around and kissed her cheek. She caught her breath, wondering how his mouth would feel against hers, but hastily put the thought from her brain.
Aunt Adelaide likely had the right of it; Mr. Lateleur usually got his way, especially with women. As Penny helped her out of her stiff brocade overskirt and unlaced the taffeta robe, she mulled over the situation.
What a relief to shed the abominably uncomfortable corsets which squeezed her slender waist to an even smaller circumference. Damaris heaved a sigh; she’d be obliged to wear that gown or some other equally uncomfortable garment every evening.
Lady Flora had bestowed a great trunkful of such garb on her, acting as if she'd brought them as a bride gift. When Penney opened it, a note from her great-aunt lay inside the top tray. Sir Gant's sister had sent them. Flora hadn't brought so much as a bride-gift.
So exhausted she almost fell asleep while Penny brushed and braided her hair, tying it with a pretty embroidered ribbon, Damaris dragged herself up. “Penny, bring me a robe. I must visit my patient before I sleep.”
“But my lady, you ought to be abed. You’re quite fatigued from all the tasks you’ve seen to this week. Besides, it’s nearly time for your monthlies and you always feel a bit down pin then,” the little maid protested. But she dutifully offered a soft muslin robe, printed with pink and blue flowers. Aunt Adelaide had sent it two years ago, though Damaris seldom wore it. Most evenings here in the north were too cool.
“Yes, I know, but I must check on young Timothy. If the blow to his head caused bleeding in the brain, we’ll need to fetch the surgeon-barber immediately. He can use a trephine to relieve the pressure, but it must be done quickly if it’s needed. Come along.”
Shifting the lamp closer on the small table, Edmund recrossed his legs and tried to concentrate on his copy of Hobbes’ Leviathan. The quiet night hours seemed a good time to explore the philosopher’s ideas on reason and materialism, but his foray into the writer’s dense prose had rendered him quite drowsy.
From time to time he peered around the screen to observe Timothy. Propped on pillows with two bolsters bracing his head securely, the young man smiled weakly each time Edmund called his name, before falling back into slumber.
While Edmund braced him upright, Gooding had handily spooned broth and barley water down Timothy’s gullet several times. Since the valet had spent the best part of the day tending Timothy, Edmund finally sent his man off to get some rest.
Timothy too had fallen asleep after downing the saline draught the old herb-woman brought up. “Mistress Damaris ordered me to compound it. It should ease the pain without harm.”
Edmund read page two of Chapter V for the third time, unable to grasp the import of the words. The clock down in the hall chimed, striking eleven. Shaking his head, Edmund wondered how he’d manage to remain awake until Gooding returned.
Sometime later faint sounds brought him wide awake. Footsteps came down the hall and voices whispered, too softly for him to understand words. The door a few feet down and across from his opened and shut quietly. After a time, a single set of steps trod lightly back down the hall.
When the steps returned and the door across the hall opened again, he rose. Easing his own door open a crack, he peered out. Damaris emerged from the room across the corridor. She turned back to say softly, “Now you can rest. Sleep well, dear brother.”
Leaving the door ajar, Edmund faded back to his chair. What the deuce was going on? If it were any other woman—Lady Flora for instance—he’d instantly conclude she was conducting an illicit affair right under his very nose! But he didn’t wish to believe Lady Damaris, seemingly so honest and open, could do such a thing.
Before long the door to Timothy’s room opened, and Damaris glided in silently as a spirit. Startled, Edmund looked up in unfeigned surprise. “Mistress Downing, why are you here at such an hour?”
“I came to see how my patient is faring, Mr. Lateleur. I must inquire in my turn, what are you doing here?”
“Nursing my nephew. He seems to be doing well, so I sent Gooding off to bed. He cannot work night as well as day, can he?”
Ducking her head she shook it. “No, certainly not. But Granny Green would gladly share your watch if you but ask. However, since I’m here, I’ll check on Timothy. Has he wakened easily?”
Edmund nodded and obeyed when she ordered him to shift the screen shielding the bed from the lamplight. “Fetch it closer to the bedside, please.” Their voices and the light disturbed the boy and he grunted and squinted up at his uncle with his usable eye. “Oh. It’s you again. Jus’ let me sleep.”
Though his speech slurred a trifle, they could understand his words easily, and when Damaris stepped closer and smiled down at him, Timothy’s face lit up. “Oh blessed spirit!”
Damaris laughed. “Far from it. I’m most strict and arbitrary, and will scold if you disobey my orders. Now, show me your eyes, sir. Mr. Lateleur, please raise the lamp so I can see clearly. Yes, I know it makes you uncomfortable, sir. I’ll annoy you but for a moment.”
Edmund obeyed, watching his little sylph bend close and scan the young man’s pupils keenly. She gave a satisfied nod. “You’ll mend well if you stay quiet for a few days, I think. We shall summon Mr. Roberts the apothecary up to see you tomorrow. He’ll bring something to relieve your pain, but for tonight we’ll stay with the saline draught.” She looked at Edmund. “You may turn the lamp down, please.”
Damaris smiled down at Timothy and patted his shoulder gently and smiled down at him. and smiled down at him. Edmund blinked at her radiant face. Why hadn’t he realized how beautiful she was? She caught his intent gaze, and her eyes shifted warily. Had he frightened her in some fashion?
The shine in Edmund Lateleur’s eyes disturbed Damaris. Though screened by his lashes, his expression mirrored what she’d seen on Lord Alevon’s face all those years ago: hot, avid and lustful. Mr. Lateleur differed considerably from that pudgy, ill-smelling villain, but apparently he wanted the same thing. Her brother Neville had explained that all men did so.
If she married him, he’d expect her to yield her body to him. Could she do so? A vision of lying beneath him and allowing him to come in to her possessed her mind suddenly, sending a wave of heat surging thru her.
All at once her clinging gown and filmy peignoir were too sheer. What's more, she suspected the man before her wore nothing beneath his blue brocade robe. She watched him steadily, but then dropped her eyes and blushed, trusting he couldn’t see the color in her cheeks by lamplight. He laughed softly. “Are you fearful of me, Damaris?” Her hot cheeks chilled, and she shivered in spite of the warmth of the room.
“You need not. I would never hurt you.”
Timothy muttered, peering up with his good eye. “You’d better not. I’d make you sorry for it.”
Edmund laughed again. He’d completely forgotten the young man’s presence. “Go back to sleep, you young good-for-naught.”
He set the lamp on the table, pushed the screen back in place, and turned to scan Damaris’s face. Her earlier radiance had faded, leaving her pale and weary.
“You’re trembling. Come to the fire and warm yourself.”
Grasping her hand, he led her over to the fireplace. He halted in front of the small blaze and covered her fingers with his other hand, smiling down at her.
Damaris blinked up at him. The warmth of his palms set up a strange vibration thru her middle and she no longer shivered. Setting one hand on her waist, he pulled her slowly closer. His warmth penetrated thru her garments and she could smell the scent of his skin. Her body seemed to heat. Fearing to meet his gaze again, she dropped her head. What if his eyes still burning with the light she’d glimpsed earlier?
