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WINTER WEDDING
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Chapter One



There was so much bustling activity going forth under the roof of the Lucker residence, Branelea, that the barren view from the windows was scarcely noticed. December was upon them, laying waste the beauty of the countryside without yet hiding its vandalism under a covering of snow. About the only pleasant sight for miles around was Branelea itself. Its austere beauty was strangely enhanced by the sere grass that shook in the wind and the naked black arms of trees that twitched as if they would clutch at the house for protection.

The house was built in the Perpendicular style with no soaring Gothic windows, no spires or finials, or even a graceful columned doorway. Lady Lucker had a taste for the elegant, and the bleak gray walls of home could well do with a little garniture in her view. But it was Sir Jamess ancestral homelarge, in good repair, free of mortgage, and therefore tolerated.

As Lady Lucker sat in her gold saloon on that chilly morning, it was not her gray walls that occupied her mind. Nor was it the festive season, fast approaching. She had a matter of greater and dearer moment to consider. Her daughter Prissie was to be married at the end of the month.

She sat with a list in front of her, which she was checking over with her houseguest, Miss Christopher. Lady Lucker was no connoisseur of female beauty. She could scarcely have described Clara Christopher, though they spent endless hours together. A pleasant girl, she would have said, if asked. Chestnut curls, brown eyes, and a figure that caused a second look from men cut no ice with her.

I have been planning this wedding for three years, she said with a sigh. Ever since I fell into the expensive folly of giving my elder daughter a London wedding. You wouldnt believe what the hotel charged me for the dinners! Of course I nabbed an earl for Emily, and that was worth any price. Emilys husband was instrumental in getting my elder son a seat in Parliament and a couple of appointments to go along with it and give him some money. Such a take-in, the members not getting paid! I had no idea... And of course with Emily having a house in London, Prissie had her season at very little cost. That is when she nabbed your cousin, Baron Oglethorpe, Clara.

Why did you choose the twenty-ninth of December for the wedding, maam? Miss Christopher asked with an innocent smile in her brown eyes, though she had a sharp idea as to the reason.

Why to cut short the length of the visits, Lady Lucker answered frankly. I assume the guests will celebrate Christmas at their own homes, and not be barging in an inconvenient week early. Then you know, it has been a long-standing tradition that Sir James and I spend New Years in London with Sir Jamess Uncle Percy, so that the guests cannot hang on too long after the wedding. 

No blush suffused the ladys face at this plainspeaking. The only little prevarication was that the long-standing tradition was instituted in November of that same year.

Very wise, Miss Christopher said. And for the few days they are here, I daresay the overflow from the wedding feast will feed them.

With something left over to take along to Uncle Percy. One dislikes to go empty-handed. Mrs. Horst is making a gigantic wedding cake. I praised the one she made for her own daughter assiduously, till she finally took the hint and offered to have her cook make Prissies.

Miss Christopher nodded and managed to keep her lips steady. She knew that similar praise of patties, punches, and petits fours had been lavished about the countryside till the feast was as well as on the table without expenditure of a thing but words. Every spare fowl in the parish was being fatted up for the great day, and every egg was requisitioned to be put into a syllabub or pudding. There was enough food coming to feed an army, and an army was what was to assemble at Branelea at the end of the month, to see Miss Priscilla Lucker pledge her troth to Baron Oglethorpe, of Oglethorpe Manor in Hampshire and Hanover Square in London.

I hope she doesnt stint on currants, Lady Lucker said, frowning at her list. I have notified the guests of Prissies pattern in china and silver plate and crystal. The poor girl hasnt a decent jewel to her name. I do hope her Uncle Max takes the hint. A four-figure income, and he was always so fond of Prissie.

All the relations were imagined to be fond of Prissie. That such an unappealing lump as Prissie had engendered so much fondness was, of course, a sham, like so much in that house. She was a vapid blond lady with no conversation, the unlikeliest daughter in the world for Lady Lucker. The mama was a skint, but such a lively, good-natured one that she had a large circle of friends. Clara liked her very much. Her being clutch-fisted was just an interesting oddity. When one traveled as much as Clara, one met all kinds of people.

Bachelors and widowers often give jewelry, Clara mentioned. They mistrust their taste in household things, I suppose.

