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    For my sister, Tilda Grenier,

    and her husband, Laurent, with love.
  


  


  SPECTATOR AB EXTRA


  
    Parvenant

  


  
    It was but this winter I came up to town,


    And already Im gaining a sort of renown;


    Find my way to good houses without much ado,


    And beginning to see the nobility too.


    So useful it is to have money, heigh-ho!


    So useful it is to have money.

  


  
    Theres something undoubtedly in a fine air,


    To know how to smile and be able to stare.


    High breeding is something, but well-bred or not,


    In the end the one question is, what have you got.


    So needful it is to have money, heigh-ho!


    So needful it is to have money.

  


  
    And the angels in pink and the angels in blue,


    In muslins and moirs so lovely and new,


    What is it they want, and so wish you to guess,


    But if you have money, the answer is Yes.


    So needful, they tell you, is money, heigh-ho!


    So needful it is to have money.

  


  
    Arthur Hugh Clough

  


  
    Georgian menu used in this volume of The Six Sisters was taken from Georgian Meals and Menus by Maggie Black, published by the Kingsmead Press, Rosewell House,
    Kingsmead Square, Bath, England.
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  It had been a day of heavy rain, but towards sunset the clouds had broken, and an angry, yellow, glaring light bathed the village of Hopeworth and the surrounding sodden
  fields.


  Little choppy golden ripples danced angrily across the village pond. The sun blazed through two huge purple-and-black ragged clouds, and the rising wind sent a shower of wet brown leaves dancing
  over the cottage roofs.


  It was the sort of sunset which presaged a high wind; yellow sunsets always meant a wild night to come.


  Squire Radford huddled his thin, old shoulders further into his greatcoat, feeling the heavy material beginning to flap against his spindly legs.


  As he hurried in the direction of his cottage orne, he cursed himself for having been stupid enough to accept Sir Edwin Armitages invitation to take tea at the Hall.


  Sir Edwins haughty wife had been glacially aloof, as usual, and her plain daughters, Josephine and Emily, still unmarried, had giggled and pouted in turns in a most irritating manner.


  The squires thoughts turned from Sir Edwin to Sir Edwins brother, the Reverend Charles Armitage, vicar of St Charles and St Jude in the parish of Hopeworth. For although the vicar was a close friend of the squire and usually came to call most evenings, Squire Radford found himself hoping for the first time that the ebullient fox-hunting vicar would
  decide to stay in the comfort of his own home.


  It was a sad and lonely feeling to see a dear friend so monstrous changed in character. The vicar had become so puffed up, so swollen in pride, that he seemed another man altogether.


  The rot had set in, mused the squire, wincing as the first blast of windy rain tugged at his old-fashioned three-cornered hat, with the marriage of the vicars second eldest daughter,
  Annabelle.


  His eldest, Minerva, had done very well for herself by marrying Lord Sylvester Comfrey, but the vicar had accepted that piece of good fortune with a comfortable sort of gratitude. Then Annabelle
  had become wed to the Marquess of Brabington and the vicar had accepted that piece of good luck with a comfortable sort of gratitude as well. But after Annabelles marriage when she had gone
  off with her husband to the Peninsular Wars, the vicar had found his social standing much elevated by virtue of the aristocracy of his new in-laws. He began to spend as much time in Town as he
  could out of the fox-hunting Season, returning to the country only to plunge into more wild farming experiments, and more expensive purchases of hounds.


  He was now the proud possessor of twenty couple of hounds, a ridiculous quantity for a country parson. Two years had passed since Annabelles wedding; Lord Sylvesters steward, who
  had done much to put the Armitage farming land in good heart, was now back managing his masters estates; and once more the vicar was faced with ruin.


  He had been faced with ruin before, but never before had Charles Armitage ignored the fact so blatantly.


  And he still had four daughters unwed, and two sons at Eton whose future was a weighty matter.


  Two whole years had passed since Annabelle wed the Marquess of Brabington. How old were they all now?


  The squire pushed open the tall iron gates leading to his cottage and murmured names and ages over to himself.


  Let me see, the twins, Peregrine and James, will be twelve. Minerva will now be twenty-one! Dear me. How quickly the time flies. Annabelle will therefore be nineteen which will mean
  Deirdre is just eighteen, Daphne is sixteen, Diana, fifteen, and little Frederica, fourteen.


  The squires soft-footed Indian servant opened the door and relieved his master of his coat.


  Thank you, Ram, said the squire. I am chilled to the bone. Bring some brandy to the library and if anyone calls  anyone  I am not at home.


  Even when the squire felt mellowed by his slippered feet on the hearth, the curtains drawn tightly against the rising storm, and the flames from a blazing coal fire sending golden flames dancing
  in his brandy glass, he was relieved to be alone.


  He had had his cottage orne built some twelve years before to replace the old insanitary Tudor hall which had served his earlier years. He had wanted something simple, and
  considered his fifteen charming rooms hung with French wallpaper and filled with fine furniture, paintings and china sufficient for his needs. His wife and his daughter had both died a long time
  ago. The ceiling was low and raftered and the gold lettering of the calfbound books which lined the library walls winked cheerfully in the soft glow from the oil lamps.


  As an angry burst of rain struck the windows the squire smiled contentedly and snuggled deeper in his armchair, sipped his brandy, and opened a book.


  Then, as the wind slackened slightly, he heard the clip-clop of a horses hooves coming up his short drive.


  The vicar.


  He crouched a little further down in his chair, listening guiltily to the sounds of the vicars arrival, the hammering on the door, the soft murmur of his servants voice.


  Then the closing of the door and no sound other than the howl of the rising wind.


  The noise of the wind must have covered the sounds of the rejected vicars retreat.


  Suddenly, Squire Radford got to his feet and walked to the library window nearest his chair and pulled aside the curtains.


  He let out a frightened little scream and backed away from the window, his wrinkled old hands to his mouth.


  A hideous, squat, fat, distorted face was pressed against the glass.


  Then the face retreated a little and resolved itself into that of the Reverend Charles Armitage.


