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  The Maunders Praise of his strowling Mort


  
    Doxy, oh! thy glaziers shine


    As glimmar; by the Salomon!


    No gentry mort has prats like thine,


    No cove eer wapd with such a one.

  


  
    White thy fambles, red thy gan,


    And thy quarrons dainty is;


    Couch a hogshead with me then,


    In the darkmans clip and kiss . . .

  


  Anon


  
    (from W. H. Audens Oxford Book of Light Verse, Oxford

    University Press)
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  The only sign that the Armitage family was rising out of the mire of debt into which they had sunk the year before was the addition of two splendid hunters to the Reverend
  Charles Armitages stable and several highly bred hounds to his pack.


  Rigorous economy was still practised in the vicarage. Meals were of the cheapest cuts of meat, and clothes were still darned and altered and handed down.


  The vicar of St Charles and St Jude in the village of Hopeworth had eight children, six girls and twin boys. His eldest daughter Minerva, now twenty years of age, had only a month before
  announced her engagement to Lord Sylvester Comfrey, the Duke of Allsburys youngest son. The Armitage brood had somehow hoped this forthcoming noble alliance would immediately pour gold into
  the coffers of the vicarage. But although Lord Sylvester and his friend Peter, Marquess of Brabington, had generously lent the vicar money, and Lord Sylvester had lent him the use of his steward so
  that the tenant farms should flourish under professional guidance, no immediate signs of any affluence were to be felt.


  The vicar had explained that the money must be paid back as soon as possible, not only to his daughters fianc and to the Marquess, but also to Lady Godolphin for the expense that
  lady had incurred in bringing Minerva out.


  The twins, Peregrine and James, aged ten, admittedly had their future education at Eton secured, but for the girls and Mrs Armitage life went on much as it had done before Minervas
  engagement.


  Christmas passed quietly. Minerva was to be married in March and her younger sisters were already tearfully pleading for new gowns to be made for the wedding.


  Apart from Minerva, there was Annabelle, seventeen, Deirdre, fifteen, Daphne, fourteen, Diana, thirteen, and Frederica, aged twelve.


  Annabelle, the next in line, suffered from a nagging feeling of discontent which had nothing to do with her familys straitened circumstances.


  She had fallen in love at first sight with her sister Minervas fianc, Lord Sylvester Comfrey.


  The admiration of his lordships friend, the Marquess of Brabington, had been noticed by Annabelle and quickly discounted as unimportant.


  At first, it had been the Marquess of Brabington who had occupied her dreams. He had descended on the vicarage to explain that he and Lord Sylvester Comfrey had decided to help the impoverished
  family out of their predicament by restoring the vicars land to good heart. The Marquess had given the vicar a generous loan and had then proceeded to win the hearts of the Armitage family
  in general and Annabelle in particular. He had walked with her about the village and the neighbouring countryside, implying by every look and gesture a closer, warmer relationship to follow. He had
  reluctantly left, telling Annabelle he must rejoin his regiment, but that he hoped to return as soon as possible.


  But then Lord Sylvester had followed Minerva from London, Minerva who had run away  inexplicably, from all those sophisticated delights  and had proposed marriage. One look at Lord
  Sylvester, and the fond memory of the Marquess of Brabington shrivelled and died in Annabelles pretty head.


  Her every waking minute seemed filled with thoughts of Lord Sylvester. She had not seen him since his monumental visit when the engagement was announced. Minerva and Mrs Armitage had departed
  for a months visit to Lord Sylvesters parents home. But absence was turning love into an obsession. Annabelle felt that Lord Sylvester was making a dreadful mistake. Minerva
  would not make him a suitable wife.


  Minerva was strict and prosy. How she had managed to capture a handsome and dashing rake like Comfrey was beyond any of Annabelles wildest imaginings. Admittedly, Minerva was very
  beautiful with her black hair and wide, clear, grey eyes. But she, Annabelle, knew that her own looks were startling. Fashion might decree that blondes were unfortunate but Annabelle
  Armitage had learnt at an early age that the combination of golden hair, blue eyes, a trim figure and neat ankles had a delightful effect on any gentleman in the county of Berham.


  Hadnt she nearly been engaged herself and well before Minerva? But Guy Wentwater had turned out to be a slave trader and so the engagement had never come to pass. And then just as her
  feelings towards him were becoming warm again, he had mysteriously disappeared, and even his aunt, Lady Wentwater, swore she had not heard a word from him.


  Mrs Armitage, who loved to believe herself ill with all kinds of humours and strange infections, had left Minerva to be head of the household. With Minerva and her mother gone, Annabelle found
  she once more had to take over the tiresome duties of the household and the parish.


  And the more she did, the more she became convinced that Minervas natural role was that of spinster. Minerva had shown all signs of contentment with the dull routine of village life.
  Annabelle had always kicked and railed against it. Therefore, it followed  so ran Annabelles busy thoughts  that should Lord Sylvester decide he would be better suited with the
  younger sister then it would not be doing Minerva any great disservice.


  That prim lady would suffer a little hurt, a little grief, but that was all. Minerva could surely never suffer from the strong passionate feelings which were churning around in her own
  bosom.


  But how could she even begin to plan to take Lord Sylvesters affections away from Minerva, if Lord Sylvester himself were never present to be charmed?


  Although the vicarage boasted a cook-housekeeper, a housemaid, an odd man, and a coachman, Annabelle was expected to help with the household chores. As these thoughts ran through her head, she
  was engaged in removing grease spots from the plush upholstery of the dining chairs, a messy business which involved rubbing the stains gently with hot bread rolls.


  Minerva and her mother were not expected home until the afternoon and Annabelle planned to put on her best dress just in case Lord Sylvester accompanied them.


  She did not, therefore, even pause from her task at the sound of carriage wheels on the weedy gravel of the short drive outside, assuming her father had returned from his parish rounds.


  Then she dropped the last roll in consternation as her mothers plaintive voice sounded outside, saying, Is there no one to welcome me?


  Annabelle ran to the window and looked out. If Lord Sylvester had arrived then she would escape to her room and prettify herself as fast as she could.


  But there was only the small person of Mrs Armitage, who was languidly directing a brace of magnificent footmen to be careful with the baggage.


  Lord Sylvesters coach had arrived, but without either his lordship or Minerva.


  Annabelle ran out and hugged her mother and planted a kiss on that ladys withered cheek.


  Mama! Where is Minerva? Why are you come alone?


  I feel monstrous travel sick, said Mrs Armitage faintly, disengaging herself from her daughters embrace. Do not fuss so, child. I must lie down. I can feel one of my
  Spasms coming on.


  But Annabelle, unlike Minerva, was not to be intimidated by her mothers famous Spasms. You cannot disappear to your room, Mama, without first giving me intelligence of your
  visit. How do they live? Are they very grand?


  Oh, very well, sighed Mrs Armitage, capitulating. But let me indoors to remove my bonnet and tell Mrs Hammer to fetch me a dish of tea. Mrs Hammer was the
  cook-housekeeper.


  Annabelle fled to the kitchen and was soon back to join her mother who was seated by the fire in the parlour.