The ones who diddle you are the maiden aunts. My own aunt gave Emily monogrammed sheets and pillowcasesto a countess, imagine! I let them know that Prissie has all her linen assembled, Lady Lucker said, with a sapient shot from her black eyes. I suggested perhaps they would find it easier to send money, and Prissie could pick up half-a-dozen place settings of the Wedgwood herself. They would palm the poor girl off with a couple of guineas if I did not give them a little hint of what is expected. As to Sir Jamess maiden cousins, the Snelley spinsters, they sent Prissie a homemade bed jacket and flannelette nightie. As if a baroness would be caught dead in such things!

Shocking! Miss Christopher tchd.

They said they doubted they could attend the wedding, which is as well for them.

An innocent observer might be forgiven for thinking the Luckers were purse-pinched, but Clara Christopher knew it was far from being the case. Sir James was as well inlaid as any gentleman in the parish, but to state it simply, his wife was the premier skint in all of England. She actually enjoyed scrimping and saving. This wedding was a challenge to achieve the maximum of showy elegance with the absolute minimum of expenditure. It was a chore to daunt a less able skinflint than Lady Lucker, but it did not daunt her.

The truth would not dawn on anyone who had not actually resided under the same roof with her for some time. Miss Christopher, a fairly astute observer, had not tumbled to it for two weeks. Of course, special care was taken to conceal it from her, for she was Oglethorpes cousin. That a mere cousin of a groom-to-be should find temporary shelter with Lady Lucker was an unusual thing in itself. A close relative had difficulty getting through the door unless his visit promised profit to his hostess.

There was, of course, a reason for the visit. Lady Lucker made the quite natural mistake of thinking Oglethorpes first cousin was rich. There was Charles, the scion of the Lucker family, still without a wife. Miss Christopher, she was given to understand, had excellent connections and a far-flung network of friends as well. Surely some of them had homes in Brighton or Bath. A free holiday was not to be disregarded.

Miss Christopher, now called Clara, was an orphan who had been residing with an aunt who had just married and gone on a honeymoon to Greece. A twenty-two-year-old niece could not but be a hindrance at such a romantic time. Oglethorpe had done no more than mention Claras predicament and the invitation was extended instantly. He had not quite come up to scratch in offering for Prissie at the time, and really there was no saying the invitation had not clinched it. 

So in a way Lady Lucker did not regret her openhandedness, even when it was gradually borne in on her that Miss Christopher, far from being rich, hadnt two sous to rub together.

The early weeks of Claras visit were a period of mutual discovery. Clara had seen enough of half-drunk wine being surreptitiously poured back into decanters and enough of shoddy household fixtures being polished and pinned to appear decent that she had a fair notion how the house was run. A few good pieces of old furniture formed a rich backdrop, but the rest of it was a sham.

Not a stick of furniture could be moved, for if its location did not hide a bare patch of carpet, its scratched side had to be placed against a wall. The Meissen ware that adorned tabletops was never to be touched. If it did not have a pasted-on handle, it was sure to be concealing a burn or scratched surface. You dare not jiggle the chairs for fear of pulling a leg loose, and even the sheets disliked a restless sleeper, so precariously were they held together. Yet to enter the gold saloon, one would think it an excellent chamber. In the two weeks of her visit, Clara had disturbed enough of the surface of things to realize what was going on.

During the same period Lady Lucker had gone into Claras room when the girl was out walking and seen her lingerie was of well-mended cotton. Her face cream was an inferior brand (the same brand as her own), her combs and brushes were plain bone. Her money, accidentally chanced upon at the bottom of her leather jewelry bag, amounted to no more than a few guineas, and she was to stay two months!

As these mutual revelations were assimilated, the reserve and politeness of the relationship dwindled to comfortable familiarity, unmarred by any taint of condescension. Before the third week was out, Clara was helping to save bits of paper and string and cutting buttons off old shirts for Lady Lucker, and the hostess was directing Clara to the remnant bin at Dunstons Drapery Shop to pick up bits of leftover muslin for a fraction of the cost of buying it by the yard. With careful contriving, at which Clara was a bit of a dab herself, a collar and cuffs or a handkerchief could be pieced together at a nominal cost.

Clara was always relieved when the roles became understood in the houses where she was staying. It was uncomfortable to be treated as a guest when one was the only guest in the house and there for an extended time. Over a long career of visiting, she had acquired a certain ease of manners that usually settled this matter of roles quickly. She liked best to be treated as a member of the family. She usually was a member, however tenuous, of the various houses she visited and had a knack of discovering genteel ways of helping without taking on the coloring of a domestic. She was quite firm on that point. At two and twenty, she had no notion of becoming a permanent, unpaid companion to any invalid aunt or anything of that sort.