Raising the hand he held to his mouth, he pressed his lips to the back, and her blood leaped as it had at their first meeting. He turned her hand and kissed her palm; her whole attention focused on that spot. When he traced his way to the inside of her wrist and set his lips, warm and soft and moist, on her fluttering pulse, her blood swirled hotly, pooling at the base of her belly. What was he doing to her?
He set her hand on his shoulder and repeated the process on her other hand; Damaris’s bones seemed to melt and soften. She could hardly stand and curled her fingers up around his neck for support. He gave a satisfied sigh.
“Please, look at me Mistress Damaris. I want to see your lovely eyes.”
She swallowed and moved her head, unable to raise her face for a moment. He set a finger under her chin, tipping her head up, but she kept her eyelids down. Her lashes quivered but didn’t rise when he touched the corner of her lips with his thumb. He bent his head and his mouth grazed each eyelid. His arm curled firmly about her waist and pulled her against him. She caught a deep breath, drawing in his scent.
No longer cold, she still trembled. Unable to resist his compelling hands and arms, she allowed him to clasp her right hand and shift it to his bare chest. The overlapping sides of his robe had fallen open. His heart beat strongly beneath a springy mat of hair, his breathing as uneven as her own.
Tugging loose the ribbon ties, he pulled her cap off, stroking her hair and running his fingertips around her hairline. She caught a stronger odor, acrid and male from his armpit. His thumb traced her lips, sliding to press her chin down. His head dropped, slanting just so onto her open mouth. He was very practiced, for his nose fitted handily beside her own as he kissed her. How very different from her few previous encounters.
Her hand eased up; spreading her fingers, she touched the skin of his nape beneath his queue. How vital and alive he felt. She clutched him, trying to draw her body closer to his. A small satisfied noise sounded low in his throat. His arms coiled firmly about her, and one hand slid down to haul her belly against his.
She stiffened on feeling his hard hot arousal, and he murmured, “Be easy, my love. I’ll not rush you.”
Fear rose, but other feelings stirred her blood, making it run sweet and hot as boiling honey—and as likely to overflow and burn her, leaving scars--rendering her limp and weak.
Now his fingers gripped her bottom, shifting her to one side. His hard--bare!--thigh eased between her legs. His free hand dealt nimbly with the loops fastening her robe, then up to cup her breast thru her delicate nightgown. She might as well be naked! His thumb found the tip, caressing it to a firm little crown. Fearing she’d fall if he released his grip on her, Damaris thrust her fingers into his hair and clutched it. Her other hand tangled in the mat of hair on his chest.
His lips, his palms, his hard arms, and the heat and strength and scent of his body fogged her brain as if she’d taken too much wine. If he urged her thru the door and led her across the dressing room to his bedroom, she’d follow and submit—indeed part of her wished he would.
But a light tap sounded on the half-open hall door, and Penny spoke softly. “My lady, are you there? We can return to your room now. Mr. Fuller has fallen asleep; you needn't worry over him.”
Edmund raised his head and laughed huskily. “In the nick of time, dear girl. Your maidenhead is preserved for the present.”
Gooding’s voice spoke in reproving tones from the door to the dressing room. “I trust it is, Mr.Lateleur. Such goings-on are most unseemly in a gentleman's residence. I’ve come to watch over Master Timothy again.” With a decided nod, the little man toddled into the room.
Damaris burrowed her head into Edmund’s chest, which shook with laughter. Her face burned; it must be red as a field poppy. What on earth had she been thinking? But she hadn’t been thinking at all or she’d never have permitted him such liberties. Her reactions astonished her, she who’d never wanted another man to touch her after one disastrous encounter.
In another minute his hand would've cupped her unclad breast! She struggled to pull away from his embrace, but must perforce cling to him until strength returned to her legs. He steadied her for a moment, brushing the back of his fingers over her fiery cheek, before turning her over to Penny’s care.
After the maid tucked Damaris into bed and admonished her to get some rest, she lay awake for a long while. The man discomposed her, eliciting such reactions to his caresses. Surprisingly, she’d felt no qualm of real terror. As slumber overtook her, her body still felt the sensations Mr. Lateleur had evoked. She fell asleep pondering the matter.
Slumber eluded Edmund for a while, but he understood the cause all too well. His swollen member, hard and hot and stubbornly recalcitrant wouldn't allow him to fall asleep. He hadn’t intended to seduce the lady, but the late hour and her slender form in its thin garb, her satiny skin, and the sweet, flowery fragrance of her body had tempted him. He cursed, realizing he’d most uncharacteristically yielded to impulse--again. She had an unusual effect on him, for he seldom acted without thought and planning. He’d worked out all the ramifications before arranging this betrothal.
Desire coursed hotly thru his blood; he hadn’t bedded a woman since leaving London. He’d thought it inadvisable to set up a familiar so close to Medlar Manor. Though such arrangements were common enough in London, he was in the country now. If the fact became known, it might affect the marriage negotiations adversely. But he found denial deucedly uncomfortable, especially with an inviting morsel like Damaris so close to hand.
Mistress Damaris hadn’t the statuesque beauty of Lady Flora, and he’d easily resisted that lady’s wiles, laid on with a heavy hand since he returned to England. He doubted the bosomy blonde really desired his body. My lady probably wanted access to his purse.
But he’d nearly succumbed to the younger woman’s fresh vitality. Had his reaction stemmed merely from proprietary sense? He suspected she and Gabriel Fuller were entangled. Women sometimes preferred slender, dreamy men of poetic appearance and gentle manners. Damaris might be such a one. And that might account for her hesitation in reacting to his touch. She'd seemed almost frightened, more like a virgin than an experienced woman.
He lay mulling over such matters, but finally sleep overtook him. He awoke the next morning, still pondering the circumstances. But he vowed to arrange the marriage as soon as possible, take Damaris maidenhood, and carry her off to Deepden.He felt confident he could detach her from her golden lover, if such he was. His projects might depend on rendering her malleable to his wishes--and he intended to enjoy the process to the fullest. Her reactions last night promised well for the future.
He rose, and after checking on Timothy and discovering Gooding still in attendance, dressed without his valet’s assistance and found his way to the breakfast parlor. No one else was present, and Robbins informed him Sir James and Lady Flora were unlikely to appear before noon, since they refused to change their city ways to conform to country schedules.
“Lady Damaris ordered us to serve them whenever they choose to show their faces.” The butler kept his face blank and his tone expressionless, but Edmund easily discerned Robbins’ disapproval of such behavior.
“Due to his infirmities, the baron never comes in, but both milady and Mr. Fuller have already eaten. Mistress Downing and Granny Greene went out to gather herbs. You’ll likely find her in the knot garden or up in the meadow, Mr. Lateleur”.
Edmund thanked the butler and strolled out the back way. He spied the pair as he angled toward an arched gateway leading into the herbs, close enough to catch their words. The round little woman known as Granny Greene carried a basket. Damaris stooped to cut a handful of greenery with a small knife and deposit in it the receptacle. “This should be sufficient parsley. Shall we add some comfrey? It’s good for wounds, I recall.”