  Its so good to be home, said Mrs Armitage. The Duke and Duchess of Allsbury live in such a grand manner. And so many guests, coming and going! And the clothes,
  my dear. The fashions! I felt quite the country dowd, although Minerva lent me some items from her wardrobe. It is as well that Lady Godolphin was so generous. Not that her grace is too high in the
  instep. She gave me a good recipe for Shrewsbury cake which surpasses ours. And she . . .


  But what of Minerva? interrupted Annabelle impatiently.


  Oh, Minerva seems quite accustomed to the grand life. I declare, you would think she had been bred to it. Not that Lady Godolphin could have taught her much in the way of decorum, for
  that lady arrived when we were staying there and I was never more shocked. She dresses like laced mutton and mixes up all her words. Kept referring to dear Lord Sylvester as Minervas
  fancy. I only realized after a time, she meant fianc. The Duchess is to furnish the brides gown, which is a blessing. Thousands of guineas it must have cost.
  Real Brussels lace over white satin and a vastly fetching cottage bonnet of Brussels lace with two feathers and . . .


  Mama! said Annabelle slowly and carefully. Where is Minerva and why has she not returned?


  Because of you, my dear, exclaimed Mrs Armitage.


  Annabelle suddenly blushed. Had Minerva discovered, somehow, her secret passion for Lord Sylvester?


  In a daze, she heard her mother going on, Minerva felt it would be a good opportunity for you to go on a visit to meet some suitable gentlemen and become accustomed to the ways of the
  ton since you are too young to make your come-out . . .


  I am seventeen! protested Annabelle, though her heart had begun to beat erratically. She would see him again.


  To meet some young gentlemen, pursued Mrs Armitage. The Dukes servants are putting up at the inn and you are to travel tomorrow . . .


  Tomorrow! I have nothing to wear.


  Well, as to that. Lady Godolphin gave Minerva a most extensive wardrobe and you are of a size. Such a disgraceful old lady. She is only a distant relation of mine, some sort of cousin who
  isnt far enough removed. I must say there has always been bad blood in that family. Now, I am fatigued with the journey and there are your things to be packed. Tell Betty 
  Betty was the housemaid  she is to help you pack and prepare to travel with you, since you must have a maid. And put on your bonnet and go to Mr Macdonalds shop and choose some
  silk ribbons to trim your blue velvet gown which will be just the thing for travelling in this weather.


  Annabelle tried to find out more about the Dukes residence, and who was staying there at present and who were these young men she was to meet, but Mrs Armitage only closed her eyes and
  languidly complained of the headache and so Annabelle had to content herself with saving all her questions for the evening.


  The day was steel grey and cold as she walked towards the village of Hopeworth. A faint powdering of snow dusted the thatch of the houses and lay on the frozen ruts in the road.


  Annabelles brain was in a whirl. For the first time, her supreme self-confidence began to fail and she experienced a qualm of fright at the thought of meeting high society in the mass for
  the first time. What vails did one give the servants, for example? And did one give them money when one arrived or when one left?


  But Minerva would know, she thought with a sigh of relief. And straight after that pleasant thought came one of pure irritation that her sister, her rival, should know to a nicety as to how to
  go on with members of the ton when she, Annabelle, did not.


  The shop was fairly busy and Mr Macdonalds young men were pivoting themselves over the counter with amazing ease, their faces shining and their coat tails flying. Farmers and country
  people from the neighbourhood were standing around, sleeking down their hair, and glancing shyly about as they summoned up the courage to ask one of the smart young shop assistants to find them
  some notion to take back to their wives or daughters.


  Annabelle was turning over various colours of silk ribbons in a box when two young exquisites entered the store.


  I know its all very rustic and these yokels do stare so, George, drawled one, but a chap can find amazing bargains in these backwaters.


  If you say so, Cyril, said his companion with a little titter.


  Annabelle studied them covertly. Both were slap up to the nines in blue swallowtail coats and Marseilles waistcoats. They smelled strongly of musk. Their hair was teased and curled and pomaded.
  Although the one called George had brown hair, and his friend Cyril, black, they somehow looked remarkably alike. But one thing was evident to Annabelle, both were Pinks of the ton.


  She decided to listen to their conversation to see if she could pick up some crumbs of fashionable speech to use on her visit.


  Hows Barry? asked the one called George.


  Oh, still at College. Got enough money to pay chummage though. Got two chums to rough it sleeping on the stairs. I told him not to play in that low dive. That Greek ivory turner used a
  bale of bard cinque deuces on him so its all Dicky with poor Barry. He was in his altitudes at the time. Well, now hes in the nask. See here, fellow, let me see a bale of that sea-green
  silk.


  Sea green. Sea sick, laughed George.


  Both took out long quizzing glasses and squinted at the material.


  What you want it for? demanded George.


  Coat . . . to wear at Almacks next Season.


  No, no, no, dear chap! exclaimed Cyril, raising his white hands in horror. Theyll think youre Henry Cope. Cant wear green. Definitely old hat,
  dear boy.


  George let out an almost feminine scream of laughter. Oh, lets be on our journey. I do not know why you must stop in these dingy places.


  They drifted out, arm in arm, leaving a strong aroma of musk behind them.


  Its not my place to criticize my betters, said a burly coachman roundly. But them back gammon players make me want to flash my hash. Oh, I beg your pardon,
  Miss. I forgot you was there. I hope you didnt understand what they were saying. Not for the ears of a lady.


  I didnt hear a word, lied Annabelle sweetly.


  Thats a mercy, said the coachman. Its all the fashion for them fribbles to talk coachee as they calls it, but theres few of us would use that sort of
  cant, specially when theres ladies around.


  He moved away to buy green tea at the opposite counter and Annabelle turned over in her mind all the mysterious conversation she had heard.


  She had heard that it was fashionable to use coachmans slang and underworld cant. Now Minerva would never use a cant word but would not she, Annabelle, appear to advantage if she
  mastered the art? The men had not been saying anything very bad, after all. They had been talking about some friend at college. And then they had said green was old hat. Well, that
  obviously meant something that was no longer fashionable.


  It is to be understood that Annabelle was suffering from a kind of mini-madness. She no longer paused to think much about the fact that plotting to take Lord Sylvester away from her sister was
  wrong. Annabelle had always rather despised Minerva, much as she loved her. Minerva always seemed to be moralizing about something, and although much of the old priggish, martyred Minerva had
  disappeared since her engagement, she had not been home much, and, in any case, Annabelle, blinded by jealousy, had noticed no change. The lovelight shining in Minervas eyes seemed to her
  younger sister very much the manifestation of Minervas former do-goody fervour.


  She did not think for one moment that Minerva was passionately in love with Lord Sylvester. Minerva had been sent to London to catch a rich husband so that the failing Armitage fortunes might be
  saved. Had not papa told her she must be a martyr? And so Minerva had martyred herself. Now, should Lord Sylvester prefer the fair Annabelle, then there would be no harm done. The Comfrey money
  would be kept in the family.


