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         Dear Cathy,

         I’ve never loved Christmas, as you know, and this year I left London to be betrothed out in the countryside. It was time; after all, I’m almost 23 years old! Oh, Cathy! I don’t dare tell you that you’ll wind up an old maid if you don’t make a decision yourself. Anyway, I’m warning you that reading this letter might put you to sleep if it hasn’t already. Make sure you are alone because I’m sure you won’t make it all the way to the end of this letter without wanting to come join me - that is your way, after all!

         Back to my fiancé. Thomas Bulkeley wooed the father just as much as the daughter – myself – the only heiress. I was nothing but the cherry on top for our family since we already have Father’s fortune, which the gods must have brought about. My family didn’t hesitate for a moment to throw me into the arms of a young lord – and a viscount at that. We get the title, and they get the goods! My father was overjoyed at the idea that I was giving him a lord for an heir, an heir that would reign over the highest room of the house and go about in his horse-drawn carriage decorated with coats of arms.

         It was, therefore, quite an honour to meet Thomas the day before yesterday, when his carriage pulled up in front of our house. I found myself staring at a tall, blunt ginger with long, stiff hair. He gave me a cold look; his face was of a man’s far beyond his 27 years. His courtesy was curt, his smile absent. I lowered my eyes and accepted his cold kiss on my hand, keeping my composure reserved like we learned at Saint Lydwine School. I bid him welcome. He impressed me without pleasing me.

         My trunks and bags had been ready for a week and nobody knew how long I would be gone. As long as possible, they hoped. I pulled on my mink coat and my fox-fur hat, falling in step with my future lord and master. I climbed onto the seat of the carriage, pulled by four of Bulkeley’s horses, shooting one last look back at Mother, who was sobbing into a large white handkerchief, and Father, who was looking very satisfied.

         Thomas ordered the driver, Jeff, to urge the horses forward, since apparently, it was out of the question to arrive late to Hyde Mansion, two hours away in the middle of Hertfordshire.

         The snow was falling over London and its countryside. It was magical.

         But we were not alone in the richly decorated carriage. Two women accompanied us. They were to be my ladies-in-waiting. Maureen, a young maiden who was older than she looked, at least twenty, had a round Victorian face, hooded eyes and full lips. A couple of red ringlets escaped from her poorly crafted bun. She was no doubt Irish. She dared to look me in the eye; I ignored her insolent gaze. Camilla - this young girl’s tutor - seemed to be approaching forty with elegance. Her navy blue uniform was as austere as the tight bun at the nape of her neck. I was immediately taken by her gaunt features, her fading beauty, her impudence. What kind of pleasures could tempt this kind of woman? I did not have to wait too long to find out.
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