She gestured toward another section where a tall plant with large leaves and small blue flowers grew, and the two moved towards it. Edmund took a step, but halted when Damaris turned to her left and looked up. Gabriel Fuller ambled down the path from the spinney.
Damaris picked up her skirts and ran to him. Edmund froze under the shadow of the vine-draped arch. It almost appeared she was running away from him, but she hadn’t seemed aware of his presence. Someone else did; Granny Greene’s bright little eyes fixed on Edmund. He shook his head at her and she nodded, but continued to scrutinize him sharply.
All Damaris’s attention focused on Gabriel. He shouldn’t have climbed the hill. When she reached him, she grasped his wrist; to her relief she found his pulse steady and strong.
“I see you’ve been riding. Why not save yourself the climb and have Dickon come up to fetch your horse back to the stables?”
Frowning up at her tall brother, she slid a hand under his waistcoat to feel his heartbeat, breathing a sigh on detecting its regular, easy beat. Gabriel shook his head and laughed, bending to drop a kiss on her head.
“Little sister, don’t worry so. The woods are beautiful now, green and lush. If I’m to have but a brief time on earth, I'll live to the fullest while I may.”
Gazing up at him, she asked, “Where do you go now?”
He set his arm about her shoulders, leading her down the path to Granny Greene.
“On a most crucial affair! The poultry woman reported a fox made off with several hens lately. I must see what repairs are needed.”
She resisted his direction, turning up the hill. “Don’t you wish to continue your herb gathering?”
“Yes, but the fungus I seek grows among fallen leaves under the trees. Granny cannot climb up there.”
“Very well—and you look very well too, with your lips rosy and your eyes shining. Robbins informed you had enjoyable encounter last evening.” Gabriel grinned, regarding her with twinkling eyes.”
Damaris blushed and dropped her head. “Has one no privacy in this household? I suppose Penny told you.”
“No, but she told Kate how long your visit to Timothy seemed to take and how she discovered you in the arms of your future husband. Kate passed it on to Robbins.” He laughed aloud when Damaris scowled. Slapping at his shoulder, she ordered, “Stop laughing, you oaf. Go on about your important affairs, big brother.” Still chuckling, he went on down the path and across to the kitchen yard.
Concealed in the arch, Edmund watched the two, frowning and chewing on his lip. He’d caught some of their words and observed how they touched. What did it mean? The two made no attempt to conceal their interchange, and Granny Greene had observed their every move.
As soon as Gabriel disappeared thru the gateway behind the kitchen, Edmund strode into the garden and stopped to speak to the old herb-woman.
"Aye, we gathered herbs to prepare a healing poultice for Timothy’s wound. The mistress has learned all I could teach her. She knows how to treat almost any injury or sickness, Mr. Lateleur. You’ll find her up among the trees, searching for the fungus growing there.” She waved up the hill.
Edmund thanked her, and followed Damaris, taking the path thru the upper gate. He scanned the woodland as he went up the hill, but didn’t locate Damaris for a few minutes. As he recalled, she’d worn a gray gown, patched and rather faded. Its color blended well with the bark of the great beeches and oaks. Only when she moved did he see her, drifting head down across the slope above the path.
She halted on perceiving him, standing half behind a tree and eyeing him uncertainly. Her head canted to one side, Damaris looked like a slender dryad. He turned to face her, his chin gesturing an unspoken command. She hesitated a moment before she advanced, sliding on the drifts of dry leaves. As she flitted thru a patch of sunlight, a rosy flush stained her cheeks; her brown eyes shone dark and enormous as she approached.
When he extended his hand, she halted at arm’s length, her lips pursed in a thoughtful expression. His eyes narrowed, he wondered why she seemed apprehensive.
“Come here, woman. What ails you? You were willing enough last night.” He glowered darkly as she still faltered, blushing all over her face.
Damaris raised her head defiantly and stepped closer to him. He smiled broadly, and she wished he hadn't. Her middle quivered and a sweet current heated her blood. Reluctantly, she put out a hand. When she touched her fingertips to his, he smiled again, this time full and warm, and tugged her into his arms.
“Nothing untoward will occur. Just follow my lead.”
Damaris stared up at him. Did the man really believe that? To be sure, nothing bad would happen--to him! But he lowered his head and set his lips on hers and she yielded. The tip of his tongue, warm and supple and faintly rough, traced a pattern over her mouth, coaxing her lips open. He slipped within, tracing the edge of her teeth and swirling over the inside of her lips. She gasped, intrigued by the taste and the texture, and touched the lively organ tentatively with her own.
His arms tightened so strongly she could scarcely breathe. His body heat penetrated thru her sturdy gown, and the hard shape of his desire pressed against her flesh. The tips of her breasts budded. Only when voices floated up from the herb garden did he release her, grasping her upper arms to steady her when she swayed dizzily.
Damaris stared up at him with bewildered eyes. What was he doing to her? She’d never felt this way in her life. Edmund returned her stare; his narrowed eyes seemed hard and calculating. He slid his hands up to her shoulders and down to her elbows--as if checking the muscles of a horse he proposed to purchase, she thought sardonically.
Edmund frowned What lay behind her direct gaze? In such circumstances, an innocent young woman would be hanging her head, unable to meet his eyes.
Though her arms still clasped his waist, her hands weren’t touching him as she had the previous evening. He moved down to clasp her wrists. Lifting her hands, he discovered worn kid gloves with the fingertips cut off. She turned her hands out at right angles, away from him. Bits of dead leaves and streaks of dark soil clung to both gloves and finger tips. She smelled of earth and the musky scent exuding from a small string bag dangling from one wrist.
He grinned down at her. She looked like a grubby urchin. A loop of hair drooped from her cap and a smear of dirt decorated one cheek. Surprisingly, desire sang thru his blood in spite of her disheveled state—or maybe because of it. How would she look after a good tumble? Taking each hand in turn, he pulled off her gloves and kissed her palms, taking a nip of each fingertip, while she watched him with tilted head and curious gaze. When he gritted his teeth, turned and spat, as if to rid his mouth of soil, she uttered a trill of laughter. Edmund stared in mock indignation before he joined in.
Raising her hands, he pressed them to his cheeks. “Lady Damaris, will you give me these hands in marriage? I want you for my wife.” He waited patiently while she scanned him thru her lashes. Taking a deep breath, she replied. “Yes. Yes I will marry you, if you’ll take these hands as they are, dirt and all.”
She freed one hand from his grasp and touched his shoulder, still assessing him. “I wonder . . . what would happen if I refused you?”
He considered the question for a time before answering. “Nothing of moment; you’d all go on as you’ve been doing. Perhaps Sir Gant would sell off more land, raise money to pay off the mortgages I hold. Not being a vindictive man, I wouldn’t cast your grandfather or yourself out of the home of your ancestors.”
“I’m happy to hear it, for little unencumbered property remains, and we must hold fast to the pasture lands. Sheep and cattle are our main, indeed our only real source of income. The weather being so unpredictable, grains are never dependable. Potatoes have proved successful lately.”
His brows flew up. Damaris spoke knowledgeably about such matters. The women of his family had little interest in or knowledge of any sort of business, much less farm management.