  He was mouthing something but the squire could not hear him because of the noise of the storm. Still too shocked to gather his wits together, the squire made flapping movements with his hands to
  indicate that the vicar should return to the front door.


  Then he closed the curtains and sat down in the armchair by the fire, his heart still thudding.


  In no time at all, the Reverend Charles Armitage came striding in.


  He was a short, round man who normally wore a shovel hat and a pepper-and-salt coat and gaiters. The squire had often thought a Union Jack across his chest would have turned him into the perfect
  John Bull.


  But on this occasion, the vicar presented a very odd figure. His face was painted and rouged and he wore an elaborate cravat and evening clothes, his skin-tight trousers being shoved into
  hessian boots. As he moved, he unmistakably creaked and snapped.


  Corsets, Charles? queried the squire faintly.


  Nonsense, said the vicar, turning even redder. Its my bones creakin. Being locked out in this demned plaguey weather dont do my old bones a mort
  o good. Well, well, well. Im here, and thats the main thing.


  He sat down by the fire opposite the squire and helped himself to a glass of brandy before removing his dripping hat and putting it down on the hearth where it started to steam.


  His light brown hair had been teased and curled and pomaded so that it stood up on his head like a crest, giving him an air of perpetual surprise.


  He tossed his glass of brandy off, shuddered, looked at the fire and sighed lugubriously.


  The squire said nothing, so the vicar sighed noisily and eyed his friend out of the corners of his twinkling shoe-button eyes.


  The squire resigned himself.


  What is the matter, Charles? he demanded in his high precise voice.


  I have lost my faith, mourned the vicar. Just like that. Just like the thingummy on the road to whatsit.


  He didnt lose it. He found it, said the squire crossly.


  Who?


  St Paul.


  Oh, him? O course, it was easy for him, said the vicar with something like a sneer. But does He care if Ive lost my faith? Does He send down lights or
  one small miracle? No. Couldnt even get me some decent hunting weather last year.


  I do not see, Charles, how you can claim to have lost what you never had, said the squire, becoming much flushed. You are turned exceeding arrogant. Without humility there
  is no faith.


  Dont preach, said the vicar huffily. He poured himself more brandy and sighed again.


  The squire looked at him in a mixture of exasperation and compassion.


  You are a great child, he said gently. Faith or lack of faith is not what troubles you. It is money, or the lack of that.


  Aye, thats it, said the vicar. You have it in a nutshell. Two rich sons-in-law and I cant get my hands on them. Brabingtons in France and Comfrey has
  already gone to join him.


  Indeed! I did not know Minerva and her husband had left the country? I did not expect it. She is soon to present you with a grandson.


  Another two months, said the vicar moodily. And itll probably come into the world speaking French.


  But what took Lord Sylvester to France?


  I dont know. Went along o everyone else, I spose. At least theyre in Paris, and havent gone to Waterloo to poke around the dead bodies with a
  stick.


  My dear Charles!


  There came a silence. The door opened and the servant came in and put two large shovelfuls of coal on the fire.


  The vicar watched morosely as grey smoke began to curl up in long trailing wisps. Then little yellow flames sprang through the bank of black coal and green and blue ones danced in the spurts of
  coal gas.


  The clock ticked sonorously in the corner. A great buffet of wind howled round the building.


  There is a solution, said the vicar at last. When I was in London, there was a lot o talk in the clubs about Lord Harry Desire.


  The Earl of Carchesters son?


  Him.


  And?


  The vicar heaved a gusty sigh. Desires got an uncle whos a nabob, Jeremy Blewett. He says hell leave all his money to Desire if the man gets married. Blewetts
  said to be on his deathbed.


  Has Desire no money of his own?


  Not much. The Carchesters never knew how to keep it. He lives high, does young Desire. He spends more on his tailor than I spend on my pack.


  The squire did some rapid mental calculation.


  Impossible, he said at last.


  True. Hes a great dandy.


  I do not see how this young man can aid you. How old is he?


  Late in his twenties. Thirty, say.


  You have met him?


  Not I, shrugged the vicar. Heard of him, though.


  You cannot possibly be thinking of a husband for Deirdre!


  Why not? demanded the vicar crossly. Had enough trouble with Minerva and Annabelle. Arranged marriage will be just the thing.


  Deirdre is a highly intelligent lady with a mind of her own.


  The vicar ferreted around in his waistcoat pockets until he found a goose quill and then proceeded to pick his teeth, much to the fastidious squires irritation. Hark ee,
  Jimmy, he grinned. Deirdres been told shes the brainy one o the family for so long, shes come to believe it herself. But she reads novels. So
  there!


  I read novels myself, protested the squire.


  Different for a man, muttered the vicar. Lots o vices are.


  I think you are making a great mistake, said the squire severely. I dont know what has come over you this last two years, Charles. You have wasted your money, you
  have taken to wearing paint, and, yes, you are wearing corsets.


  The vicar flushed and looked mutinous. I havent changed, he said, whipping himself up into a fine anger. Its you who have changed. Demme, youre
  worse than the bishop. Always preaching and moralizing and argyfying. Im off!


  If our friendship means so little to you that you cannot take a piece of well-meant criticism . . .


  Fah! said the vicar, rising, picking up his steaming hat and cramming it on his head.


  Let us not part in anger, pleaded the squire. Join me for supper, I beg you, and let us talk this thing over.


  The vicar marched to the door and then turned.


  Better a dinner of herbs where love is, than a stalled ox and hatred therewith. Proverbs, Chapter fifteen, verse seventeen.


  Oh, Charles . . . began the squire, but the vicar had already made his exit.


  A ride through the night did little to improve the Reverend Charles Armitages temper. The squires sorrowful, reproachful face kept rising in front of him as he spurred his horse in
  the direction of the vicarage. He had felt a new man these past two years. An important man. One of the peerage. By virtue of his daughters successful marriages, he was invited to all the best houses.


  He felt he had regained his youth. And if his corsets pinched and the paint on his face made his skin itch, these were mere pinpricks set against the heady exhilaration of feeling he was one of
  the bucks and bloods.