  These cheerful thoughts occupied Annabelles mind after she had purchased the ribbons and was walking home towards the vicarage. At dinner that evening Mrs Armitage was irritatingly vague
  about the Dukes residence. Lord Sylvester had, of course, his own estate. The Allsbury mansion was called Haeter Abbey, Haeter being one of the family names. Yes, it was large. Yes, there
  were a lot of servants. But although Annabelles four younger sisters, just back from school in nearby Hopeminster, also plied their mother with questions, none of them could gain a clear
  picture of Haeter Abbey. The twins were in London, cramming for Eton at a preparatory school.


  Then Annabelle noticed that fifteen-year-old Deirdre was wearing one of her best dresses and had put her red hair up.


  How dare you! snapped Annabelle. Sitting there like a guy. Do talk to her, mama. That is one of my gowns which Betty should have packed.


  It is very becoming with her unfortunate colour of hair, said Mrs Armitage. Minerva will have many gowns for you, Annabelle. You should not grudge your little sister
  one.


  Deirdre is thoroughly spoiled, sniffed Annabelle, who like most of the human race was quick to criticize her own faults in others. Go upstairs this instant, miss, and take
  it off.


  If you wish, whispered Deirdre, but I shall tell papa that you are in love with Lord Sylvester.


  Hey, whats that? demanded the vicar from the head of the table.


  Annabelle felt her cheeks burning. I was just telling Deirdre that she may keep my gown, she said.


  Oh, hey! Womens stuff, said the vicar. Which reminds me, Ill have a word with you after dinner, Bella.


  Annabelle eyed her father nervously. He was a thickset man with a round, ruddy face and small, twinkling shoe-button eyes. Although he appeared to give all his thoughts to his horses and his
  pack, he sometimes had an uncanny knack of knowing exactly what one was up to.


  And so it was with a certain feeling of trepidation that she followed him into the study after the meal was over.


  The study was crammed with old game bags, muddy boots, stuffed foxes, guns and rods and whips. The vicar shoved aside the miscellaneous clutter on his desk and sat down.


  Well, Annabelle, he said, turning in his chair and facing her. Off to join the world, hey?


  Yes, papa.


  See here. Youre a trifle young to be thinking o marriage. But I was never one for lookin a gift horse in the mouth and that there Marquess of Brabington seemed to
  have a liking for you.


  Indeed, papa? said Annabelle primly. I had not noticed.


  No? The vicars gaze suddenly became very sharp. You aint got any silly notions into that brain box o yours, hey? Aint formed a tendre for
  Comfrey?


  Lord Sylvester? No, said Annabelle faintly, glad that she was not blushing.


  If you say so. Gels at your age get these fancies for an older man sometimes. Hes thirty-four.


  Hes not too old for Minerva.


  No. Cos shes matured and you aint. She spoiled you, you know. You were only sixteen when you were canoodling in the six-acre with Guy Wentwater. Aye, that brings you to the
  blush. Didnt know I knew about that!


  Mr Wentwater was merely expressing his affection, and, furthermore, I have not heard from him since.


  Nor are like to, said the vicar grimly.


  You did something to frighten him away, exclaimed Annabelle.


  Not I, said the vicar, looking the picture of innocence, and mentally reminding the Almighty that it was sometimes politic to lie.


  Anyways, he went on severely, I want you to behave yourself. No flashing your eyes and ogling the fellows, mind!


  Papa!


  And you will mind Minerva at all times. Shes got her head screwed on the right way and you aint.


  Yes, papa, said Annabelle through thin lips.


  And if you make any mischief, I shall get to hear of it and Ill take the horsewhip to you which is a thing Ive had a mind to do manys a time, but Minerva always
  stepped in an stopped me.


  You would not dare! gasped Annabelle. I, sir, am a lady.


  That remains to be seen, said the vicar calmly. Im warning you, Annabelle, you keep your conversation civil and your manner modest.


  Very well, papa.


  Abstain from fleshly lusts, which war against the soul. Peter 1, Chapter 8, verse 11.


  Yes, papa.


  Now, heres a purse for you. Pin money and money for the servants. Off to bed with you.


  Folding her lips into a mutinous line, Annabelle stalked up the stairs to her room.


  Deirdre was sitting at the toilet table, trying various creams on her face.


  Annabelles temper erupted and she ran at her younger sister and shook her till her teeth rattled.


  Get to your own room, she hissed.


  Deirdre wriggled out of Annabelles grasp and danced to the door. You havent a hope of Lord Sylvester even looking at you, Bella. Fair-haired women arent
  fashionable.


  Neither are carrot tops, screamed Annabelle. She seized a hair brush and threw it at her sister, but Deirdre quickly nipped around the door and was gone.


  Spiteful little cat! muttered Annabelle, sitting down at the toilet table and anxiously studying her reflection in the glass. Anger had brought a flush to her cheeks and a
  sparkle to her large blue eyes. Her blonde hair, which she still wore down, formed a golden aureole about her pretty face.


  Im beautiful, said Annabelle defiantly. Much more beautiful than Minerva. Then suffocating excitement began to rise in her throat. Soon she would see Lord
  Sylvester. She began to weave rosy fantasies of returning to the vicarage with a doting Lord Sylvester on her arm and savoured the thought of Deirdres consternation. This is my little
  sister, she would say, patting Deirdres hair. We must do something to reform her, darling. So wild in her ways, she will never catch a beau.


  But it was a rather small and scared and schoolgirlish Annabelle who bade farewell to her parents and sisters on the following day. The girls had been kept from school
  especially to say goodbye to her. The vicar promised to write to the twins that very day and tell them of Annabelles visit to the Duke of Allsbury.


  The magnificent glass-wigged coachman, grander than an archbishop, cracked his whip. Annabelle leaned out of the carriage window, seeing her family through a blur of tears. Two tall footmen
  jumped on the backstrap, the housemaid Betty clasped her hands in sheer ecstasy at the glory of the soft leather upholstery, the bearskin rugs, and the hot brick at her feet  and they were
  off.


  G-Goodbye, choked Annabelle, fluttering her handkerchief. Oh, I will be good, papa.


  But the vicars startled shout of, You werent setting out to be anything else, were you? was drowned in the rumble of the wheels.


  Annabelle sat back in the corner and dried her streaming eyes. Was this how Minerva felt? she thought uneasily. Was this how she felt when she set out to London with instructions to find a
  husband? And wasnt it monstrous wicked even to think of depriving her of her catch?


  The coach rumbled on down through the village, casting its reflection in the still waters of the village pond, the four great horses pulling it sending out snorts of smoky breath into the frigid
  air.


  Past the Six Jolly Beggarmen; past the wrinkled little figure of Squire Radford, who raised his hat.


  And on past the gates of The Hall, home of Annabelles uncle, Sir Edwin Armitage. Sir Edwin, the vicars brother, and his wife, Lady Edwin, had had their noses quite put out of joint
  by Minervas success on the marriage mart. Their conceited daughters, Emily and Josephine, had not taken at all, and were all set to try again at the next Season.


  At the thought of Josephine and Emily, Annabelles uneasy conscience fled to be replaced by a rosy fantasy of presenting Lord Sylvester to them as her fianc and watching the
  look on their Friday-faces.


  The carriage swayed over the hump-backed bridge that spanned the River Blyne, and sent echoes flying back from the high mossy walls around Lady Went-waters estate.