When he questioned her, she told him, “Yes, I do know a good deal. Since my grandfather’s health broke, Gabriel and I have perforce managed all. We made many mistakes thru ignorance, but Gabriel studied all the available literature on farming, and took advice from Squire Welby, as well as corresponding with other successful landowners. Given time, we might bring the estate to profitability again.”
“The problem being, of course, your great blockhead of a brother—and the extravagant tastes of his wife,” Edmund commented dryly. Damaris glanced at him, but her expression remained blank and she made no rejoinder. So, add family loyalty to her virtues. He could only wish her less attached to the golden Gabriel. Something about the young man disturbed Edmund.
He led her down the path and across the herb garden toward Granny Greene, standing with Gabriel by the arched gate. To Edmund’s displeasure, Damaris had eyes only for her tall young brother. She went to him and took his hand. “I have just now consented to marry Mr. Lateleur.”
He sighed, but then smiled and kissed her cheek, wishing her happy. Turning to shake Edmund’s hand, he congratulated him. Seeing Damaris’s eyes still watching Gabriel’s face, Edmund resolved to present the settlements to Baron Gant, and have pertinent papers signed as quickly as possible.
He'd arranged for a license signed by the Archbishop of Canterbury, and he’d marry her tomorrow if it were possible. Then he’d take her to Deepden and make her his own. And he desired something beyond the rights she’d bring for his new projects. But still, the sooner they married, the sooner he could proceed with construction.
In the event, organizing matters proved less easy than Edmund hoped. First, Baron Gant wouldn’t commit on a date. He wished to notify his family of the impending nuptials, whether or not any members would attend the ceremony.
Edmund had to agree. His mother never traveled. Weighing close to fifteen stone by now, she could scarcely move about, but would be highly insulted if not notified. And if he failed to communicate his intentions to them, his three older sisters would be incensed. He warned Sir Gant all three might descend on Medlar Manor with their spouses and various offspring in tow.
“Tis no matter. Plenty of room in the Manor,” the Baron assured him. “But I have no notion where some of my kin reside now. Mayhap I should send a notice to the London journals.”
Since he abhorred the notion of public exposure in such a fashion, Edmund regarded him with exasperation. What’s more, he’d wager the old fellow hadn’t ventured to the upper floors of the Manor in years. But Edmund reluctantly agreed to a notice in the London Gazette. “And we must reserve the church for a few days hence.”
Sir Gant laughed. “Not likely to be unavailable. I doubt more than three weddings were performed there in the last year. We can set the date after the settlements are dealt with. Since you have a special license, no need to publish banns.”
Edmund frowned. “I'd prefer to finish the business quickly. Perhaps in a sennight then.” Summoning a footman, he sent the man to fetch his portfolio.
Damaris sat listening demurely as he presented the papers his solicitor had drawn up. Edmund’s proposed generosity amazed her. Her yearly allowance would amount to two hundred pounds, in addition to a sum for clothing and accoutrements! She hadn't spent such a sum on clothing during her entire life.
Since he couldn’t sell it or take it from her, she affixed her signature to the contract willingly enough. After dutifully agreeing to permit him to alter her cottage and the property around it, Damaris puzzled over why he’d made such princely provisions. What benefit could he derive from this marriage?
The old gardener and his wife living in Rose Cottage long ago had created a veritable bower about the place. Remembering how charming it seemed when she visited a time or two with her grandmother, she trusted her new husband wouldn’t spoil the gardens and the shrubbery around the little house.
Another problem arose when she consulted the calendar. She drew him aside after the men concluded the day’s business. “Mr. Lateleur—Ed-Edmund,” she whispered, “It may not be possible for us to marry at the time you plan.” She flushed and dropped her head. “I know little of such things, but I would suppose—my courses will commence sometime soon, perhaps at just the time appointed. It might the wrong time for . . .” Her voice faded away.
“You’re quite correct, my dear. I should prefer to wait.” He smiled down at her, but thought privately the delay might prove his betrothed didn’t carry a child by her lover, if Gabriel Fuller was such.
The following afternoon he stood with Damaris as the maids brought in and poured the wine Sir Gant ordered. The rest of the family and the upper servants were summoned to join the toasts to the newly affianced pair. Damaris frowned a little and gave Edmund a questioning glance. The cellars of Medlar Manor had long been bare.
He nodded; he’d furnished the Madeira being served as well as coffee, tea, chocolate, and the pheasant they would eat at dinner. Well aware of the state of the family finances, Edmund had considered it both prudent and politic to bring his own supplies in the form of gifts. He didn’t wish to go hungry!
Damaris murmured her thanks and smiled up at him before going off to direct the new serving maid to place a cloth on the silver tray before setting glasses on it. On the girl’s initial essay the goblets had slid precariously as she bore them around. Edmund watched thoughtfully as Damaris placed a hand on Gabriel’s wrist and murmured something to him, wishing he could hear their words.
He didn’t bother to turn his head when a low, melodious voice murmured in his ear. “What wondrous great friends those two are. One can surmise their true relationship. I do trust you shan’t find you’ve made a bad bargain.”
He cast Lady Flora a sidelong glance, the corner of his mouth curling in contempt. “Have no fear my lady. I’m most experienced in detecting bad bargains. I’ve had more than one opportunity to do so.” Looking her in the face, he cocked a sardonic brow. She couldn’t mistake his inference.
The blonde beauty’s cheeks flushed, her eyes shooting veritable darts of fury at his indifferent face. But he’d rendered her speechless, and she flounced away. He would indeed have made a very bad bargain if Lady Flora had accepted his proposal ten years ago. Her rejection of his suit, so cruelly delivered, had truly been a blessing in disguise. Edmund shuddered to contemplate the course his life would’ve taken with the Honorable Flora Conyers as his bride.
While Damaris conferred with Gabriel, Edmund had been content to watch, but when Timothy seized her in a one-armed hug and bussed her soundly on the mouth, he moved to interfere. The boy intended simply to torment his uncle, but his actions roused a decided disturbance in Edmund’s breast.
His intervention proved unnecessary, however; Damaris poked the boy in the ribs with a stiff finger, and when such a measure failed to secure her release, set the heel of her shoe on his toes. Edmund laughed aloud, but Timothy, unfazed, moved around to hug her from behind, using her as shield against his uncle’s approach.
The boy couldn’t handle Madeira so early in the day Edmund decided, and removed the glass Timothy clutched in his good hand. At any moment he might spill it down the front of her gown.
“Since you seem well recovered now, my lad, I shall set you to work. Come here to the desk and busy yourself copying out announcements like the one before you. If your medical attendant agrees, I'll send you off with Carter to deliver them yourself.” He glanced over at Damaris and she nodded agreement.
Timothy’s chin dropped and he looked downcast at first. Edmund grinned. Writing anything at all wasn’t a favorite occupation, but the boy’s face lifted at the latter statement, and when Damaris agreed gravely to consider the matter, he looked positively joyful.