  He stomped into the tiny, dark hall of the vicarage and was pulled up short by the sight of his daughter, Daphne. She was standing in front of the hall looking-glass, staring at her reflection
  with a rapt expression on her face.


  Go to your room, miss, snapped the vicar, and stop endlessly preening yourself. And send Deirdre to my study.


  Daphne leaned forward, closer to the glass, and patted one glossy black ringlet into place.


  Yes, Papa, she said vaguely as she drifted towards the stairs.


  Grumph! said the vicar. He shoved his head round the door of the vicarage parlour. His wife was lying on a sofa. She raised a brown mask of a face in his direction.


  Gads Oonds! shrieked the vicar. What . . . ?


  Its mud, said his wife, moving her lips as little as possible. Tis said to be most beneficial.


  Pah! snorted the vicar, pulling shut the door and crossing the hall to his study. Mrs Armitage, when not suffering from some imaginary illness or other, was always trying out
  beauty remedies. He rang the bell for Betty, the housemaid, and demanded a bottle of white brandy and a jug of hot water. The maid went to light the fire but he growled that he would do it himself.
  As soon as the brandy had arrived, he poured a generous measure into a pewter tankard and added hot water. Then he threw another measure of brandy over the sticks in the grate and struck a lucifer. The fire went up with a satisfying whoosh, nearly singeing his eyebrows. He tossed on a log and settled himself behind his cluttered desk.


  The door opened and Miss Deirdre Armitage walked in. The vicar looked at her, sighed, and looked quickly away again. Everyone called Deirdre a beauty but her father always thought,
  uncomfortably, that his daughter reminded him of a fox.


  She had thick, shining red hair and green eyes, not the emerald green of Lord Sylvester, but a peculiar jade green like sea-washed glass. They were slightly tilted at the corners. This, together
  with her short straight nose, high cheekbones and pointed chin gave her an elfin appearance. She had a small, high, firm bosom, a tiny waist, and thin, fragile wrists and ankles. But there always
  seemed to be some inner joke amusing Deirdre and that was what made the vicar think of a fox. He sometimes thought her sly.


  Well, Papa, said Deirdre, sitting down opposite him, and how was Squire Radford?


  How did you know Id been to squires?


  Because your coat is in the hall, Papa, and it is wet, and you look guilty and in a bad temper which is the way you always look when you come from Squire Radford.


  See here, my pert miss, its time you guarded that tongue o yours. No man wants a carroty-pated clever shrew for a wife.


  Those green eyes of Deirdres that gave so little away studied him intently.


  I am to have a Season next year, Papa, said Deirdre at last. Minerva has promised to bring me out. I . . . am . . . looking . . . forward . . . to . . . it . . . very . . .
  much, she added, slowly and clearly.


  Oh, ah, said the vicar studying the bottom of his tankard.


  And I shall not put myself through any of the miseries Minerva and Annabelle endured. I shall know when I am in love with a gentleman.


  Oh, love. Youve been reading novels again. Love has little to do with a good, sensible marriage.


  On the contrary, said Deirdre firmly, it is everything. As a man of God, Papa, you would naturally never dream of forcing one of your daughters into a loveless marriage contract.


  Minerva was prepared to, pointed out the vicar crossly.


  She was fortunate she did not have to do it, said Deirdre. What did you wish to speak to me about?


  The vicar thought rapidly. No need to cross swords with Deirdre until he had seen this Lord Harry Desire. Perhaps nothing would come of it. And he could always wait until one or both his sons-in-law returned from Paris. But he had asked them for money before, and he knew that this time Lord
  Sylvester Comfrey might take over the management of the vicarage lands himself as he had threatened to do last time. And Lord Sylvester considered the vicars private hunt an
  extravagance.


  I just wanted to tell you I am off to Town in the morning, he said grumpily. So be a good girl and look after your mother and sisters.


  Oh, Papa, said Deirdre, her strange eyes shining in the firelight, take me with you. Please. It is so boring here. Daphne is no fun any longer. All she does now is
  droop in front of the looking-glass.


  No. Youve your duties. Youve got to read to Lady Wentwater. Then youd best take some cordial to Mrs Briggs whats poorly.


  What about your sermon?


  Let Pettifor handle it. Mr Pettifor was the vicars overworked curate. Time enough for you to be jauntering to London when Minerva gets home.


  When Deirdre reached the privacy of her room, she found her hands were shaking. She knew the vicarage finances were at low ebb. She knew her father probably planned to rescue them by marrying
  her off to some rich man who would provide a large marriage settlement. Then she smiled to herself and began to relax.


  Although she had met many young men when she had visited her two sisters homes, not one of them had shown more than a passing interest in her. She knew she was always damned as a
  blue-stocking but that suited her very well. Deirdre was an intense romantic and believed in the marriage of true minds. She was content to wait. And Minerva would not allow Papa to force her into
  any marriage she found distasteful.


  If she complains to Minerva, then Minerva will put a stop to it, mused the vicar as he set out for London on the following morning. Well, Ill put a
  spoke in that wheel. Ill give a guinea to John-postboy to drop her letters to Paris down the nearest well until I give him leave to do otherwise. His conscience gave a sudden,
  vicious stab. But he started to recite the names of his hounds like a litany to comfort himself. Not one would have to be sacrificed if his plans came out right. He had made a few mistakes in
  breeding, but now he was sure he was on his way to owning the best pack in England. Women were always bleating about love and marriage anyway. It was an attitude. The poor dears were supposed to
  think that way. Now he, Charles Armitage, had never loved his wife and if he could put up with her plaguey maunderings and moanings for all these years, then so could anyone else, he reasoned,
  rather incoherently. And women were the lesser breed. Definitely.


  Like Lord Chesterfield, he considered women to be children of a larger growth, and a man of sense only trifles with them, plays with them, humours and flatters them as he
  does with a sprightly forward child.


  By the time he had reached Town and had made use of his daughter Minervas town house, he was once more happy within himself.