  By the time the coach had swung out on to the Hopeminster Road, Annabelles fantasy had faded, and once again she began worrying about how she would behave at the Duke of
  Allsburys.


  She tried to reassure herself by remembering that she had been on visits to their neighbour, Lord Osbadiston, who had lived in rather a grand style before his debts had caught up with him. But
  she had gone there with her family, very much one of the children. Now, visiting a Duke was almost as good as visiting royalty. It was said the Duke and Duchess of Allsbury held very fashionable
  house parties. Mrs Armitage would not have felt intimidated. She was so determined to prove that she was an ailing invalid that she did not really notice much of what was going on around her.
  Minerva, with a London Season behind her, would be quite at ease, but here Annabelle frowned. If she were to impress and charm Lord Sylvester, then she did not want to hide behind her
  sisters skirts.


  If only she did not have to meet these mysterious young men! And if Minerva found them suitable, they must be boring in the extreme, thought Annabelle, determined to hang on to the idea that
  Minervas engagement to Lord Sylvester had been a result of a temporary mental aberration on the part of that gentleman.


  Oh, Miss Bella, cried the maid, Betty, breaking in to her thoughts. Aint it scary to be visiting a real live dook?


  You must learn to know your place, Betty, said Annabelle severely, and call me Miss Annabelle from now on.


  Yesm, said Betty with a little toss of her head. It was Miss Bella who would soon find she didnt know her place, thought Betty gleefully. And that would be fun
  to watch. Too full of herself was our Miss Bella!


  



  TWO
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  After two days of travelling, Annabelle arrived at Haeter Abbey on a cold grey morning, with black massed clouds threatening snow.


  She had expected a palace like Blenheim and experienced a sharp pang of disappointment as Haeter Abbey hove into view. It seemed a large, rather ugly house set in a flat park. In 1758, the young
  architect, Robert Adam, had designed the interiors, but by the time he had shown his plans for remodelling the outside of the building, the duke at that time had remarked curtly that he had spent
  enough money, and so the dull bare brick front with its squat row of columns stayed as it was.


  The inside was another story. But, at first at least, Annabelle did not even notice its magnificence.


  She was ushered into a large hall and stood hesitantly on its broad expanse of black-and-white tile. Adams cool colours set off the Roman statuary which surrounded the room. At the end, a
  double flight of stairs curved up to the state rooms on the first floor.


  Annabelle saw none of this magnificence. She dimly saw Minerva, her arms stretched out in welcome. But clear and sharp, she saw the tall, elegant figure of Lord Sylvester and hurtled towards
  it.


  Throwing her arms around him, she turned her glowing face up to his. If ever a girl was waiting to be kissed, it was Annabelle.


  Lord Sylvester Comfrey gave her cheek a careless flick of his hand and then gently disengaged himself.


  Welcome, Miss Annabelle, he said. Your sister is waiting to greet you.


  Annabelle flushed delicately, realizing her mistake. Of course dear Sylvester would not show any unnecessary warmth in front of Minerva.


  I am so sorry, Lord Sylvester, she said. You must think the long journey has addled my wits. I simply rushed into the arms of the first person I saw. Merva, it is
  so good to see you.


  She hugged and kissed her sister, noticing out of the corner of one blue eye that the rather blank look had left Lord Sylvesters green eyes and he was surveying her approvingly.


  As she drew back, Annabelle was still so intent on charming Lord Sylvester that she did not notice Minervas rather heightened colour.


  Come and I will take you to your room, Annabelle, said Minerva, and we can have a comfortable coze. Lord Sylvester will excuse us.


  She put her arm around Annabelles waist and led her up the stairs.


  Annabelle was only dimly aware of a glory of rich colours and ornaments and paintings. She half turned on the landing and glanced down into the hall. A footman carrying a large candelabra was
  crossing it, but, of Lord Sylvester, there was no sign.


  The bedroom allotted to Annabelle had a sitting room leading from it and a powder closet which had been turned into a small dressing room. The rooms were decorated in rich golds and crimsons
  with a seventeenth century tapestry depicting the death of Remus along one wall of the bedroom.


  Annabelle rattled on breathlessly about the doings of the parish while Minerva helped Betty to unpack.


  Then she changed out of her boots into a pair of beaded slippers and warmed her toes at the hearth. For the first time she looked fully at Minerva and felt a pang of sheer jealousy.


  Minerva was wearing a classical, high-waisted, vertical gown with a high neck and deep muslin ruff in palest pink. The untrained skirt was ankle length with a slightly flared hem ornamented with
  Spanish trimmings. The sleeves were long and close fitting, ending in a muslin wrist frill. Her black hair was dressed  la Titus, artistically dishevelled curls springing from a
  centre parting. Her large grey eyes seemed almost silver and her cheeks were faintly flushed.


  You make me feel like a yokel, said Annabelle with a rather shrill laugh. Mama said you would lend me some gowns, Merva. Please let me look at your wardrobe. I must look my
  best. And who are these gentlemen you wish me to meet?


  Minerva dismissed Betty to the servants quarters, softly closed the door behind the maid, and came and sat down opposite Annabelle, looking rather grave.


  Yes, you may choose any of my dresses you please, said Minerva, and I shall tell you about the other guests shortly. But first I must explain something to you. The ways of
  the haut ton are not so very different from our ways. To be modest and pleasing at all times and not to talk too much are some necessary things to remember.


  Here Annabelle sighed loudly and tapped her foot impatiently on the fender.


  Dont prose so, Merva, said Annabelle.


  Neither Mama nor Papa is here, so I stand in their place, said Minerva severely. I must, therefore, tell you that your behaviour on arrival was disgraceful.


  You refine too much upon it, said Annabelle hotly. I explained. I was delighted to have arrived safely after a tedious journey. Sylvester is to be my brother-in-law .
  . .


  Lord Sylvester to you, miss.


  Annabelle suddenly grinned. Youre jealous, Merva, she said.


  No, said Minerva coldly, you do me an injustice. Where Lord Sylvester is concerned, I have nothing to be jealous about.


  Minerva seemed so utterly sure of herself, so completely serene, that Annabelle experienced her first qualm of doubt. Could Lord Sylvester really love Minerva?


  You are very young, Bella, said Minerva. Perhaps I was wrong to arrange this invitation for you.


  No! exclaimed Annabelle breathlessly, realizing she had gone too far. Memory of the vicars threat of a horsewhipping came back. I am really sorry I behaved in such a
  hoydenish way, Merva. Please say you forgive me.


  Now, the old Minerva would promptly have looked noble and accepted the apology on the spot. But this new, poised, strangely different sister only replied, Well, we shall see how you go
  on. You wished to know about the young gentlemen. They are all a trifle too old for you, being in their twenties, but I thought it would be an opportunity for you to study how the other young
  ladies behave.


  Other young ladies?


  Yes, we are not without competition, smiled Minerva. I had better tell you the names of everyone you are to meet. There is, of course, the Duke and Duchess of Allsbury. Lord
  Sylvesters older brother, the Marquess, is travelling in Russia and will not be with us. Then there are two cousins, the Misses Margaret and Belinda Forbes-Jydes; Lady Godolphin, of whom you
  have heard; Lady Coombes, a most elegant lady who is a relative; Sally and Betty Abernethy, Scotch ladies who are related to the Duchesss family, and that makes up the female side of the
  party.


