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A VERY PROPER WIDOW

 

Laura Matthews

 

Chapter One

 

Cutsdean Hall stood on a slight eminence but it was unobservable from the public road because of the heavy forestation to the south where a visitor turned onto the winding gravel drive. James Montague Damery, Fourth Earl of Alvescot, had visited Cutsdean frequently in his youth, and less frequently in his manhood. He did not relish the visit that lay ahead of him as he skillfully guided the two chestnuts past the Batsford Lodge and through the entrance gates, which were open, he presumed, against his arrival.

The chestnuts were showing some signs of tiring and he admonished himself for not making a longer stop at the inn an hour previously. He had taken the journey slowly so he could have his own pair, with a carriage following to bring his valet, his groom, and his luggage. The possibility that Mrs. Damery would have let the stables degenerate since her husband’s death worried him, but he shrugged off his concern. The coachman and the groom would see to his own horses and report to him on any adverse conditions.

Around the sweep of one curve he caught a glimpse of the east front of Cutsdean with its quiet elegance, a large Venetian window and balustrade above of glistening stone. The west front, he knew, was more interesting, where it was apparent that the house had gone through several stages in its development. There the conical top of the Tudor staircase tower could be seen over the central block, which itself was of Stuart date. The two had been joined less than a century before to form the current building, cleverly united with pediments and pavilions to match the tall south front, which now came into view.

Lord Alvescot was not partial to stucco buildings, preferring the solidity of stone. But there was something compelling about the south front, and indeed the whole house. Its relatively plain exterior disguised a highly decorated interior, several rooms done by Robert Adam himself. Lord Alvescot had not been to Cutsdean since his cousin Frederick had married Vanessa Fulbrook, and he had met her only once, at the wedding. It seemed entirely possible to him that the young lady would have made unacceptable changes in the house itself. She had appeared to him, at the time of their meeting, as a flighty sort of female, but again, it might simply have been her youth and her obvious infatuation with Frederick.

The earl had been in England on leave at the time, as Frederick had, from fighting in the Peninsula, and all of the women (as well as most of the men) whom he met at that time seemed coquettes and empty-skulls, dilettantes and wastrels. He had no patience with their indifference to the fate of Europe, to Wellington’s brave bands representing their country without its real support.

As he approached the house he noted with relief that at least externally it appeared as it always had and everything was well tended. The stable block, he knew, was to the southeast, but he was not so much at ease here as in former days, and he headed his pair directly for the front entrance, ignoring the drive which swung around toward the rear. This proved to be a mistake, for if he had paid any attention to the stable drive, he might have caught a glimpse of a young man driving a curricle straight at him, at an unseemly speed for one rounding a corner of the East Wing.

His chestnuts were tired; Lord Alvescot himself was lost in reminiscence of his youthful visits to Cutsdean. The clatter of his own pair on the gravel disguised any other sounds he might have noted at a more observant time. But it is most unusual to find oneself vying for the right of way in front of an elegant country home on a peaceful, not to say languorous, summer day. When one has not encountered another vehicle for the last two miles of one’s journey, one hardly expects suddenly to be confronted with a madman twenty feet from one’s destination.

Still, that is precisely what happened. There was not ten feet between the two equipages when Lord Alvescot discovered to his horror that he was about to be run down quite unceremoniously by a hooligan driving . . . yes, undoubtedly it was Frederick’s own curricle. He would have recognized the scarlet and black vehicle anywhere, with its fanciful D on the body, surrounded by a garland of outrageous thistles. Frederick’s joke, which had caused a number of imitators at the time, Lord Alvescot remembered. Though these useless thoughts threaded their way through his mind, they did not hamper him from exerting all his physical control over his horses. He was able to swing them out to the left onto the grass with considerable dexterity.

His adversary, however, was neither so quick-witted nor so skillful in his handling of a pair of wild-eyed bays, and though the two sets of horses barely managed to escape meshing in a tangle of frenzied bodies, the curricles themselves were not so fortunate. The young man’s curricle slammed against the earl’s with an impact no less than that of a raging bull. There was the horrendous sound of cracking wood, the frantic whinnying of horses . . . and the earl was tossed five feet into the air, still holding onto the reins and possessed of a most astonished expression.

As ordinarily happens in an accident of this nature, the young man who had caused it suffered no such indignity. His vanity always led him, when driving the curricle, to protect his boots from the dust of the road by covering them with a cloth which was draped over a bar he had himself insisted on having installed in the curricle. At the moment of impact he found his toes locked into place by the bar, which collapsed upon them. He might have been embarrassed in having to climb out of the vehicle without his boots, but in settling, the bar once again lifted to free him. The young man was irate at the visitor’s carelessness in smashing “his” curricle and he jumped down with flushed face and raised fist.

“How dare you, sir!” he demanded of the poor earl, who was attempting to assess the damage to his body.

Lord Alvescot threw him one withering glance before snapping, “See to your horses, you young fool, else one of them will be impaled on the center pole.”

His own horses stood nervously still, the neck collars and saddle pads twisted far to the left because the curricle itself had overturned onto the grass. The earl judged himself to have no more than a sprained wrist and proceeded to climb to his feet where he found, to his chagrin, that the tight-fitting breeches he wore were split from waist to ankle in his impact with the ground. This would not have caused him much concern if suddenly there hadn’t been a whole gaggle of people standing fascinated on the entrance porch of the house. One of them disappeared instantly back into the building to return shortly with a driving cloak which she proceeded to carry to him, even as an old man roared at her that she had no right to go offering his cloak to every Tom, Dick, and Harry who had the bad taste to overturn his carriage in front of the house.