She had been orphaned ten years before, and though her family connections were numerous and good, her own parents were not well-off. Various relatives had offered her a home, but however much she liked to visit, she was always happy to move on and try her luck elsewhere. She thought of herself as a sort of eternal wandering guest, living out of trunks. Home was the stagecoach, and her backyard was the roads of London and Scotland. She had heard of a plant in America that had no roots but rolled about the countryside, and in a fanciful mood she thought of herself as a human tumbleweed. If she was still single at twenty-five, she planned to find a position, perhaps as a paid companion to some rich female cit who liked to travel.

At the present, however, she had no fear of the future, nor any fear that she would not find a husband. She liked men, was perfectly at ease with them, and the liking was reciprocated. She had turned down three offers, which, considering her rootless life and lack of fortune, was not bad. But for the present, she would continue to accept such offers as were made of taking her in as a guest.

She had never stayed in Surrey before. She thought she would like it in a more benign season than winter; she was happy they had the approaching wedding to relieve the tedium of a restricted company and limited entertainment.

As we have nothing better to do, Clara, let us begin writing up the place cards for the wedding dinner table, Lady Lucker suggested. You recall the cards I bought at the stationers.

Theyre in the library. Clara said not a word about the cards being bought. A dozen had been bought, but there were a hundred guests to be seated. The other eighty-eight cards had been ruled up and cut out of white cardboard by herself.

I have the list of guests about somewhere. Well just write up the cards today, and settle on the seating arrangement later.

The list is in the library with the cards. Shall we do it there? Clara suggested, happy to have found some genteel occupation.

The ladies were soon settled at the reading table, with the lists, cards, ink pots, and pens before them. You take this sheet. Ill take the other, Lady Lucker said, handing Clara a sheet of names. That able nip-cheese, Lady Lucker, only used new paper for letters. For such things as lists, she used wrapping paper smoothed with an iron. Her watery ink made the names even more difficult to read. Glancing at the sheet, Clara felt a sudden quiver rush over her scalp. That name looked remarkably like Allingcote. But it couldnt be. No, it did not say Lord Allingcote. B. Allingcote, it said.

After her heart settled down, Clara asked with a casual air, Who is this B. Allingcote, maam?

That is my sister Pegs boy. Lord Allingcote of Braemore. Do you know him? Lady Lucker showed no surprise. She had already discovered that in spite of Claras poverty, she was acquainted with everyone and had visited with the half of Scotland and England.

No tide of scarlet washed over Claras face. Her voice did not tremble as she replied, I met him once, I believe, at a house party some time ago at the Bellinghams.

Very likely. He visits about a good deal. We hoped he would settle down after his papa died and he became the earl, but he persists in his runabout ways. I doubt he will come to the wedding, however. His mama mentioned something about his going to Scotland. He will send a gift, of course. He is fond of Prissie.

Shall I make him a card, just in case? Clara asked blandly. Her fluttering heart settled down. In that half a minute, she had envisaged a remeeting, a whirlwind courtship, and a proposal of marriage, but nothing of all this speedy romance showed in either her face or voice.

No point in wasting a card. Just dont cross out his name on the list.

As they continued their work, Claras eyes were drawn again and again to that name, that stood out because of the lack of a line through it. Lord Allingcote . . . Dormant memories stirred to life at the back of her mind.




Chapter Two



It had been two years ago that Clara met Allingcote at the Bellinghams house party, where an amateur production of The Tempest was being put on. Allingcote would have met several hundred ladies since then and enjoyed a flirtation with a few dozen of them, as he had with herself at the Bellinghams. He had particularly complimented her on her new rose taffeta gown, the same one she meant to wear to the wedding, only embellished now with a length of lace around the bodice and sleeves. 

Skirt ruffles were not for her. Yards and yards of lace they took and were reduced to dusty ribbons in a fortnight. Wouldnt it be horrid if he came and recognized the gown! Wouldnt it be worse if he didnt even recognize her! But he was probably not coming at all.

Clara had never once seen Allingcote since the house party at the Bellinghams, but strangely, she kept hearing about him. They seemed to go to many of the same places, unfortunately at different times. Even Scotland, so out-of-the-way and where she had twice visited her aunt, had been on his route. He seemed to be as rootless as herselfworse. He was willfully rootless, for he had a home of his own and traveled apparently from mere caprice.