  The gentlemen consist of a Colonel Arthur Brian who is by way of being a friend of Lady Godolphin. Here Minervas lips pressed into a severe disapproving line and Annabelle
  wondered why. Then there is the Honourable Harry Comfrey with his brother, Charles, both cousins, Lord Paul Chester, a friend of Lord Sylvester, as is Mr John Frampton . . . oh, and I had
  almost forgot, the most exciting guest of all arrives tomorrow.


  Who . . . ?


  Why, Peter, Marquess of Brabington.


  But why is that exciting? He is a very fine gentleman but . . .


  Do but listen! He is a hero! He sailed from Portsmouth shortly after we last saw him at the vicarage to rejoin his regiment in the Peninsula. But shortly out of Portsmouth, the ship, the
  Mary Belle, was hit with a mighty storm and the men had to take to the boats. The Mary Belle sank very rapidly and a deal of men were struggling in the water, and Lord Brabington, who
  was on one of the long boats, kept going back and back, time after time, into that dreadful sea.


  It is estimated he saved the lives of ten men before he collapsed with exhaustion. He contracted a fever and is being brought here to rest until he is well again. He will be too weak to
  do little more than keep to his bed but we are all agog to welcome him.


  He is a very brave man, said Annabelle sincerely.


  Ah, yes, laughed Minerva, I noticed that he was quite taken with you, Bella.


  Really! said Annabelle, affecting a yawn. How old is he?


  I believe Sylvester said he had thirty years.


  Oh, Merva. And you just said the gentlemen in their twenties were too old for me! teased Annabelle.


  Well, if one meets an . . . an older man who is out of the common way then such a difference in age does not matter.


  No! It did not stop you from becoming engaged to Lord Sylvester despite a difference of fourteen years. But I forget. You were not looking for a love match. It was necessary for you to
  marry anyone with money to save our fortunes and I think it was all very noble of you, Merva.


  I was not noble at all, laughed Minerva. It is a love match.


  Annabelles heart fell. But Minerva did not look like a woman in love. And she would say such a thing because it would not be right to say otherwise. So Annabelle tried to console
  herself.


  As one grows older, the difference in ages seems to narrow. Someone of forty-five will feel on equal terms with someone of sixty. But between seventeen and twenty yawns a large gulf. Annabelle
  was still an adolescent girl while Minerva had become a woman. Added to that, Minerva had acted as substitute mother to the Armitage children, Mrs Armitage being too taken up with practising to be
  an invalid. One does not think at seventeen of ones mother having ever endured the burning fires of love, and so Annabelle could not bring herself to think that her aloof sister had ever
  felt the tremblings of passion. Nothing is more intense, or more self-centred than calf love.


  Annabelle became aware that Minerva was speaking. We are to join the Duchess for luncheon. We have breakfast, luncheon and dinner here, quite like London. We do not sit down to dinner
  until eight oclock in the evening! I shall lend you something grand for evening but we are quite informal for luncheon. Betty has laid out your pretty blue muslin.


  But Annabelle immediately pouted. Lend me one of yours, please, she wheedled.


  Visions of Lord Sylvester waiting below at the luncheon table crowded into her mind. She could almost hear his mocking voice, see his beautifully sculptured mouth.


  No, said Minerva firmly. There will not be . . .


  I dont want to wear that old blue thing, said Annabelle, her voice rising. Its just like you to want to keep all the finest things for
  yourself.


  That is unkind, said Minerva. What has come over you, Annabelle?


  Im sorry, said Annabelle, bursting into tears. But I do so want to look fashionable.


  She is still such a child, thought Minerva indulgently.


  There now, she said. Dry your eyes. You may choose any gown you want.


  Really? Anything?


  Anything at all.


  Oh, thank you! cried Annabelle, her tears miraculously disappearing.


  Then come with me.


  An hour later, Annabelle was ready to descend the stairs. She had chosen a morning dress, with an apron front and stomacher let in and laced across like a peasants bodice with coloured
  ribbons. It was made of jaconet muslin, white with a small design in cherry red, and with cherry-red silk ribbons.


  Her blonde hair had been put up in a loose knot on the top of her head, allowing a cascade of ringlets to fall to her shoulders. Minerva thought Annabelle had never looked more beautiful 
  and Annabelle thought so too.


  It was with great bitterness that Annabelle found she was to waste all this sweetness on the desert air.


  Luncheon was to be served in the Yellow Saloon on the ground floor, a pretty room affording an excellent view of the park.


  But it was the sight of the company that depressed Annabelle so. There were no gentlemen present, and, worst of all, certainly no Lord Sylvester.


  The company for luncheon consisted only of the Duchess of Allsbury and Lady Godolphin.


  The Duchess was a small, plump lady with beautifully dressed white hair and large green eyes which had faded with age to a sort of pale gooseberry colour. She had an easy outer manner covering a
  rather frosty interior. In truth, her grace privately disapproved of her youngest sons forthcoming marriage to Minerva Armitage, thinking he was throwing himself away by affiancing himself
  to some little nobody from a country vicarage. But Minerva, in her way, could be almost as intimidating as Lord Sylvester, and so she had kept her thoughts to herself. It would certainly be
  understandable if she had disapproved of Lady Godolphin, but Lady Godolphin came from a very old family, and so the Duchess found nothing up with that reprehensible old quiz.


  Annabelle had not really been warned about Lady Godolphin since she had not quite taken in her mothers remarks, and Minerva would have considered it disloyal to criticize the lady who had
  been her chaperone.


  Lady Godolphin was a squat lady in her late fifties with a bulldog face and pale-blue eyes. She wore a great deal of pearl powder over a covering of white lead paint. Two round circles of rouge
  glared from her withered cheeks and a scarlet wig perched at an improbable angle on her head.


  She was wearing a very low-cut gown of acid-green velvet and the ageing flesh of her breasts quivered under their coating of white lead every time she moved like the winter water shivering under
  a coating of thin ice on the lake outside.


  Lady Godolphin sprang to her feet at their entrance, and, without waiting to be introduced, enfolded Annabelle in a warm and smelly embrace. Annabelle extricated herself as soon as she decently
  could, noticing as she did so that some of her ladyships white paint had smeared the cherry-red ribbons of her bodice.


  Aint you the pretty one, crowed Lady Godolphin. Youll have all the fellows shaking in their shoes like blankmanjies. I dont know how Charles Armitage
  produced such beauties. Hes so obesed with the chase, one would expect him to have sired a pack o fox-faced long-nosed antidotes.


  Where are the gentlemen, my lady? asked Annabelle, looking anxiously at the four settings on the table and wishing there were more so she might at least hope.


  Gone out riding with the ladies, said the Duchess calmly. Pray be seated, Miss Annabelle. I trust your journey was not too fatiguing? No? Good. That is a pretty gown you are
  wearing.


  I remember it well, said Lady Godolphin, as they all seated themselves at the table. I bought it for Minerva. Its as well you are of a size and you aint too
  proud to wear hand-me-downs.