  Barbered and pomaded and laced into a pair of Cumberland corsets under a sky-blue coat of Bath superfine and the latest thing in canary-coloured pantaloons, the vicar creaked and swaggered his
  way down St Jamess Street and turned in at the door of Whites.


  Whites Club had changed little since the vicars salad days, although the entrance had been moved lower down and the old doorway turned into a bow window. The subscription fee had
  been raised to eleven guineas and the entrance fee from ten to twenty guineas. Beau Brummell passed fashionable judgement on London from his seat in the bow window.


  Swift had called Whites the common rendezvous of infamous sharpers and noble cullies but Whites was, in fact, the club. Certainly it was the place to hunt down
  such an Exquisite as Lord Harry Desire.


  The club was remarkably quiet although it was three in the afternoon. It transpired there had been a heavy gambling session the night before and no doubt everyone was still sleeping off the
  effects. He espied Colonel Brian, and, after some hesitation, approached him.


  The elderly colonel had been the paramour of Lady Godolphin, a distant relative of the vicars wife who had brought out Minerva. Lady Godolphin, that ancient Mrs Malaprop of society, had
  believed the colonel to be married, when in fact his wife was dead. The colonel had put all that right by asking her to marry him. He had been accepted. For a month afterwards, Lady Godolphin had talked of little else but the preparation of her torso  her
  word for trousseau  and then, quite suddenly, it had all fizzled out. The gossips would have it that the colonel had jilted her. But no one could find the truth of the matter since both parties refused to discuss the subject.


  I say, Colonel, said the vicar breezily, I havent seen you this age. You do not seem to be in plump currant.


  For the colonel looked sadly woebegone.


  The colonel looked carefully at the painted and groomed vicar for several moments and then his face cleared. Charles Armitage! he exclaimed. I would not have known
  you.


  Course not, said the vicar with awful vanity. Ive growed fashionable.


  Quite, said the colonel nervously, taking a step back to escape from the overpowering smell of musk which hovered round Mr Armitage like a great yellow cloud. How are your girls? Well, I trust?


  Minerva and Annabelle are in Paris.


  The whole of society seems to be in Paris, sighed the colonel. The town is remarkably thin of company. It will be a drab Little Season.


  I plan to call on Lady Godolphin later, said the vicar airily. Care to accompany me?


  The colonel shook his head sadly, and looked at the floor.


  The vicar was longing to ask him the reason for his disaffection with Lady Godolphin, but the thought of his real reason for being in the club made him drop the question he had been about to
  ask, and demand instead, Know Harry Desire?


  Slightly. I saw him a minute ago.


  I would like an introduction, said the vicar. I have a private and personal matter I wish to discuss with him.


  Very well, said Colonel Brian. He is in the coffee room. If you would do me a small favour in return . . .?


  By all means.


  When you call on Lady Godolphin, tell her Arthur sends his warmest regards. No. Do not ask me anything.


  Arthur sends his warmest regards, repeated the vicar impatiently. Now, lead me to Desire.


  Lord Harry Desire was sitting barricaded behind a newspaper in the coffee room. He looked up as the colonel stood behind him and cleared his throat. Colonel Brian then introduced the vicar and took his leave.


  The vicar sat down opposite Lord Harry and studied him intently.


  Lord Harry stared back, his gaze empty, blue and limpid.


  He was not quite the fashionable rakish Exquisite the vicar had expected. The first thing that struck the vicar was the mans incredible beauty. Lord Harry had thick, black, glossy hair
  falling in artistic disarray over a broad white forehead. His blue eyes were clear and innocent like the eyes of a child. The lids were curved, giving him the lazy, sensual look of some classical
  statues. His mouth was firm, but there was a certain air of languid effeminacy about him caused by the girlish purity of his skin and by the slimness of his tall figure.


  His clothes were beautifully tailored, reflected the vicar with a pang of envy. His bottle-green coat sat on his shoulders without a wrinkle and his buff-coloured pantaloons looked as if they
  had been painted on to his legs. His hessian boots shone like black glass. His cravat rose from above his striped waistcoat in intricately sculptured folds.


  Youre younger than I thought, said the vicar abruptly.


  I am remarkably well-preserved for my thirty years, said Lord Harry earnestly.


  Aye well, just so, said the vicar.


  There was a long silence. Outside, someone was murdering Mozart on a barrel organ.


  Well, well, said the vicar, rubbing his chubby hands together. Well, well, well,


  Lord Harry continued to survey him with a pleasant smiling look.


  You must wonder what it is I want to speak to you about, said the vicar desperately.


  Oh, no, said Lord Harry gently. I never wonder about anything. It is too fatiguing. And I am sure you will tell me in your own good time.


  The vicar looked at him in irritation. Then he thought instead of the nabob uncles fortune and leaned forwards and patted Lord Harrys knee in an avuncular manner.


  Lord Harry looked at the vicar, looked at the hand on his knee, and looked at the vicar again. His expression did not change, but the vicars face reddened and he hurriedly withdrew his
  hand.


  See, its like this here, said the Reverend Charles Armitage, beginning to perspire, I heard you was in need of getting married so you could inherit your uncles
  fortune.


  Lord Harry surveyed him blandly. The vicar felt himself becoming angry. Why didnt the young clod say something? This was worse than he had imagined it would be. Better get to the
  point.


  I have this daughter, see. Deirdre. Eighteen. Beautiful. I aint got the blunt, you need the wife, what say we strike a bargain?


  A flicker of something glinted in his lordships blue eyes and then was gone.


  Indeed! he said politely.


  Well? said the vicar impatiently. What about it?


  Does she have red hair? asked Lord Harry, looking vaguely in the direction of the chandelier. I cant abide red hair.


  Dye, decided the vicar to himself. He thought briefly of God the way one thinks of a nagging, bullying parent, slightly closed his eyes, took a deep breath and said,
  No.


  And she is in Town?


  No, said the vicar. But she will be. In four days time.


  I met your eldest daughter, mused Lord Harry. Lady Sylvester Comfrey. Very beautiful and very wise. She told me how she despised men who put pride in dress before pride in leading a virtuous life.