Vanessa Damery lifted her eyes heavenward, ignored him, and handed the cloak to the grim-faced earl. Before speaking to him, she turned to the young man who stood glaring beside his horses’ heads. “For God’s sake, Edward, release the beasts before more damage is done!”

He scowled at her but did as she ordered, muttering a string of ill-natured epithets which apparently applied to the earl rather than Vanessa, since they included “bosky dog” and “rattlepated numbskull.”

The earl had shrugged into the cloak while her back was turned, effectively covering the underdrawers and bare leg which had greeted the view of his audience. The cloak came down to his knees, so only a bit of his hairy, muscular shin above his boot was still observable, and Vanessa chose not to glance at it.

“Are you injured?” Her dark eyes scanned his face for any trace of pain, and were met only with a chilling stare.

“So far as I can determine, only a sprained wrist.” His lordship barely glanced at the tall woman with her coal-black hair and smoky-brown eyes. If he had, he might have recalled the high forehead and the straight, long nose, but he would not have remembered the lines of care which grief and responsibility had permanently etched into her face. The whimsical girl of twenty had long vanished to be replaced by a mature woman of twenty-five, no less attractive, but lacking that carefree charm she had once possessed. Here was elegance rather than playfulness, but Alvescot was in no mood to analyze his hostess. “Are you Mrs. Damery?”

Surprised, Vanessa nodded.

“Would you mind telling me what that young devil was doing driving hell-bent for leather on the stable drive?” His voice, laden with anger, was nonetheless maintained at a level which did not reach Edward’s ears.

“He always drives like that, Lord Alvescot. We saw the entire incident from the Drawing Room and I can assure you no one blames you in the least for what happened. I’m dreadfully sorry. Your horses will have to be checked over, of course, but they appear to have sustained no damage. Your curricle, however . . .”

The object in question was even now being raised from its reclining position by two stable lads, while a third stood with the horses to calm them. Both wheels were splintered, and the body was so crushed it was barely recognizable. As the horses were released and led away, Lord Alvescot, without another word to his hostess, stomped over to follow the awkward procession to the stables. Vanessa sighed and turned toward the group waiting on the entry porch. Not one of them had moved to be of some assistance.

There was a suspicion of moisture in Vanessa’s eyes as her gaze fell on the wreck of her late husband Frederick’s curricle, still resting in the gravel drive. The damage to it was irreparable, and made her draw a long breath to steady her ragged nerves. Abruptly, she turned away from the distressing sight and walked slowly toward the frozen group of spectators.

“Everyone can go in now,” she announced, feeling extraordinarily cross with all of them for gawking instead of being of any help. “The two gentlemen seem to have received no grave injuries, and the horses will be seen to.”

When no one moved, she snapped, “Pray, go inside. There’s nothing more to be done.”

Edward’s mother, Mrs. Curtiss, detached herself from the still unmoving group. “Well, I must say you are a most unfeeling woman, Vanessa! Edward could have been severely hurt by that man’s carelessness and you did nothing but bark at him to see to his horses.”

“The fault was Edward’s, as anyone who observed the accident could plainly see, Mabel. And they are not Edward’s horses, nor was it his curricle. I daresay you may not have guessed the identity of the ‘man,’ but he is Lord Alvescot, whom you are aware we are expecting today.”

“Lord Alvescot! Well, no more wonder you defend him against my poor Edward. Now I clearly see how the land lies. My dear child will be blamed so that his lordship’s dignity may be kept intact. Yes, that is the way it will be.”

Though she showed signs of wishing to continue her diatribe, Vanessa wound her way past the others to gain entry into the house. The butler, Tompkins, gave her a commiserating glance and asked if he might be of any use.

“Yes, I think you might, Tompkins. His lordship will need a pair of breeches if he’s to join us for luncheon. See to it, will you? There may be something in the storeroom, in one of the trunks of Mr. Damery’s clothes that weren’t given away. If not, perhaps one of the footmen is his size. Doubtless his own luggage will arrive shortly. In his present condition he’s not likely to come through the Entrance Hall, so have someone stationed at the east door to show him to his room, please.”

“Certainly, ma’am. I’ll take care of it.”

* * * *

Lord Alvescot, despite the rage he felt at the accident and the destruction of his curricle, to say nothing of the near destruction of himself, found himself carefully studying the stables—their condition, their management, the quality of the horses contained there. His surprise at finding them in exceedingly good order helped to mollify his anger somewhat, though his vexation at having been witnessed by that motley crew at the Hall when he was flipped out of the carriage and then stood up to reveal his drawers and legs through the slit in his breeches remained with him.

His horses were cared for with such punctilious attention that they might almost have belonged to a member of the family. Frederick, he felt sure, would have insisted on the best of stable help, but it would have been no surprise to find them grown slack. Since that was not the case, he determined that Mrs. Damery must be an avid horsewoman herself, and set himself to asking questions which would elicit the information he wished. The lads showed a proper respect for their mistress but were not given to gossiping about her to a stranger, and he learned little beyond the fact that she rode daily.

“And the boy?” he asked. “Has he started learning to ride?”

“Oh, Master John has a pony of his own. Has had since he turned three,” a boy with straw-colored hair replied. “Even Miss Catherine is already up in her mother’s arms on a horse in the stable yard. Cute as a button, she is.”

Assuming correctly that the boy was referring to the child and not her mother, Alvescot nodded and said, “My carriage will be along shortly. Let my groom and coachman see to the wreckage when they come; you’ll have enough to do with the horses. And . . . thank you.”
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