It seemed she often received a reply to a letter from a recent hostess to hear that Allingcote had been there shortly after she left. These frequent references to him kept him alive in her mind, but she didnt think she would have quite forgotten him in any case. She even suspected that she had been a little in love with him. Much good it would do her! A well-landed earl was not likely to consider an impoverished tumbleweed a suitable bride.

Lady Lucker rattled on to say that Allingcote had developed quite an interest in Scotland lately. He had paternal relatives there. The name of Lady Gwendolyn occurred more than once.

In the same calm voice as before, Clara asked, Is there to be a match in that quarter? Such a long trip repeated frequently seems to suggest it. What is Lady Gwendolyns last name?

Dunbar, old Lord Heathers daughter. No, it has not been quite settled I believe, but likely he will offer. His mama, I know, is anxious to see him settle down, and not with his local flirt.

Clara was not surprised to hear that the dashing Allingcote had a string of girls. It was exactly what she expected of him, and she asked with waning interest which lady was assumed to have the upper hand.

He always says he will not marry Lady Gwendolyn, but then he keeps going back to Scotland, so what is to be made of it? A man does not go to a well unless he plans to drink; that is what I say. Gwendolyn is squat, poor thing. They so often are, the Scottish girls. I believe the cold climate stunts them, but Gwendolyn is especially compact. About four feet, eleven inches. Quite a little pygmy.

Allingcote is tall himself. He must be six feet, I should think.

Yes, he takes after his papa. Pegs husband was tall, but then so is Peg. The whole family are tall as trees. He and Gwen will look a horse and a dog walking together.

How about his local flirt? What is she like? Clara asked, selecting another card and speaking desultorily, as though just making conversation.

Oh, she is the beauty of the region, the top heiress, and all the rest of it.

I am surprised his mother dislikes the connection then, Clara said, surprised.

So am I, for his papa was known to favor it, and usually old Lord Allingcotes wish is law, even if he is dead. So unnecessary, she added, looking at her bleak walls. But Peg has taken the girl in dislike for some reason. I dont know just what it is.

Clara was interested to hear more, but disliked to enter into a pointed quizzing with her shrewd companion. She said, Has your sister any other children?

Oh my yes! Three girls, all giants, and a younger son, Nickie. But Allingcote is the eldest. We call him Benjie, or Ben. He was named after Benjamin Franklin, who was a friend of his papa.

Clara had not gotten on a first-name basis with Lord Allingcote. He had asked her to drop the Lord, she remembered. Lord me no lords, Miss Christopher, he had said, in his strangely imperative way. I always feel I have escaped from the Book of Common Prayer. 

Do you see much of your sisters family? Clara asked.

We usually exchange a visit once a year. We all go to Braemore in autumn, and Peg brings the children here in the spring. Bad timing again, Clara thought. Benjie comes, too, though he does not usually stay the whole two weeks. He was here last July by himself, but went darting off to Brighton halfway through the visit. He is strangely restless.

Clara bit back a howl of dismay. She had been in Brighton in June! Why could he not have gone in June? Her pen had proceeded to another name on the list, and this interesting subject was dropped.

It rose again a week later when Lady Allingcote, Lady Luckers sister Peg, sent in an acceptance to the wedding invitation. She was to come with Marguerite, her eldest daughter, to arrive on the twenty-sixth of December. A few exceptions to the rule of a three-day visit were tolerated within the close family. A sister would be a useful creature to have around the house to share last-minute wedding preparations.

The two ladies were once again in the library, working on a list. On this occasion they were endeavoring to juggle a list of rooms and expected guests, the latter far exceeding the former. I didnt realize Oglethorpe had so blasted many relatives, Lady Lucker said. Clara, being one of those relatives, said nothing. I am glad Peg is not bringing all her brood with her, Lady Lucker continued. Children are an infernal nuisance.

Just the two Allingcotes then, your sister and Marguerite? Clara asked. The name Ben had not crossed her lips since its first mention a week before, but it had often been in her mind. They could share a room, could they not?

I always give Peg the green suite. Maggie will take the dressing room, but I have no positive word on Ben. He was off visiting again. Peg forwarded his card somewhere or other. If he does not get it, she says he will be home for Christmas, and she will give him the message. She thinks he will come. He has had an invitation from Scotland, and is eager for an excuse to decline it.

Clara kept her head lowered, for she had a strong notion that her eyes were sparkling with pleasure.

