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Chapter 1


Endlecot House, near Newbury, Berkshire, 1794


For heaven’s sake, Matthew thought crossly as he dressed for the evening. If it wasn’t bad enough to be stuck at a Christmas house party, I am doomed to take part in wretched amateur theatricals.


He took his annoyance out on his tawny, collar-length curls by brushing them down firmly, checking in the mirror that despite his mood his appearance was unexceptional, before descending the stairs to join the rest of the party.


As everyone gathered in the vestibule, ready to engage with whatever entertainment their hosts had laid on before supper, Matthew chatted with his fellow guests, attempting not to show his displeasure. After all, he thought, I have no one to blame but myself.


At a gathering in London during the Little Season in early autumn, he was conversing with an old acquaintance, Miss Abigail Hetherington, who was in her mid-twenties, close to his age. As that young lady was as voluble as she was pleasant, he wasn’t paying her his full attention until he realised that his polite agreement to some remark or other had committed him to join her family on their estate in Berkshire for the festive season.


The following day, when walking bleary-eyed to his office in Whitehall, he dismissed the notion with a shrug. During such crushes as the function they had both attended, people made suggestions or arrangements on the spur of the moment that were as instantly forgotten.


So he was taken aback when some weeks later an embossed invitation card was delivered to his Piccadilly rooms before the Hetheringtons returned to the country. It was clearly marked for Mr. Matthew Lewis, Esq., with a hand-penned line from Abigail enthusiastically stating, We are so glad you can join us!


With a sigh, he realised this formality obliged him to respond. As a Whitehall pen pusher or very junior secretary to a slightly more important bureaucrat, Matthew was accustomed to putting tasks in chronological order and delegating less urgent matters to the back of his mind, so he forgot about the summons in the meantime.


Sitting in front of the fire with a glass of brandy one cold evening in late November, he glanced up at the mantelpiece and noticed the card again, stacked amongst other invitations he hadn’t yet answered. Matthew was aware that he must decide on his Yuletide destination.


Following their widowed father’s death the year before, his older brother William had inherited the family estate in Hertfordshire. He had been fully engaged in disentangling their parent’s convoluted affairs as well as making the house habitable, following long neglect.


Matthew surmised that after a trying time, it would be diplomatic to allow William and his wife and young family to have some time alone over Christmas. He swiftly penned a note, explaining the prior invitation, with a promise to visit them at their convenience in the New Year.


This design meant that his brother was not obliged to offer him customary entertainment. At the same time, Matthew would not offend the familial hospitality of a much-loved sibling. And so, honour is satisfied, he thought, and he resigned himself to the house party. In any case, he reasoned, I only need to spend a few days with the Hetheringtons, and shortly after Christmas Day, I can make my excuses and return to London before arranging to visit William.


However, he had reckoned without the weather. Almost as soon as he had arrived in Newbury on December 21st, news came of severe weather from the east. Although they were snug in their valley a few miles out of the town, all roads east of Reading were now impassable, and there were further snowstorms forecast. By this stage, all the travellers from London were thankfully present. Abigail’s mama (no doubt informed by her efficient daughter) had mentioned that they were expecting a few more guests from Bath to the west, who should arrive the following day before the snow was due to hit.


To Matthew’s dismay, this thoroughly scuppered any plans of rapid escape to his peaceful London eyrie. If that wasn’t bad enough, Abigail, always resourceful, had announced at dinner that once the party was complete and the weather had closed in, they were likely to be housebound due to the snow. So she had devised a way for the entire group to occupy themselves with the bright idea of putting on a recital of A Midsummer Night’s Dream for the assembled family and guests. The older members of the party and upper servants (who Matthew guessed could not find a ready excuse to be absent) would be their audience. She then turned to Matthew with a sunny smile, stating, “You will make a splendid Oberon!” At that edict, Matthew tried not to let his fixed grin slip into a grimace.


Given the example of her invitation for Christmas, Matthew reckoned it was too much to hope that Abigail would forget her grand plan for them all. So he was hardly surprised when at supper she related her dauntingly detailed design. Like some over-enthusiastic female version of David Garrick, the famed actor-manager, she announced her cast list in great detail, explaining which roles had to be truncated or doubled up to accommodate those who had been persuaded to take part.
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