  Oh, Minerva will have her little joke, said the vicar jovially, privately cursing his eldest for her priggish moralizing.


  Is your daughter  Deirdre  vastly clever?


  The vicar looked at Lord Harry from out of the corner of his little shoe-button eyes and wondered whether Lord Harry wanted a clever wife. Lord Harry looked back with an expression of absolute
  vacancy on his beautiful face.


  Oh, no, said the vicar. Very womanly. Pretty little thing. Domesticated. Been well-trained. See here, he went on, improvizing rapidly, she will be staying with
  Lady Godolphin next Monday and we shall be having a little musicale. Perhaps you would like to attend?


  There was a long silence. A bluebottle, brave survivor of summer, buzzed against the glass. A log shifted on the fire and several clocks began to chime the half hour.


  Yes, said Lord Harry at last. I will be there.


  Good, good, send you a card, gabbled the vicar, now desperate to escape.


  Lord Harry raised one long, slim, white hand as the vicar rose to his feet.


  You are sure your daughters affections are not otherwise engaged?


  No, said the vicar, glad to be able to tell the truth at last. Deirdres never even looked at a man, if you know what I mean.


  No, I dont, said Lord Harry pleasantly.


  Well, dont trouble your brain with it, said the vicar, patting him on the shoulder. We look forward to the pleasure of your company on Monday.


  What an idiot! muttered the vicar to himself as he left the club. Never mind. Hes a manageable idiot and Deirdre will be quite happy with a complacent
  husband.


  He set off at a brisk pace in the direction of Lady Godolphins house.


  He needed all the help he could get!


  



  TWO
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  Deirdre Armitage sat reading a novel she did not like to Lady Wentwater whom she did not like either.


  The drawing room was dark and musty. Lady Wentwater was white and doughy and musty. As she read, Deirdre wondered about Lady Wentwaters nephew, Guy. No one had seen him in the county
  since the time it had seemed he was enamoured of Annabelle.


  Rumour had it that the vicar had frightened him away. Guy Wentwater had said he was a slave trader, and although he had long quit that ghastly means of earning money, the Armitage family were
  happy that he chose to stay away.


  Then Deirdres thoughts turned to the story she was reading. It was called Ludovics Revenge by A Lady of Quality and Deirdre judged it quite the silliest tale she had ever
  read. Everyone seemed either to turn scarlet or go ashen pale. Men and women fainted with amazing regularity and there wasnt even a decent ghost.


  Deirdre took a quick glance at the clock. Then she closed the book firmly.


  It is late, Lady Wentwater, she said. I must return home.


  Then come tomorrow.


  Daphne will come tomorrow, said Deirdre, privately vowing to give her sisters hair a good yank if she did not.


  Oh, Daphne. I will need to shroud every looking glass in the house or I wont hear a word out of her, snorted Lady Wentwater. Too taken up with herself, she
  is.


  She has reason to be, said Deirdre, who, though she privately agreed with Lady Wentwater, did not like criticism of any of her sisters. She has become even more beautiful
  than Minerva or Annabelle.


  Aye, and she knows it. Why, Guy! When did you arrive?


  Deirdre gave a little gasp and leapt to her feet, turning to face the monster slave trader.


  Guy Wentworth stood smiling at her, looking so handsome, so normal, and so, yes, ordinary that Deirdre lost her fears and was able to drop him a curtsy with an air of composure.


  Permit me to escort you home, Miss . . . Deirdre. It is Miss Deirdre, is it not? smiled Guy.


  Deirdre nodded, but added that she was perfectly capable of seeing herself home.


  To her annoyance, he walked with her to the door.


  We have not seen you in some time, Mr Wentwater, said Deirdre, praying that he would leave her at the main door.


  No, I have just returned from Paris. I finally sold out.


  Sold out? Then you were in the military, sir?


  Yes, he sighed, looking grave. I know what you and your family think of me, Miss Deirdre. Have you ever considered the disgust I feel for myself? The barbarous trade I
  briefly engaged in was the senseless folly of a young man. I fought for my country at Waterloo. It was one way to prove to myself that I am not quite so evil.


  Oh, tell me about Waterloo, pleaded Deirdre, quite forgetting that she had wished only a moment before to be quit of him. Everyone says such subjects are not fit for female
  ears. But it was a wonderful victory.


  He gently took her arm in his and walked with her down the drive. His tale of glory and bravery and courage and death fascinated Deirdre, who hung rapt on his every word.


  She could not help admiring his tall, slender figure, the quiet elegance of his dress, and the hard lines about his mouth, put there by suffering, she told herself.


  They reached the vicarage all too soon.


  He seemed to recollect his surroundings with a start. Forgive me, he said in a low voice, if I do not come any further. I do not wish to embarrass your family. In fact, I would be grateful if you would not mention that I am in
  Hopeworth. It will be our secret.


  Yes, said Deirdre breathlessly, for he had taken her hand and was holding it in a tight clasp. But if I told them how brave you are, how you have made your amends . . .
  well, they would see things diferently now. As I do.


  I cannot risk losing a friendship so new and so precious to me, he said. Other people might not have your generosity of spirit.


  I have changed, Miss Deirdre. I have put away the shallow affections and affectations of my youth. The friendships I now crave are the friendships of the mind. Do you understand?


  Oh, yes, breathed Deirdre.


  Then I shall see you again. Perhaps you would care to walk with me tomorrow afternoon?


  Deirdre hesitated only for a moment. Guy Wentwater was straight out of her private fantasies, a reformed villain, a man of the world, an equal companion, a soul-mate. She felt full of an aching,
  heady, suffocating exhilaration.


  I will meet you in the churchyard, she smiled. At two.


  He raised her hand to his lips.


  Until tomorrow, he whispered.


  He turned away and strode off down the road. Deirdre watched him for a few moments and then rushed indoors, up to her room, and threw herself face down on the bed, feeling her whole body throb in an aching turmoil of excitement and
  yearning. All the loneliness and boredom of her days had fled. Had she not known that if she waited there would be one special man? He had been a slave trader, yes. But so long ago. And he had made his amends and paid his debt.