See what she says: Ben is looking for an excuse to evade the Scottish squab. That is Lady Gwen, poor thing. And shes pigeon-chested, too. Really a regular little squab. But rich, of course. Very well to grass. So if Ben comes, that will take up the gold suite, and where do we put Oglethorpes Uncle Maximilian?

Put him well away from the ladies, maam. Uncle Max is a pincher, Clara warned her.

Is he indeed! And he a magistrate. If he is that sort of reprobate, I shall make him share a suite. He can share with Ben, and the two of them can help each other find out all the pretty girls. Much luck theyll have. As I glance over this list, it strikes me there isnt a single beauty coming. You may well find yourself the belle of the ball, Clara.

If that is a compliment, maam, I thank you, Clara said, laughing.

There is nothing amiss with your looks, Clara. So Max the pincher goes in with Ben. Ben must take the dressing room and sleep on a truckle bed. He will cut up stiff over that. He is a great cutup, but very fond of Prissie. I wonder what he will give her. Peg says she will wait till they get here to buy a present after she sees what Prissie wants. I wonder if we may expect two gifts, or if theyll go snacks. Two, I shouldnt doubt. They are both awfully fond of Prissie.

The talk turned to other guests, and no definite word was received of Allingcotes coming. Clara was fully occupied during the ensuing days, overseeing the arrangement of cots and beds for the guests, getting mats ironed to cover scratched dresser tops in seldom-used rooms, and seeing to the airing of the beds.

Through all this busy time, Prissie was treated like a duchess. She sat in state in the gold saloon, serving tea to callers, shopping endlessly, and thumbing through fashion magazines and home-furnishing catalogs. 

She never stirred a finger to help her mama and Clara prepare her party. She sighed wearily to be put to the bother of delivering an opinion on anything. Clara had to wonder at this blind spot in Lady Luckers makeup. She would squeeze some use out of any chance caller. Every resident within miles had some little function to fill, but Prissie just sat there, the cause of all the furor, looking pained at having to say please or thank you, and often neglecting even that.

The days left little time to think of Lord Allingcote, but Clara thought of him at night in her beda different bed now in a different room. Her former suite had been turned over to Oglethorpes parents. She wondered if Allingcote would come. It would be placing too much significance on a brief flirtation to say that Allingcote had been in love with her. Yes, really it would be presumptuous to think anything of the sort. He had seemed to like herhad more than once sought out her company in a rather marked way at the Bellinghams.

There, at a large house party including several attractive heiresses, the most eligible, most handsome, most absolutely desirable gentleman at the whole party had selected her as a special friend for all of three days. He had walked, talked, danced, and flirted with her. And then before the production of The Tempest had been staged, he had left very abruptly. His father had taken ill, she heard, and died a month later. She had not seen Allingcote since.

The memory of his well-shaped, dark head was sharply etched in her mind. She could remember it as seen from any angle. She knew to a degree at what slant his eyebrows rose up from his smoky gray eyes, knew precisely the lineaments of his nose, strong jaw, and chin. She recalled how he walked with a careless lounge and inclined his head toward anyone to whom he was speaking, because he was taller than most.

She knew too that if he came, she would be hard-pressed to keep up any show of disinterest. With not a real beauty at the party, it seemed possible he might again favor her for his flirt. She knew she was a ninny to feel such pleasure at the possibility. He had been dashing around the countryside making up to every girl he met. Traveling all the way to Scotland to see the Scottish squab, whom he had no intention of marrying. And there was his local flirt, whoever she might be. 

But there was no point worrying; by the twenty-fourth of December, it was still not clear whether he was coming at all. On Christmas Eve day, a card arrived saying he would stop in on the twenty-sixth, with Miss Muldoon.

That he was bringing an uninvited guest put Lady Lucker sadly out of frame. Who the devil is Miss Muldoon? she demanded. She sat with Prissie and Clara, trying to discover from Prissie whether she could tolerate having a new mauve mohair shawl packed in her trunk. The Highlands, where the honeymoon was to take place, would be cold, especially in winter.

Shes that girl hes been running around with for two years, Prissie said. 

Miss Priscilla was elegant but she was not amiable. Her smooth blond curls, her pale blue eyes, and her clear complexion were all marred by the sullen expression she wore. Her lips thinned and her nose drew down, ruining what might otherwise have been a passably pretty face.

The one Aunt Peggie hates so much, and they think Bens going to marry. You remember I told you, Mama, she was with me at Miss Simpsons Seminary.