  Annabelles glorious beauty seemed to pale and fade under the mortification inflicted by these words. But the thought that this amiable-looking Duchess might one day be her mother-in-law
  stiffened her spine, and she contented herself with smiling vaguely at some point over Lady Godolphins shoulder.


  The Duchess launched into a conversation with Lady Godolphin of the do-you-know and how-are-the-so-and-sos variety while Minerva and Annabelle were obliged to sit mum and behave like good little
  girls.


  Annabelle gamely, at one point, tried to break in by saying to the Duchess, You have a beautiful house, but her grace only fixed her with a pleasant smile which did not quite reach
  her eyes, replied, Yes, and continued to talk to Lady Godolphin.


  After some time the Duchess asked Lady Godolphin, And how goes Mr Brummell? Still ruling the roost?


  Annabelle immediately pricked up her ears for Lady Godolphins reply, for Mr George Brummell was fashion. It was said the Prince Regent had blubbered like a baby when Mr Brummell
  had criticized the cut of his coat.


  Oh, tol rol, said Lady Godolphin, waving her pudgy fingers in a dismissive kind of way. He still works so hard at being the fashion which, of course, anyone with a doubtful
  pedigree must do. He toadies very cleverly when he is not being frightfully rude and they all love him for it. Like those women who like being insulted by their hairdresser. It appeals to their
  love of dollar and humiliation.


  There was a little silence while the other three ladies tried to think what Lady Godolphin could possibly mean by love of dollar.


  It was rather like doing an acrostic, thought Annabelle.


  Douleur  the French for pain, said Minerva suddenly, her face clearing.


  Lady Godolphin nodded her large head. Thats just what I said, Minerva. Theres no need to go on repeating my words, you know. We aint deaf.


  Annabelle and Minerva solemnly bowed their heads over their food.


  At last, the meal was over and the two Armitage girls were free to make their escape.


  How could you bear being brought out by her, whispered Annabelle as they were mounting the grand staircase. She is awful. And I dont think the
  Duchess likes us one bit.


  She expected this latter remark to shock Minerva for she had never thought her sister a very perceptive sort of girl, but Minerva said, I will not have to see much of her once I am
  married . . . the Duchess, that is. Lady Godolphin is quite shocking, I agree, but she has a very kind heart.


  Its a wonder you noticed it, said Annabelle acidly, hidden as it must be under at least three feet of blanc.


  Hush! said Minerva. We must not criticize our elders.


  Oh, Merva, if you dont really think shes a frightful old hag then you are a hypocrite, or, as her ladyship would no doubt say, a hippopotamus.


  But Minerva was not to be drawn on the subject of Lady Godolphin. You must lie down and rest, she told Annabelle. For they keep very late hours here. No! You must be guided
  by me. Off to bed!


  Rather sulkily, Annabelle complied, but no sooner was she in the privacy of her rooms than she was overcome by a fit of rebellion. Late hours probably meant nine oclock to
  Minerva. And why waste time sleeping when she could be on the watch for Lord Sylvester?


  Finding the windows of her sitting room over-looked the main entrance, she settled down to wait.


  Small flakes of snow, round and hard as pellets, were beginning to fall. Annabelle watched as the bare branches of the trees began to bend in the rising wind and the sky grew even darker
  above.


  She stared down the long straight drive. At one moment, she would think she could see a party of riders, and then the next, would realize that the blowing, thickening snow was tricking her
  vision.


  And then all at once they appeared, clattering up the drive, Lord Sylvester and a middle-aged woman in a smart frogged riding dress leading the way.


  Annabelle sprang to her feet, and then stood irresolute. She did not want to confront all these strangers. At last she decided to creep quietly to the top of the stairs and see if she could find
  a chance to speak to Lord Sylvester when the others had retired to their rooms.


  There was an alcove with a large bronze statue of Zeus on the first landing and Annabelle managed to hide behind it without being seen by any of the guests or servants.


  Several young women and men mounted the stairs and passed her. After what seemed an unbearably long time, the middle-aged lady came up and walked past, holding the long train of her riding dress
  over one arm. She looked very elegant and mondaine. That must be Lady Coombes, thought Annabelle, remembering Minervas description of the guests.


  Then there was a long silence, punctuated only by faint sounds of voices and laughter from the rooms above.


  Annabelle slipped quietly down the stairs to the main hall. The statues surrounding the hall seemed to watch her with their bronze eyes.


  There were so many rooms. Where could he have gone? A butler wearing a green baize apron came into the hall and Annabelle flashed him a bright smile.


  Can you tell me the whereabouts of Lord Sylvester Comfrey? she asked.


  In the library, miss, replied the butler.


  Which is . . . ?


  Over there, miss, at the far end of the hall on the right.


  Annabelles heart began to beat hard and she felt a suffocating constriction at her chest. For one desperate moment she wanted to turn and flee, but the butler was standing gravely
  watching her so she put up her chin and marched to the back of the hall.


  Gently she pushed open the library door and walked inside. Lord Sylvester was standing over at one of the long windows, a calf-bound volume in his hand. He was wearing a dark forest-green coat
  over a short waistcoat of printed Marseilles, kerseymere breeches and brown top boots. His light-brown hair was artistically arranged as if he had just left the hands of the hairdresser. He did not
  look up as Annabelle entered, seeming totally immersed in his book.


  One would not think you had just been out riding, said Annabelle in a breathless voice. You look as if you had just stepped out of a bandbox.


  Lord Sylvester lowered his book and turned and looked at Annabelle, his green eyes totally expressionless.


  I beg your pardon, Miss Annabelle, he said languidly. I did not hear what you said.


  I-I said you looked as if you had stepped from a bandbox instead of having been out riding, repeated Annabelle weakly. I-I m-mean in this weather.


  Indeed? His lordship stood calmly surveying her, obviously waiting for her to go on.


  There are a lot of books here, said Annabelle.


  Yes. We are in the library.


  Do you read much?


  When I am allowed time to do so . . . yes.


  I . . . I read a lot too.


  Then you are in the right place, said his lordship blandly, tucking his book under one arm and making for the door. You will find something to suit your taste, I am
  sure.


  Wait! said Annabelle desperately. Had he not noticed how fine she looked in the gown with the cherry ribbons? Perhaps you could suggest something . . . ?


  No. I could not. I do not know your taste.


  Oh. Well . . . well then . . . you see it is so strange here.


  His face relaxed and he smiled. I am surprised my conscientious Minerva left you to your own devices.


  Yes, she is very severe, isnt she? said Annabelle with a giggle. Does she bully you too?


  Oh, yes, quite dreadfully. But you have not answered my question.


  Minerva thinks I am lying down having a rest.


  And you could not? said Lord Sylvester, making a half turn towards the door.


  No. I was too excited. And I wanted to see you.


  Here I am. And here I go. Old fogies like me need our rest, Miss Annabelle.


  You are not at all old, said Annabelle, her eyes glowing. I like mature gentlemen.


  Thank you. I am glad I find favour in the eyes of my future sister-in-law. Now if you will . . .


  And . . . and . . . the men I have met have been so dull.


  There are many charming young men here, and you will meet them all this evening.


  What is that you are reading? asked Annabelle, coming to stand close to him.


  Ovids Metamorphoses.


  May I see it?