  Nothing could spoil her idyll. Papa needed money and Guy Wentwater had money.


  Papa would come about. All he wanted was money to breed more and better hounds.


  The Reverend Charles Armitage sat in the Green Saloon in Lady Godolphins mansion in Hanover Square and poured out his tale of financial woe and the necessity of
  arranging a marriage between Deirdre and Lord Harry Desire.


  There, there, admonished her ladyship when he had finished. Theres no need to become historical. I can understand the practicality of an arranged marriage. We all need money, she added firmly, in case the reverend had any hopes of asking her for any.


  So youll do it? asked the vicar. Youll house Deirdre and arrange this musicale?


  Yes, provided you repay me when you can, pointed out Lady Godolphin. You still look worried. What is the matter?


  Its her hair, said the vicar gloomily. Shell need to dye it. Desire cant abide red-heads.


  No need to dye, said Lady Godolphin. Wear a wig. I always do.


  She patted her flaxen wig complacently. Like the vicar, she battled the increasing years with a great deal of paint.


  Lady Godolphin was in her late fifties, squat, with a bulldog face buried under a layer of blanc and rouge.


  He dont like clever misses either, went on the vicar.


  Deirdres a bit of a chatterbox, said Lady Godolphin. Cant understand half what she says. Last time she was here, she was prosing on about bacon and I thought she meant pigs but it turned out she was talking about some Elizabethan
  philanderer.


  The vicar recollected his message. Saw Colonel Brian at Whites today, he remarked casually. Sends his warmest regards. Said, Arthur sends his warmest
  regards.


  Oh, he did, did he? said Lady Godolphin airily. Trouble with Arthur is, hes too old for me.


  Oh, said the vicar hopefully, waiting for more.


  But Lady Godolphin returned to the subject of Deirdre. Deirdre always was a bit wild, she and Daphne. Is Daphne still a hoyden?


  No, shes grown vain. Looks at herself in the glass and does little else.


  Ah, a narcotic, said Lady Godolphin, nodding her great head wisely.


  A what?


  A narcotic. Really, Charles, did they teach you nothing at Oxford? He was one of them Greeks what was so beautiful he wouldnt even have anything to do with echoes and he fell in
  love with his reflection in a pool, and since he couldnt marry his reflection, he pined away and turned into a narcotic. Its that yellow and white flower.


  I dont have anything to do with echoes either, said the vicar in bewilderment.


  Oh, stoopid, echoes was not a them but a her.


  Its all heathen talk, said the vicar righteously. And a fat lot o good it did them Greeks either. Where are they now? Hey? Slavin for a lot o
  Turks.


  In any case, said Lady Godolphin firmly, you bring Deirdre to me and Ill have her married off in no time. Why, only think what . . .


  The door opened and Lady Godolphin broke off and simpered girlishly and played with the sticks of her fan.


  A young man entered. He was thin and gawky but dressed in the height of fashion, from his frizzed and pomaded hair to his boots with their high heels and fixed spurs. He walked forwards with
  that peculiarly rolling gait forced on anyone who wears fixed spurs. He wore more scent than the vicar and the vicars musk met a strong aroma of Youth in Springtime. It was as if two great fog banks of scent had merged, blotting out every
  other scent in the world.


  My . . . er . . . friend, Mr Anstey, said Lady Godolphin, simpering quite horribly.


  The vicar left as soon as he could. Poor Colonel Brian, he thought. So thats the reason.


  The vicar of God told himself that perhaps he ought not to introduce his daughter to such a household. The huntsman dreamed of a pack which would outclass the Quorn, scented the wet, rotten
  bracken of damp November days when the wind blew from the east, saw his hounds bunched together so close you could cover them with a table cloth. The huntsman won.


  The vicar had expected Deirdre to treat the news of her forthcoming visit to London and the glowing description of the superior qualities of one Lord Harry Desire with
  suspicion and with her usual impertinent questions.


  Never had he expected outright rebellion.


  No, Papa, said Deirdre firmly. I wish to remain here.


  Why? demanded the vicar, almost pawing the ground.


  Because my duty is to stay home and care for my sisters, said Deirdre with a saintly expression on her face reminiscent of her sister, Minerva, at her worst.


  Piffle, said the vicar. Thats your best gown you got on. Its a fellow. Whove you been fiddling about with as soon as my back is turned?


  There is no one, Papa, said Deirdre. How could she explain to this father of hers, who appeared to have harboured not one spiritual thought in the whole of his life, the purity of
  her friendship with Guy Wentwater? How could she explain the excitement of shared ideas, the tender sweet awakening of love so far above the petty lusts of men?


  She thought of the meeting in the churchyard, of his serious grave voice, of the way his blue eyes met hers in a direct and open look.


  Its no use bamming me, she went on. Youve got a marriage arranged for me and all because you have squandered good money on a silly pack of dogs.


  WHAT! Never had the vicar dreamed of hearing such a piece of blasphemy from one of his own daughters.


  They were standing in the vicarage garden, facing each other across a flowerbecl, their breath hanging in the frosty air like smoke.


  Ill get my whip, said the vicar grimly. He turned on his heel and strode into the vicarage.


  Deirdre stood frozen to the spot. He would not dare!


  The vicar emerged brandishing his whip.


  Deirdre turned and ran.


  After her, hallooing and shouting came her father. Attired in a ridiculously thin muslin gown and thin silk slippers  for Deirdre had been loitering in the garden in the hope that Guy
  Wentwater would stroll past and see her  she picked up her skirts and fled off down the road with the vicar in hot pursuit.


  Deirdre scrambled over a stile beside the road and set off over a ploughed field, feeling like a hunted fox.


  The vicars cries died away behind her, but she was still too shocked at the violence of her fathers behaviour to slacken her pace.


  Her dress was torn and muddy and her slippers were ruined. Her red hair flew about her face as she stumbled over the frost-hard earth of the fields behind the village, heading for the grounds of
  the Hall where her uncle, Sir Edwin, lived, knowing instinctively that that would be the last place the vicar would think of looking for her.