Ah, I knew I had heard the name before. So thats who she is. Peg usually calls her Nel; it was the Muldoon that threw me off. Old Anglins warda niece, I believe. He was visiting Braemore recently. It seems it has come to a match, if Ben is bringing her here. A fine time he has chosen for it! Why could he not have married her at least, so they would only take up one room?

Clara remembered hearing the girl spoken of as a beauty, and her hopes of being the belle of the party and enjoying a flirtation with Allingcote withered to dust. Determined to know the worst, she said to Prissie, What does she look like?

Blond hair like spun silk and big blue eyes, Prissie said sullenly.

Why, she sounds like you! Lady Lucker exclaimed, smiling fondly at her daughter. Clara began reconsidering. If Nel Muldoon proved to be no prettier than Prissie...

She is a horrid flirt, Prissie said, offended.

Just what Benjie would like, Lady Lucker decided. He always favored blondes, like you, Prissie. Poor Gwendolyn has that ugly brindled hair. They call her a redhead, but it is brindled like a cat. Well, Peggie may not like Nel Muldoon, but the girl is well dowered and pretty. What else can she want?

None of the girls at Miss Simpsons liked her, Prissie said comprehensively.

Naturally they would not like a pretty young heiress, her mother rallied. Put you all in the shade, I wager. It is clear she has caught Benjie, however, and where the deuce are we to put her? Every room in the house is full to the rafters. I think she must bunk in with you, Prissie.

No! She will not! Prissie declared at once. She will have her abigail and ten trunks with her. I wont have her taking over my room, right at my wedding time. I hate her.

Oh dear, Lady Lucker said, and immediately backed down. But we cannot send her to an inn, a single young lady, and Anglins ward. Her mind ran to Claras present room. Such a shabby little corner, with no space for an abigail and ten trunks, or even two. She continued to fret over this detail while Christmas approached, with all the fuss of food and Christmas baskets and carolers.

Lord Oglethorpe arrived on the evening of the twenty-fourth to spend Christmas with them, but it was the twenty-sixth that was to see the first large influx of visitors. On Christmas day they had no more than Lord Oglethorpe added to their party, and a poor addition he was, in Claras opinion. A tall, gangly, silly fellow who fortunately spent most of his waking hours in secret conclave with Prissie in various dim corners, clutching her hand, her arm, shoulder, or waist, and whispering in her ear of the bliss awaiting them.

Clara and Lady Lucker, too, were ready to crown him, but as there were no outside visitors to see how foolishly he behaved, they tried to ignore him. Sir James, who was a collector of Roman coins, remained all unaware of the hubbub around him. He had picked up a piece of bent metal in his pasture and was busily shining it to look for traces of a head or a date, thinking he found an addition for his collection. Its size and smooth edges suggested an English crown to Clara, but she didnt tell him so.

She and Lady Lucker soon turned their attention to the more pressing matter of arranging a place in the pantry for the wedding feast that was arriving in bowls, on platters, and in boxes from all corners of the diocese. It was Claras job to keep a list of items, along with their receptacle and owner, for the purpose of sending thanks and returning the container. She helped her hostess decide which comestibles to serve before the wedding, lest they perish into inedibility.

It was a huge, full-time task that left very little freedom to consider the unknown Miss Muldoon. A room for her had been found under the eaves, and if she did not like it, Lady Lucker said bluntly, she could lump it. She was becoming irritable from nervous exhaustion, and even said, though she didnt mean it, that she was sorry she had ever decided to do Prissies wedding herself.

Clara, privy now to all the family secrets, was sent scrambling through bare linen cupboards and even ragbags to find a set of sheets for Miss Muldoon and a clean pair of towels. It was necessary to unpack the latter from Prissies trousseau. Clara was asked to remind Lady Lucker to have them laundered and returned before the trunk left. She made a note of it and added a splinter of dislike in the fence she was building around Miss Muldoon.

When finally the twenty-sixth came, Clara was fagged with work and worry, but she was aware all the same of a coil of excitement that had nothing to do with the approaching wedding. A nervous agitation seethed within her while she went about her duties with an outward calm. Not since her childhood birthdays had she felt this mingled anticipation and apprehension, wondering if she would get the gift she craved or some well-meaning substitution. It was childish and unworthy of a grown lady, she told herself, but nothing calmed the feeling. This was the day Allingcote was to arrive, and she was on tiptoe to see him again.
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