  As you wish. Lord Sylvester held out the book to her and Annabelle looked down at the musty pages in an unseeing kind of way, racking her brains to say something that would keep
  him.


  Suddenly she hit upon an idea. Will there be dancing this evening? she asked, turning a glowing face up to his.


  Very possibly. After dinner. We often have dancing and cards when we have guests.


  Annabelle took a deep breath.


  And will you dance with me?


  Yes I will dance with you, my child, he said, taking her hand and kissing it. And now I must go.


  Annabelle stood alone in the library for a long time after he had left, holding the hand he had kissed to her cheek and staring out at the falling snow.


  She had been right! He had noticed her. His feelings towards her were warm or he would not have kissed her hand. She turned their conversation over and over in her mind, reading into every
  casual answer a double meaning, into every polite and bored gesture, hints of a growing passion being held well in check.


  At last, she returned dreamily to her room, building dream upon dream, fantasy upon fantasy, so that when Minerva and her maid eventually arrived with their arms full of dresses for her to
  choose from, Annabelle could only look at her sister with a sort of awkward pity, already imagining the engagement to be broken.


  Despite protests from Minerva that her choice of gown was a trifle old for her, Annabelle insisted on wearing a gown of sage-green China crepe, brocaded in stripes. It had the
  fashionable high waist and low bosom. Her one piece of jewellery, a necklace of garnets, was clasped around her neck. Minerva had to admit the finished effect was breathtaking. But Minerva had
  always considered Annabelle to be the beauty of the family, unaware that her own appearance in a white slip covered with soft grey gauze and with a simple string of pearls around her neck made her
  the more elegant beauty of the two.


  The Armitage sisters caused a small sensation when they walked into the Long Gallery where all the other guests were already assembled.


  They were the last to arrive, Annabelle having changed her mind several times at the last minute over the choice of a fan.


  The Misses Margaret and Belinda Forbes-Jydes were, Annabelle was pleased to note, nothing out of the common way, being both very short and having an unfortunate colour of sandy hair. Sally and
  Betty Abernethy were more handsome, but Annabelles quick eyes at last remarked that Miss Sally had a slight cast in one eye, and that Miss Betty had a flat bosom. Lady Coombes was handsome
  in a severe way, with black and grey hair exquisitely dressed. The Duchess and Lady Godolphin were sitting chatting in a corner, Lady Godolphin wearing the most hideous turban Annabelle had ever
  seen.


  She tried hard not to stare at Lord Sylvester and studied the other gentlemen.


  The Duke of Allsbury, unlike his son, was short and tubby with a high, red colour and enormous cavalry whiskers. The other elderly gentleman with his face stained with walnut juice to a mahogany
  colour was Colonel Arthur Brian. The Honourable Harry Comfrey and his brother, Charles, were both stocky young men, both wearing cravats tied in the Oriental, which meant they could barely turn
  their heads. Lord Paul Chester was an elegantly dressed, vague young man with butter-coloured hair cut in a fashionable Brutus crop, and Mr John Frampton was a tall, handsome man with brown hair
  and twinkling blue eyes. Mindful that the two latter gentlemen were friends of Lord Sylvester, Annabelle set herself to please. This she did by asking a deal of intelligent questions, listening
  politely and carefully, and not talking over-much herself. After a few anxious moments, Minerva decided Annabelle was behaving very well indeed and went to join her fianc.


  Is not Annabelle in looks? she asked.


  Lord Sylvester put up his quizzing glass and studied Annabelle, who had managed to attract the four young gentlemen of the company to her side.


  She is very beautiful, he said, letting his glass fall. Unfortunately, that is a fact of which she is well aware.


  You are too harsh, my love. She is very young.


  Lord Sylvester smiled down at Minerva. When you call me my love, all I can think of is that it is too long since I held you in my arms.


  I kissed you last night, said Minerva blushing rosily.


  I was thinking of something more intimate.


  Minerva blushed deeper. I feel what we did that night was a sin, she whispered. The circumstances were strange, dear Sylvester. I thought you were to be killed in a duel or
  I would never have . . . never would . . .


  Oh, prim Minerva. Are you to keep me waiting until the wedding?


  Yes . . . no . . . I dont know.


  A sudden overloud burst of laughter from Annabelle made Minerva swing around anxiously.


  That girl is quite uninhabited, commented Lady Godolphin from close by.


  At that moment, Annabelle caught her sisters reproving gaze and once more became the picture of a modest miss. But although she had been charming her small court to perfection, she had
  eagerly watched the exchange between Lord Sylvester and her sister out of the corner of her eye. They did not look like a couple in love, thought Annabelle, not knowing that Lord Sylvesters
  understated behaviour was, this time, very definitely covering the feelings of a man holding his passion in check.


  Annabelle found to her disappointment that she was not to be seated next to Lord Sylvester at dinner. In fact, as the least distinguished of the guests, she was placed between Mr Charles Comfrey
  and Mr John Frampton.


  But Mr Frampton was very handsome. Annabelle decided it would do no harm to see if she could make Lord Sylvester jealous. No allowance had been made for her youth and so wine had been put in
  front of her instead of lemonade.


  Annabelle had had occasional glasses of wine at high days and holidays, but this wine was heavily fortified with brandy. Added to that, the fatigue of her journey now hit her, and she began to
  feel very elated, very fascinating, and very beautiful. She basked in the warm admiration of Mr Framptons eyes and barely listened to what he was saying until something caught her attention.
  Mr Frampton was talking about his young brother at Cambridge who had done exceptionally well in his examinations.


  Here, Annabelle decided, was an opportunity to try out some of that delicious slang.


  I have a friend at College, she said airily. The nask, he calls it. He pays chummage, you know, so that he can get a room to himself. Not that he had much money. I told him
  not to play in that low dive. That Greek ivory turner used a bale of bard cinque deuces on him so its all Dicky with poor Barry.


  There was a stunned silence. Mr Frampton took out a large pocket handkerchief and appeared to blow his nose. At last he emerged from behind it and said in a stifled voice, Dear me, do you
  have many friends in prison, Miss Annabelle?


  I dont understand,. said Annabelle blankly.


  He looked down at her, his blue eyes twinkling. Do you know what you have just said?


  Of course!


  Well, lets suppose you dont. You said you have a friend who is in the nask, or College, which is underworld cant for prison. I assume he landed there by getting into debt
  after playing with loaded dice in a gambling hell. Paying chummage is the only way you can get a room to yourself in some prisons  that is you pay your two cell mates, or chums, a certain
  amount of money to sleep on the stairs. And as for saying its all Dicky  oh, Miss Armitage, I do hope you dont know what that means but I can only beg you never to use
  that expression again.


  He gave her a sympathetic smile and then turned to talk to Sally Abernethy on his other side.


  Annabelle sat very still, her face scarlet. It took her some time to realize that Mr Charles Comfrey on her other side had plunged into speech, but after a little while of appearing to listen to
  him, she managed to regain her composure.


  So well did she manage that when Mr Frampton turned back to her she was able to say with every appearance of ease, You must excuse me, Mr Frampton. My wicked tongue does run away with me.
  I was merely funning. I do apologize.