She had difficulty suppressing amusement at the change; if only she could decipher his Uncle Edmund's difficult moods as easily. His humours fluctuated from gentle amusement to suspicion. Sometimes he smiled pleasantly, sometimes he watched her and Gabriel with narrowed eyes. She had no idea what he suspected or why.
In the next few days, she had time to consider the matter. Her courses commenced, confining her to bed with a warm stone for her belly. But her cogitations resolved no problems. She could only wait to see what she would see.
When the cramps abated, Damaris commandeered slates from the schoolroom, and commenced to make lists of needed supplies, concoct menus for meals, and devise charts of bedroom accommodations for all the visitors who would soon descend on them.
Rather to her surprise, many of those receiving announcements accepted the implied invitation: Aunt Adelaide, her two daughters and their spouses; three of their children; all of Edmund’s sisters, with two husbands and five assorted offspring, including Timothy’s sisters. All promised to arrive soon.
Express riders delivered more such missives each day. If Damaris privately suspected some guests took advantage of the opportunity to spend several days in the country at Edmund’s expense, she refrained from voicing her jaundiced opinion. Few of his kin had made the effort to visit Sir Gant thru the years.
In any case, household tasks soon occupied her wholly, leaving little time to consider the matter. She and Mrs. Bellows turned out every cupboard and armoire in the place, but despaired of finding sufficient linens for the beds and drying cloths for the baths. Every usable item had been utilized for the people at present residing at the Manor.
For days Edmund glimpsed his betrothed only at dinner, and then she seemed too tired to give him much attention. He occupied himself riding about with Gabriel on his rounds of the estate. Despite his apparent indolence, the young man displayed a firm grasp of affairs. He directed Edmund around the lands he'd soon possess, and introduced him to his new tenants.
Gabriel conveyed much information concerning the crops most suited to various soils, the best pasturage for cattle and sheep, and which breeds prospered in their northern latitudes. Edmund might have admired the fellow more if he hadn’t discovered one day that Gabriel went to his rooms to nap on returning from their expeditions.
A few days later, having gone up to his quarters to change out of his riding leathers, he emerged to see Damaris approaching. He made his way along the gallery to meet her. Her head inclined toward the housekeeper at her side, so deep in serious discussion she didn’t notice him at first.
As he came up to them Mrs. Bellows shook her head. “I don’t know what’s to be done, Mistress Damaris, or how we’ll prepare enough rooms to house so many guests. We cannot conjure linens from thin air, and to fetch new ones from King’s Green would take days, even if the merchants there could furnish what we need.”
Looking distracted, Damaris rubbed her fingers over her frowning brow as if she suffered the headache. To Edmund’s surprise, he felt a pang of concern run thru him. Wishing to ease her distress, he stepped up to set an arm about her shoulders. Though she turned her head and smiled up at him, her body stiffened. He gazed down at her, so riveted by the sweetness of her expression he forgot what he intended to say.
After a moment her body softened, and she leaned into him. His situation worsened, for desire stirred in his groin and his organ hardened. If she moved, evidence of his lack of control would be apparent. Dropping a kiss on Damaris’s temple, he set her slightly away from him.
“My love, what troubles you? Tell me, perhaps I can be of assistance.” He nodded and smiled at Mrs. Bellows, who returned a civil greeting but looked dubious.
“It’s nothing of great moment, sir. We’re attempting to ready quarters for all our guests. Not having entertained such a large number for many years, we lack sufficient linens for all the beds.”
Damaris nodded, Her confusion turning to surprise at Edmund’s prompt offer. “If you’ll list all you need, I shall send to Deepden immediately. It’s but fifteen miles cross country.
“What a stir my eldest sister would make if she had no sheets or covers on her bed.” He laughed. “She’s very spoiled.”
By late the next day, several carts arrived, bearing a plentiful supply of new sheets, and turkish drying towels, accompanied by scented soap, bags of potpourri, beeswax tapers and lamp oil. Damaris hadn’t listed the latter articles. None of the men in her family would have thought of such things. Timothy, who’d delivered the list to the housekeeper at Deepden Abbey, informed her. “Dear Uncle Edmund himself added those items.”
With the arrival of supplies and reinforcements(for his housekeeper had also sent two more maids), Damaris became even busier.
Edmund spent time with Sir Gant, listening to rambling tales of long-ago prowess on the hunting field and in the courts of Charles II following his restoration. The old fellow reminded of his own deceased grandfather, who’d related similar anecdotes.
The elderly spaniel waddled over to Edmund for petting, seeming to recognize him as a dog lover. The dog regarded him with liquid, adoring eyes of almost the same shining brown as Damaris’. Would she one day look up to him with the same devotion?
He read to Sir Gant from books and recent periodicals, for the old man had difficulty seeing print, let alone deciphering the script of all the letters announcing the eminent invasion of hordes of guests. When questioned concerning provisions for the visitors, he assured Edmund, “Damaris and her staff have all in hand.”
Since Sir Gant was too feeble, and Gabriel too indolent, it fell to Edmund and James to welcome visitors. The task of hospitality exactly suited the talents of Damaris’s large, bluff brother, probably his only positive trait, Edmund thought wryly.
The man managed to remain totally oblivious of his uncomfortable obligations to his future brother-in-law. Perhaps the big man thought to soften his new relation into making further “loans” to maintain Lady Flora and himself in luxury. The pair would soon discover Edmund had no intention of permitting them to return to London.
The next day, he strolled out to the formal gardens to inspect the progress of their restoration to pristine order, now almost completed with the assistance of several new and sturdy helpers. As he paused to observe one worker energetically pruning the box hedges under the supervision of the Manor's ancient, crotchety gardener, Lady Flora sidled along the path and bore down on him.
“I haven’t seen you in days.” She pouted, fluttering her lashes and leaning toward him to display a generous view of her lush bosom. Stroking his arm, she murmured, “You must be missing the . . .ah . . .comforts you enjoyed in London. I doubt my young sister can furnish you with such favors, but I could accommodate you very well, you know.”
She cast him a knowing glance, uttering a low lascivious laugh. Slipping an arm behind his waist, she leaned against him, heedless of the gawping lad nearby. Edmund didn’t feel the slightest twinge of response.
“My comfort is hardly your concern, Lady Flora. I do know how very well you fill the role of trollop, since I witnessed your performance with my own eyes. Having sampled the freshness of my betrothed, I find you much too practiced in the female arts for my taste.” He set her firmly away, for he’d spied Damaris standing by the archway watching them. Unfortunately, she turned away before seeing Edmund repulse the lady.
“You’ll do well to give me a wide berth; I hold all the power now. In the future you must restrict your practice to Medlar Manor, since you seem unable to manage life in London. At any rate, the Hanoverian ménage has rendered court life deucedly dull, I hear. Only we business men find the times stimulating and rewarding.”
She glared as he turned on his heel and walked away. He ignored the threat she hissed at his back. “I shall make you very sorry for your rude rejection, Mr. Lateleur.” Perhaps she meant to insult his lack of aristocratic standing, but missed her target. Her charms had long since ceased to captivate him; nothing she said or did could hurt him. He wondered why they’d ever done so.