  She scaled the mossy wall which bordered the grounds, hoping that one of her uncles gamekeepers would not shoot her in mistake for a poacher.


  The woods on either side of her were quiet and dark and still. Deirdre listened hard but could no longer hear any sound of her fathers noisy pursuit. She stood still, her heart beating
  hard. What would happen when she returned to the vicarage, as return she must? There was no Minerva to intercede for her.


  She was filled with a sudden, suffocating hatred for her father. Why couldnt he behave like the clergyman he was supposed to be? The vicar of St Anns in Hopeminster was a quiet,
  scholarly, aesthetic man, quite unlike her father. When the vicar wasnt reeking of musk he smelled of the stables and seemed to be perpetually covered in dog hair.


  The whole vicarage smelled of damp dog, thought Deirdre savagely. Here she was with a whole new love; trembling, innocent and fragile. And there was the vicar, scouring the lanes of Hopeworth
  for her with his whip in his hands.


  No one understands me except Guy, whispered Deirdre to the uncaring trees.


  In desperation, she sank to her knees and prayed to God for aid. She prayed long and feverishly while a pair of squirrels chattered above her head and a curious rabbit stared at her with
  unblinking eyes.


  And then, all at once, He spoke to her. She could hear a voice in her head telling her exactly what to do.


  She must return to the vicarage and apologize to her father and say she would go with him to London. While there, she would make sure this Lord Harry Desire took her in such dislike, he would
  never want to see her again. Then when she returned in respectable disgrace to Hopeworth, she would seek out Guy and ask him to elope with her.


  A great calmness descended on Deirdre. It is quite amazing how the Almighty can occasionally tell people to go ahead and do exactly what they want to do anyway. Only very devout people manage to
  muddle along as best they can without hearing voices or the whirr of wings.


  Feeling exalted and noble, Deirdre brushed down her skirts and made her way back home.


  The vicar was already feeling ashamed of his outburst of anger. By the time he had cooled himself off with several glasses of shrub at The Six Jolly Beggarmen, he had decided to return home and
  wait for Deirdre. When she returned, he would simply order her very calmly and quietly to see to the packing of her trunks. His cool dignity would overawe her.


  But to his relief  for this calm and dignified picture of himself was beginning to fade by the time he reached the vicarage  Deirdre was waiting to give him a very pretty
  apology.


  The vicars normal shrewdness deserted him before the pleasure at having got his own way so easily.


  Diana and Frederica accepted the news of Deirdres forthcoming trip to London with all the aplomb of two little girls who were used to their elder sisters jauntering about in the great
  world. Both still attended the seminary at Hopeminster, the vicars plans for hiring a governess having never come to anything. Daphne alone seemed shaken out of her narcissistic calm, and
  started to write out a long shopping list for Deirdre which contained, it appeared, the name of every beauty cosmetic to be had in London.


  Mellowed by several glasses of port, the vicar leaned back in his chair after supper and surveyed his family indulgently.


  He caught Deirdre looking at him with the sort of blazing green gaze he had seen in the eyes of cornered animals. But as soon as she noticed his suddenly sharpened expression, Deirdre
  immediately cast her eyes meekly down and presented a demure picture of a dutiful daughter.


  Deirdre felt she was seeing her father for the first time. Her acid eye took in the glory of his too-tight coat, his flushed face, the creak of his corsets. Her very biting contempt was armour
  to her bruised soul. Such a father deserved to be deceived. And her mother had never been any help, wrapped up as she was in her various ailments.


  All at once, she became aware he was talking about Guy. I hear young Wentwaters back, said the vicar. Strange thing about the Wentwaters. Lady Wentwater came to live here nigh on twenty years ago. No ones ever heard of a Lord Wentwater and she dont figure in the peerage.
  Ive asked her time and again about her late husband, but she always goes deaf. But shes a harmless old lady. Pity the same cant be said about her nephew.


  Hardly, Papa, said Deirdre sweetly. Since no one in their right mind could call Mr Wentwater an old lady.


  The vicar looked at her sharply but she had cast her eyes down again.


  Hey, well, he said. So long as he dont come nosing around here like a fox after the hens. How Bella could have been so stupid as to even look at the man . .
  .


  We all thought him well enough, pointed out Mrs Armitage languidly, until he told us the nature of his trade. You yourself could find no fault with him up until then, Mr
  Armitage.


  Thats fustian. I . . . The vicar broke off and stared at the ceiling in a puzzled way. How can it be leakin in here. Better run upstairs and see if the bedrooms are flooded.


  Its not the rain, said Deirdre. Its Betty. Shes crying, she added as the maid whipped herself out of the dining room.


  Whats she got to cry about?


  Crying is quite beneficial to the eyes, said Mrs Armitage, with sudden enthusiasm. It exercises the retina.


  Betty is crying, said Deirdre, loudly and clearly, because she was promised two years ago that she could leave our employ and marry John Summer. John Summer was the
  vicarage coachman. He also acted as groom, whipper-in and kennel master.


  Well, shell just need to wait, said the vicar testily. Cant have servants marrying. Never heard of such a thing. We cant afford another maid at the
  moment, and we cant afford to pay John Summer enough to set up a household. So there!


  Deirdre thought bitterly of the vast amount of money that had gone to buy new hounds and new hunters and opened her mouth to make an acid retort. But then she remembered her plan and kept
  silent.


  At last the evening meal was over and the girls collected their bed candles from the table in the hall and mounted the stairs to their rooms.


  With the departure of Minerva and Annabelle from the family nest, Daphne and Deirdre each had a room to themselves, while Diana and Frederica still shared their old room.


  The storm had died down. Deirdre opened the window and leaned out. The chill fresh air smelled of damp, rotting leaves and evergreen.


  The figure of a man appeared beyond the high hedge which bordered the vicarage garden, his stock gleaming whitely in the darkness.


  Guy, murmured Deirdre, her heart beginning to hammer against her ribs.