  Your apology is accepted, he smiled. I am really quite unshockable, you know. And you had me well and truly fooled for I thought you were in earnest. Never did I think to
  hear such words issuing from such a beautiful pair of lips.


  Mr Frampton! protested Annabelle, raising her fan and flirting with her large blue eyes over the top of it. Now you shock me!


  They settled down to a light flirtation which lasted so pleasantly throughout the rest of the meal that Annabelle drank a great deal more wine without being at all aware of what she was
  doing.


  From where she sat at the far end of the table, Minerva could not see her sister and assumed all was well.


  When the ladies retired to the Long Gallery to leave the gentlemen to their wine, Annabelle wandered off by herself to study the family portraits, standing with her hands behind her back and
  looking so like a well-behaved child that Minerva settled down beside the Duchess, feeling quite at ease.


  It was only when the gentlemen joined the ladies that Minerva began to feel there was something amiss.


  Annabelle, not to put too fine a point on it, began to show off disgracefully. Minerva could not hear what she was saying because the Duchess was prosing on about curtain material, but she could
  tell by the sight of her sisters waving arms and flushed face that Annabelle was getting above herself.


  She looked up and caught Lord Sylvesters eye and gave a desperate little signal for help, nodding in Annabelles direction.


  Lord Sylvester strolled up to the group of four gentlemen and five ladies who were surrounding Annabelle.


  As he arrived, the Duchess finished talking, Minerva was watching Annabelle anxiously, and, in the silence, Mr Charles Comfrey said, I say, do you think Brummell will approve of this
  green coat of mine if I sport it at Almacks or will he give me one of his famous set-downs?


  And clear as a bell, Annabelles overloud voice resounded around the Long Gallery. Oh, you must be careful, she laughed. No gentleman wears green any more. It is so
  terribly Old Hat.


  There was a stunned silence.


  DISgraceful! snapped Lady Coombes, turning on her heel and walking away.


  The young ladies looked blank. Mr Frampton turned away to hide his laughter, Mr Charles Comfrey looked stricken, Mr Harry Comfrey muttered, Good Gad, Lord Paul Chester raised his
  quizzing glass and studied Annabelle curiously as if he had just discovered some rare type of cockroach, and Lord Sylvester walked forwards with his charming smile and said, I think we
  should have some dancing to please the ladies. I have promised Miss Annabelle the first.


  Annabelle gratefully took his arm. She was aware she had said something dreadfully wrong, but Lord Sylvesters suggestion was immediately hailed by cries of pleasure from the ladies. His
  mother, explained Lord Sylvester, had hired musicians for the evening.


  At that moment, the musicians were ushered in through a door at the far end and soon everyone with the exception of Lady Godolphin and Minerva and Colonel Brian were busy performing a country
  dance.


  What did my sister say that was so wrong? said Minerva to Lady Godolphin.


  I aint telling you, said that lady roundly. I wouldnt soil my lips.


  Oh, dear, said Minerva sadly.


  Furthermore, she looks downright boosey to me, said Lady Godolphin. Better get her off to bed as soon as this set is over.


  Minerva waited as patiently as she could. The dance was at last over and Annabelle sank in a deep curtsy in front of Lord Sylvester and then found she could not get up.


  He raised her to her feet and steadied her by putting an arm around her waist.


  Bed for you, Miss Annabelle, he said.


  I must speak to you. When shall I see you?


  Soon, he replied mockingly.


  Where?


  I shall know where to find you.


  And to Annabelles tipsy mind that meant Lord Sylvester had as good as made an assignation. She meekly allowed Minerva to lead her from the room. He would come to her later. He had
  said so.


  Minerva looked at her sisters flushed face and drowsy eyes and decided to leave all lectures until the morning. Together with the maid, Betty, she got Annabelle to bed, comfortably sure
  that that infuriating miss would be fast asleep as soon as ever she tiptoed from the room.


  But love is a wonderful thing. Tired as she was, tipsy as she was, no sooner had Minerva and the maid left than Annabelle sat up wide awake and trembling with anticipation and excitement.


  Dreams of love and romance made the time go quickly, and quite an hour had passed when she suddenly looked down at the schoolgirlish cut of her nightgown and frowned. He should not find her like
  this. She would creep along to Minervas room and choose a simply splendid nightgown. Minerva had already amassed most of her trousseau, or torso as that reprehensible old Mrs Malaprop, Lady
  Godolphin, had called it.


  Minervas room was situated some corridors away. Annabelle, not wanting to be found by the servants wandering about in her nightclothes, quietly put on a warm walking dress over her
  nightgown and made her way stealthily along to Minervas rooms. The faint sounds of music and voices filtered from downstairs.


  She went into Minervas bedroom and began to search through her chest of drawers for something suitable to wear.


  All at once, she heard voices in the corridor outside.


  She froze with her hands still buried among the silks and lace.


  Then to her horror, she heard the door of the sitting room next door opening and Minervas voice saying, You may come in, but just for a moment, Sylvester. I must know what it was
  she said.


  Heart beating hard, Annabelle moved swiftly behind the bedroom door which was standing open and found that by putting her eye to the hinge, she could see clearly into the lamplit sitting room
  next door.


  Lord Sylvester and Minerva were standing facing each other in front of the fireplace.


  What did Annabelle say that was so wrong? asked Minerva plaintively.


  Young Charles Comfrey was talking about that green coat of his and wondering whether he should sport it at Almacks during the coming Season or whether it would bring down one of
  Brummells acid remarks on his head if he did so. Your sister said, if I remember aright, No gentleman wears green any more. It is so terribly Old Hat.


  Well, came Minervas puzzled voice. Surely she meant that green coats are not fashionable any more.


  I am sure she did, my sweeting, but Old Hat is cant, and that is not what the expression means.


  Then what does it mean?


  To put it bluntly, it means a womans privities.


  A womans . . . but why Old Hat?


  Because both, my love, are frequently felt.


  Minerva raised her hands to her suddenly scarlet cheeks, unaware that in the next room her sister was doing exactly the same thing.


  I must speak to her, Sylvester, wailed Minerva. Your mother does not approve of me and now what will she think.


  Minerva, said Lord Sylvester patiently, You should know by now I do not give a rap what anyone thinks, least of all my mother. So kiss me, Minerva, and lets forget
  about that tiresome child.


  But Sylvester, I . . .


  In front of Annabelles horrified and humiliated eyes, Lord Sylvester bent his head and ruthlessly and savagely began to kiss Minerva.


  One little hope kept Annabelle rooted to the spot. The prim Minerva would surely cry out against such an embrace.


  Lord Sylvester finally drew back and smiled tenderly into Minervas eyes.


  Well . . . ? he whispered.


  Hypnotized, Annabelle watched as Minervas little hands went up to Lord Sylvesters cravat and slowly began to undo it.


  She gave a choked little sound, and, moving like a sleepwalker, she went to the door of the sitting room and gently let herself out and closed the door just as gently behind her. Moving one foot
  carefully in front of the other, feeling her way along like Madame Saqui ascending the slack-rope at Vauxhall Gardens, she finally gained the security of her own rooms. She laid herself carefully
  down on top of the bed, closed her eyes, and plunged immediately into sleep, putting away all the pain and humiliation till the morrow.
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