Damaris gazed at Flora clutching Edmund, puzzled over her own reaction on seeing them together. Could she possibly be jealous? Long ago she’d envied Lady Flora her statuesque blonde beauty and her ability to entice men, but her shattering experience with Lord Alevon and its aftershocks had effectively erased any regard Damaris might’ve had for her brother and his wife. She thoroughly despised both of them; their actions would never affect her again.
Restraining an impulse to hurl herself on Flora and tear a handful blonde curls right out of her head, Damaris drew a deep breath and turned away. Pausing for a minute or two to study the flower beds, she debated her next move. By now Edmund had moved away, so she continued her trip to the kitchen to monitor preparations for dinner.
The housekeeper and the cook had drafted the chambermaids and Penny to help in the kitchen. Mrs. Cooke had never catered for such a large number of visitors and fluttered from one task to another, unable to organize her work. With the help of Robbins and Mrs. Bellows, Damaris succeeded in calming her somewhat.
But the kitchen must function without her help, for she needed to organize her own affairs. Summoning Penny from her task of cleaning fresh asparagus spears, Damaris took her off. “I need your assistance. I must decide which garments to pack. I plan to take a few old robes to use for work. Perhaps I won’t clean house or help in the kitchen gardens at Deepden, but surely I’ll want to dig in the herb beds.”
With her maid’s help she removed every garment in her wardrobe, shaking out the last dark gown and putting it aside. “This is too patched and stained to be of any use, but since it’s woolen, we might use it for braided rugs.”
They packed her night gear in the portmanteau, leaving out one old nightrail, and the diaphanous lace night shift with its matching robe. Aunt Adelaide had ordained Damaris should don it on the bridal night.
“I trust the weather will remain warm, or I shall be covered in goosebumps, I fear. Having grown up here, Aunt Adelaide should’ve known these old stone walls render the air too drafty for such a garment. That’s why I seldom wore the robe you’re holding.”
Penny stroked the garment draped over her arm, fingering the ruffles around the neck. “It’s so pretty, and you looked lovely in it that first night.” She draped the robe over her body so the colored flowers and leaves glowed in the sun coming thru the casement.
Damaris watched her maid’s wistful face as she gazed down at the soft colors and made a sudden decision. Gesturing at all the garments heaped on the bed, she said, “I have more things than I can possibly wear. Take the robe, Penny; the pink flowers match the hair ribbon I gave you at Christmastide, and the trim brings out the blue in your eyes. It’ll fit you perfectly, for we are much the same size. You’ll enjoy it more than I did. I’ll never wear half these garments.”
“Oh milady, do you mean it? How good of you. It’s the prettiest thing you owned until these arrived.”
Damaris nodded decidedly and turned back to the task at hand; soon she would leave the only home she’d ever known. To counter the empty feeling in her middle, she went briskly to work. They spent an enjoyable hour sorting and packing the lovely gowns in trunks, ready to be sent on to Deepden.
The next morning Damaris contemplated a far less pleasant task. She marched out to the workyard behind the kitchen, grimacing at the pile of mattresses and pillows lying on the large table, the covers stained and disintegrating. She heaved a sigh. All the feathers and down must be removed and transferred into new ticks, to refurbish the beds in the second floor chambers. She led the three maids into the kitchen to don the voluminous white wrappers used for such work, before they made their way to the ancient shed with its open front.
Kate and Molly draped old sheets all around the walls while Damaris directed two menservants to set up a table under the great elm nearby. The seamstresses assembled their equipment, ready to sew up the new covers. Damaris and her helpers laid out new ticks and opened the old ones one by one. The four of them managed to pour the contents directly into each new cover.
“But we’ll have to scoop out the last remains by hand,” she directed, demonstrating with a generous double handful. Bits of feather floated up. Soon drifting down coated the four girls.
Pausing to take a breath and look about, Damaris began to sneeze violently. A giggle almost strangled her.Tall Kate and short round Molly looked like snow sculptures. So did she and Penny. She exchanged glances with the others and they all fell into hysterical laughter. The women at the table peered around, wondering what amused them so, and joined in the hilarity.
When Gabriel and Edmund, came to inspect repairs to the henhouses after their morning circuit, they followed the sounds of lively mirth to their source. A snow-covered vision greeted them in the last week in May, and the men began guffawing heartily. Only by the sound of musical laughter could Edmund identify Damaris, for she and Penny were identical in height and shape and both had light brown hair, now barely visible under its coating of white.
At the sound of deep roars, she turned. There stood her betrothed, his shoulders shaking. Closing her fingers on a fluffy handful, she turned and scurried toward him.
“Oh, no, my frosty female, you don’t wish to face the consequences of such an action.” Edmund caught her hand in both of his, curling his fingers around hers gently and smiling down at her, wishing he could kiss her, feathers and all.
Her movement stirred up a cloud of fine particles, breaking the spell abruptly. A still-chuckling Gabriel inhaled a dose of down, and commenced to cough violently. All four women converged on the golden youth, patting his back and scraping at the tiny feathers coating his face.
Damaris sent Molly for water. “Kate, fetch me a damp cloth.” She and Penny hovered over him until Molly hurried back, accompanied by two of the gardener’s men, who supported him into the back door of the kitchen and seated him on a chair. The cook fetched a cup of hot tea laced with honey and a drop of brandy. The dose soothed young man’s spasms.
Edmund followed the group, puzzled and a bit disgusted. Why all the upset over a bit of hacking? Every woman on the place seemed a little in love with the fellow. Gabriel glanced over at him with a weary, half-apologetic expression, mystifying Edmund even further.
Gabriel didn’t appear at dinner that evening, but Edmund had no chance to question Damaris about the matter, for each day more visitors descended upon the manor, keeping her constantly busy. The group became so large as to comprise a house party. The young ones demanded entertainment: music, dancing, singing, games, horseback rides, carriage trips, picnics, and excursions to nearby sites of interest. Such activities required planning and organization, but the older ladies took charge with great enthusiasm, much to Edmund’s amusement, for the rivalry between the Downing and the Lateleur factions amounted to subtle warfare.
After several skirmishes between Great-aunt Adelaide and his eldest sister Rosalind, the Downing side, being on home ground, prevailed. Adelaide assumed command, with Rosalind filling the post of aide-de-camp. Other matrons acted as quarter-master, chief of transport, and liaison officer with families in the neighborhood.
Edmund related the whole story to Damaris when he tracked her to the library on a rare afternoon when all the guests had either gone out or retreated to their rooms to recruit their forces for the evening festivities. She sat by her grandfather’s chair reading to him from a periodical, her free hand absently stroking the graying nose of the spaniel.
Sir Gant laughed rustily and she gurgled in amusement at Edmund’s lively description of verbal battles and strategic maneuvers between the august opponents, but Edmund observed his betrothed looked fagged. It would never do to mention it, but he gently removed the paper she clutched, and excusing himself to Sir Gant, led her over to a seat by the window, where a shaft of sunlight shed warmth and light.
“I’ve seen little of you for the past two weeks. Our acquaintance has languished. How do you go on, dear lady?”
“I can hardly tell you; I stay so busy I haven’t time to know myself.”