  She threw a cloak over her shoulders and crept out of her room and slowly down the stairs, walking on the edge of each foot so as not to make a sound.


  The rumble of her fathers voice, and her mothers faint high-pitched replies filtered through the parlour door.


  She stood very still in the hall. Betty and cook would still be in the kitchen. The hall door was not yet locked and bolted for the night. She would have to try to get out that way and pray that
  she did not make a noise or that her father would not choose to look out the parlour window as she made her way down the drive.


  The hall door opened with a snap of its hinges like a pistol shot. Deirdre froze, already thinking up excuses. But the voices in the parlour went on, and the clatter of dishes sounded from the kitchen.


  She slipped quietly out, forcing herself to take time to close the door slowly and carefully behind her. She made her way down the drive, keeping to the black shadow of the yew trees, for a
  treacherous moon was bathing everything in a silvery glow.


  The iron gate wailed like a banshee, but Deirdre could no longer school herself to wait for possible repercussions. She let it swing behind her with a clang and ran out into the road, looking
  this way and that.


  No one.


  She gave a little gasp of disappointment, and then a gasp of fear as an arm came from behind and slid round her waist. She whirled about.


  Guy!


  I thought you might see me and come looking for me, he whispered. Walk with me a little way. Will they miss you?


  Deirdre shook her head, thinking how handsome he looked in the moonlight with his teeth gleaming white and his eyes glinting in an exciting way.


  Her fathers remark about a fox after the hens came into her mind, and she said nervously, I hate this furtive meeting. Oh, how I wish you could call at the vicarage and that
  papa would be sensible.


  I came because someone told me your father was chasing you with a whip, he said in a low serious voice. I could not sleep. I was worried about you. Believe me, I do not like
  these clandestine meetings either.


  Is it not amazing, said Deirdre softly, we should become such friends? It is as if our minds were twins.


  I think it is because I am tired of simpering, giggling females, said Guy. I admire a woman with a brain. Oh, I confess your sister, Annabelle, dazzled me with her
  beauty, but that was before I learned some sense.


  Yes, said Deirdre in tepid agreement. She would have liked Mr Wentwater to say he was dazzled with her beauty as well as her brain.


  Oh, Mr Wentwater, said Deirdre, stopping in the moonlit lane, and clutching hold of both his hands, I must tell you. The most dreadful thing has happened.


  The wind sighed over their heads and a shower of damp leaves blew about them.


  Tell me. Why was your father chasing you? If there is anything I can do to help? said Guy, pressing her hands and holding them to his chest.


  Papa has a marriage arranged for me. I am to go to London tomorrow and stay with Lady Godolphin so that some creature called Lord Harry Desire can look me over, check my teeth, and
  say whether he will have me or nay.


  This is outrageous! Your father already has two rich marriages in the family. What does he need with another?


  Deirdre sighed and the wind over the high hedges on either side of the road seemed to pick up the sigh and send it blowing across the bare autumn fields. We are in low funds again,
  she said.


  Papa spends a great deal of money on the hunt. This Lord Desire must marry in order to inherit his uncles fortune, he needs a wife, Papa needs the money, I am to be the
  sacrifice.


  He released her hands and turned a little away from her so that his face was in the shadows. Deirdre waited, straining to hear him say that he would marry her himself.


  I had hoped, he said at last, that we might come to know each other better . . . that I might establish myself with the county and come to be on calling terms with your
  family. We have really only just met.


  He gave an awkward laugh. Deirdre shivered and pulled her cloak tightly about her shoulders.


  But, he brightened. There is no guarantee this Lord Harry will want to marry you. Then you may return home and we can all be comfortable again. He chuckled. I
  am sure you will know precisely just how to give him a disgust of you. An intelligent woman like yourself . . .


  Oh, Guy, how our minds do run together, said Deirdre, forgetting her disappointment in him. That is exactly what I plan to do.


  You must return, he said, tucking her arm in his and leading her back towards the vicarage. I do not want your father to get out his pack and hunt me out of the county
  again.


  What! Deirdre stood still, and Guy cursed himself for the temporary slip. She obviously had not heard of his humiliation at the hands of the vicar. She must never know how much he
  hated her father for that day when he had been hounded, literally, down the summer roads with the vicars pack in full cry behind him. She must never guess how he had dreamed and plotted
  revenge. She must never guess that her one attraction for him was that he saw her as an instrument of revenge.


  Papa did what? pursued Deirdre.


  He laughed and tugged at her arm so that she had, perforce, to fall into step beside him. You misunderstood me. I meant, I hope Mr Armitage doesnt hunt me down. A joke, you
  see.


  The parlour lamps were out and the house was in darkness. It would be even more difficult getting back, thought Deirdre. For this time, she did not know where her father was.


  But the magic of Guys presence gave her courage. She glanced up at the firm line of his jaw, the whiteness of his clean linen, his handsome profile, and felt almost unworthy of such an
  escort. He was worlds removed from her ranting, vulgar father and his petty machinations.


  Goodnight, he said softly, holding open the gate, and pulling it gently closed behind her.


  She turned and faced him through the bars of the tall gate, feeling the cold bite of the iron on her ungloved hands.


  Goodnight, she echoed softly.


  He leaned forwards, and she leaned towards him as well. He kissed her very gently through the bars; a fleeting, chaste kiss.


  Deirdres face blazed with naked love and adoration and Guy watched her intently, feeling a surge of power.


  Deirdre floated into the house, not even noticing that the hall door was still unlocked, not even trying to creep quietly up the stairs.


  Had her father confronted her at that moment, then Deirdre would have confessed her love, and her idyll with Guy Wentwater would definitely have been over.


  But no one met her on the stairs and she reached her bedroom without seeing a soul.


  For a long time she sat beside the window, lost in dreams.


  Tomorrow, she would go to London. On Monday, she would meet Lord Harry Desire.


  And if she played her cards aright, she would be back home very shortly after that, unengaged, and free to pursue her romance with Guy.


  After such a failure, her father would surely be glad to marry her off to anyone.
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