“I shouldn’t say so, but you look to be driving yourself too hard. Have you been sleeping well?”
She gazed at him for a moment. “No, not really.”
“My love, . . . are you still troubled about this marriage? You sometimes seem almost frightened of me. Can you tell me why?”
Damaris looked down, then up at him again and sighed. “It’s nothing. Probably most women suffer such apprehension prior to their weddings.”
Edmund scanned her face. She wasn’t going to confess having a lover and being no longer a virgin. She probably feared his anger, perhaps repudiation of the betrothal. He could hardly blame her for being mercenary, considering her situation.
He’d arranged the circumstances, proposed the match, and set up the contracts, all for his own purposes. At no time had he specified his bride must be intact. Once they wed and he took her to Deepden, things would improve. Certainly he knew methods to help her sleep—and himself as well. The notion made him smile. Perhaps he shouldn’t wait until after the wedding to bed her.
The following days seemed to fly by, for Aunt Adelaide insisted Damaris accompany the younger cousins on their various expeditions. When she objected, the old lady told her firmly, “You’re going to be mistress of a huge establishment soon, my girl, and must learn to delegate household duties. Several ladies here will gladly assist you, I’m sure.” And so it proved. Sisters-to-be, aunts, cousins, and nieces all volunteered eagerly.
Damaris didn’t realize Edmund had initiated the new arrangements until she heard her great-aunt speaking to him before dinner two days before the wedding. She halted just inside the door, not wishing to appear as if she were eavesdropping.
Great-aunt Adelaide demanded, “Well, are you more satisfied? My granddaughters report she enjoyed herself today. Still much too thin, of course, but you’ll deal with the problem after marriage. ‘Love maketh fat,’ ‘tis said.”
Edmund replied in hard tones, “My lady would be less fatigued if her sister-in-law did her part. Instead she creates more work, demanding entertainment, card games and refreshment, the lazy slut.”
Adelaide slanted a knowing glance at Edmund as she nodded in grim agreement. What did it portend? The reply informed her. “Reminds you too much of a loved ones does it? Tales about your mother’s behavior are common knowledge, I must tell you.”
Moving forward to stand by Edmund’s side, Damaris edged her hand under his arm and he turned to smile at her as if pleased by the gesture. Unfortunately, Lady Flora sidled up to his other side, casting him a glittering smile, her voice sugary sweet as she spoke. “What a pity you didn’t accompany us today, dear Edmund; we had such a lovely ride. Damaris, dear, you positively glow. I have some lotion which will do wonders for your little pink nose. I’ll have my woman shall fetch it so you may use it this very night. We want you to look your best at your wedding, Sister.”
Wondering if the woman had overheard Edmund’s comments, Damaris thanked her graciously, but Edmund intervened. “Do not concern yourself, Lady Flora. I prefer Damaris just as she is, fresh and sparkling and natural.”
He reached up to brush a finger lightly over the tiny scattering of freckles dotting the bridge of her nose, smiling when Damaris blushed. Lady Flora cast him an inimical glance and flounced off.
Edmund laughed sardonically as he watched the lady join the group around James on the other side of the drawing room. She slithered up to a tall, handsome man, casting him a significant sideways glance. Being too far away to hear the interchange, Damaris looked up at Edmund inquiringly.
He smiled down at her. “She’s approaching my brother-in-law Richard, and if my sister Rosalind is watching, Lady Flora may lose a few golden curls. He’s susceptible, but would never dare to stray. All the Lateleurs are very possessive, and we all have terrible tempers.”
His eyes watched her, making Damaris wonder if his words were in the nature of a warning. She stood beside Edmund, her lips crimped in a suppressed grin, as Flora wisely changed course. Under Rosalind’s stony regard, she moved over to engage in gay conversation with Timothy and the young cousins from both families. All the youngsters seemed very impressed with the lady.
Still considering Edmund’s statement as Robbins announced dinner and they moved into the dining parlor, she pondered. Would she ever understand her enigmatic fiancé? He’d shown no sign of ill temper thus far thus far, not even with Timothy, who’d wrecked both himself and his horse.
Of course, her betrothed had had his way about everything to do with their marriage. She’d agreed to each provision he suggested and signed all the contracts presented to her. Most clauses favored her, settling both wealth and property on his future wife. A very generous gentleman, but a rich man could afford to be liberal.
But why he’d chosen her as wife still mystified Damaris. She felt guilty receiving such largesse; why he’d done so much for her and her family? At least she could respond to him physically, though such a man might choose any woman he desired.
All his sisters catered to his every whim, seeming very fond of their only brother. She understood that. Though she’d never been close to James, since he was so much older, she’d loved Neville dearly and cared greatly for Gabriel.
All the questions circling in her head combined with the noise of people milling about and conversing in the music room after dinner, made Damaris’s head ache. The pain increased as the evening wore on. She longed to retire to the quiet of her bedchamber.
She might blame it on the stress of arranging affairs, or the sultry warmth of the evening, or the hours she’d spent in the sun on the ride today. Forester predicted a change in the weather soon, which sometimes affected her. If she could shed this accursedly tight corset, her megrim might abate, she decided.
As she edged her way thru the crowd to the door, she saw Gabriel step out of the room ahead of her, and surmised he too felt affected. No surprise if he had the headache, for he’d spent the last half-hour fending off Lady Flora’s blatantly flirtatious sallies.
Edmund saw the two of them slip out, but couldn’t follow, with his sister Rosalind demanding his attention. When he protested, telling her Damaris appeared unwell, she laughed.
“What! Already turning uxorious, dear brother, before you’re even wed? Yes, she looks a bit fagged, but her maid will be of more use than you’d be.” She shook her head and proceeded to describe in great detail Timothy’s escapade on his journey to deliver the wedding announcements.
In spite of the injury to his arm, he’d confronted a group of lads tormenting a puppy, which now resided in the kennels at Medlar Manor but would soon be transported to his father’s facilities.
Edmund laughed and promised to take the dog off Richard’s hands if he so desired, but he still wished to follow his betrothed. The pair hadn’t appeared conscious or clandestine as they slipped away, so it was unlikely that—but he wished to ascertain for himself where Damaris had gone.
As he made his way across the great hall, he saw Lady Flora coming down the stairs. She smiled at him smugly, arching her brows. What the devil had she done? When he saw a figure flitting along the gallery above him, dressed in a flowered robe—very like the one Damaris had worn that first night in Timothy’s room, he forgot her. Perhaps she intended to visit Madame Anthea’s rooms.
In the dim illumination of the candle at the top of the stairs the embroidered ribbon at the nape of her slender neck was visible, holding back her long, light brown tresses. She paid him no heed, and he started to call out, but hesitated when she continued across the landing and entered the hall leading to his room—and Gabriel’s.
Edmund wanted to believe she was going to his room, but the uncertainty angered him. He despised himself for feeling so disturbed, for caring so much, but the impulse to follow Damaris compelled him to climb the stairs. To cap the scene, down in the music room someone began to play the pianoforte, and two voices blended in pleasant harmony. The words floated to his ears.
“Greensleeves is my delight, . . . Who but my Lady Greensleeves?” For God’s sake, why had they chosen Greensleeves?
Tempted to storm after his betrothed and seize her, he reined in his temper. Moving quickly and silently around the gallery and down the hall, he followed the wavering beacon of a rushlight at the end of the gallery. The figure in the flowered robe went straight to Gabriel’s door. Easing slowly closer, Edmund stayed hidden in the deepening shadows.
The woman tapped on the door, and it opened. Gabriel smiled down at the girl. “I’m most glad to welcome you, my sweet, but why are you here, looking so fine in that pretty robe? I’ve never seen you wear it.”
She murmured something and he replied. “A surfeit of wine and food, plus too many people making too much noise gave me the headache. No need to worry, I feel quite well now”
He laughed as she apparently asked another question. “Yes, that was certainly part of it. But where are my manners. Please come in--.” His breath caught audibly as she launched herself at his chest and flung her arms around him.
“I’ll miss you so much. I may never see you again when we go to Deepden. Please can we . . . will you try . . .” her voice trailed off.
“Of course, sweetheart. We can do whatever you wish. You know I love you dearly; this may be our last chance.”
Barely restraining his fury, Edmund watched the pair kiss. Gabriel’s hands caressed the girl’s body, his arms clutching her close. The sounds of heavy breathing and low moans filled Edmund’s ears. A glimpse of Gabriel’s mop of disheveled golden curls wrenched him from the present, hurling him back ten years to a similar scene--a scene he’d endeavored desperately to erase from his mind.
Seldom having been denied what he wished for, young Edmund entered the Conyer’s home that long-ago day confidently expecting to receive an acceptance of his marriage proposal. Lady Flora had given him ample encouragement, allowing him every liberty save the ultimate one.
Admitted by the butler, he flung hat, gloves, and cane at the man and bolted up the stairs, totally oblivious to Reese’s protests, happily intent on reaching his lady. Afterwards he wished heartily he’d paid more heed to the butler’s words.
The door to the little morning room where he expected to find Flora stood ajar, but the scene his eyes beheld froze him in his tracks. His love, his sweetheart, lay on the sofa, skirts hiked up to her hips. One long white leg hung over the edge, foot planted on the floor. Her golden curls spread in disarray over the padded arm. A large man sprawled atop her, panting and grunting.
Though he couldn’t doubt what was going forward or who they were, young Edmund gaped, then gasped her name. “Flora?”
Two flushed faces turned to him, looking surprisingly alike beneath blonde pelts. “Oh, do go away, you tiresome young chub. Can’t you see I’m busy—with a real man,” Flora scoffed. Edmund wheeled around and fled down the stairs, pursued bypeals of unkind laughter. She’d planned this, for he’d informed her he would call this afternoon.
But now the laughter would be his, and it would be most unkind. He smiled a cruel smiled, watching Gabriel untie the flowered robe and slip it down, pressing kisses on the soft shoulders revealed in the dim light. “Come to bed, my love. This time . . . .
Edmund could hear no more, and he sidled over to peer in the half-open door. The two lay on the bed, the naked, honey-toned body of the man hovering over his companion, each murmuring wordless sounds. The embroidered ribbon lay to one side, her long brown tresses flung over the pillow and flowing off the bed.
A sharp breath sounded in his ear and Edmund whirled. Flora peered around his shoulder at the couple on the bed. She gave him a smile which was half a sneer and opened her lips to speak. His hands flashed up, one covering her mouth, one gripping her throat, his fingers digging into her flesh.
Her expression of gleeful triumph faded to fright, and she didn’t struggle when he released her mouth, grasped the knob, and eased the door quietly closed. He took her arm and turned her away from the door, his other hand sliding to the nape of her neck. Moving slowly, he drew her away and down the hall to the gallery, not loosening his steely clutch until they stood in front of the master suite in the north wing.
“You will speak of this to no one,” he rasped in a whisper. “If ever I hear one breath of gossip concerning what you witnessed in that room, you’ll not be able to use your voice for many days.” His hand squeezed her throat until he saw her turn gray. “I shall turn you and your husband into the street with naught but the clothes on your back. Do you understand me?”
Though barely audible, his words convinced her. “Of course I shan’t mention it. Your pride would never stand for such a thing to be known—again,” she dared to reply, her voice husky and strained.
“Do not tempt me to further violence, my lady. I might take my long-delayed vengeance in a way you wouldn’t enjoy. I’ve heard rumors of your strange tastes. You'd scarcely desire such news to circulate in your world.”
Lady Flora stared at him with dilated eyes, her face blanching visibly even in the dim glow of the rushlight. She shook her head, fumbling behind her for the latch and slipping hastily thru the big portal.
Edmund stood regarding the carven panel for a long moment before turning away. As he passed the door to Damaris’s room he hesitated, but hearing a step on the stairs, he shook his head and went on. He didn’t cast a glance toward the room across the hall as he entered his own chamber and closed the door.
Damaris came slowly awake the next morning, listening to the sounds of early summer: birdsong in the trees along the drive, a cow bellowing for attention down on the home farm, a horse loping along the gravel track around the house.
She’d never again wake like this, for tomorrow was her wedding day. Lying still for a while, she considered the vast changes about to overtake her. Then Penny opened the door a crack and peeped in. “You’re awake, I see. I brought your hot water.” She entered, setting the brass can next to the basin and moving over to open the armoire. “My goodness, you’ve no clothes to wear. We packed most everything in the trunks which were sent ahead. You certainly can’t use this.”
She gestured to the bronze robe and brocade overskirt Damaris had worn the previous evening. Delving into the big compartment she dragged out two limp garments. She shook her head at the dark woolen gown Damaris had discarded, and took up the other, faded to a pale brown. “Will you wear this habit? The lighter fabric will be cooler, even if it’s patched.
“That one must do. I didn’t plan to take it with me, so it won’t matter if I soil it.”
Penny helped her into the double-skirted garment. The bodice fit with uncomfortable snugness, for the garment had been made when she was sixteen. Penny laced it loosely and helped Damaris into her half boots. “This will suffice, since I hadn’t planned to accompany our guests to Beechgreen market today. I’m prepared for whatever comes, even the laundry shed.”
She patted the maid’s shoulder. “Thank you dear Penny. I’m happy you’re coming to Deepden. I’ll find it less strange if you’re with me.” Damaris noted the dark circles under the girl’s eyes and her woebegone expression, but made no comment. Penny hadn’t returned to report on Gabriel’s state last night. Perhaps the girl would rather remain at Medlar Manor where she might be close to him.
“Penny . . . I know how attached you are to Gabriel. If you wish to stay here, tell me. I’m sure Edmund would hire another maid for me.”
The girl shook her head. “No, my lady, I’ll go with you. You never wish to be reminded, but I shall remember till I die how you rescued me from my old swine of a step-father.”
“If you’re certain—very well.” Damaris watched her until a gong sounded, marking the hour for rising, a practice Damaris had instituted two weeks back when the Manor began to fill with guests. Those who wished to take breakfast in the dining parlor were thus given notice to dress and come down. She turned away and made her way down to the dining parlor.
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