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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  The background of this novel is authentic. The stories about White’s Club, Lord Alvanley and the other wits and bucks are factual.




  History is very indebted to Harriet Wilson whose famous memoirs, published in 1826, brought her a fortune and went into thirty editions. The recipes mentioned are all from contemporary cookery books.




  Carême the Regent’s Master Chef did not stay long in England. He was too homesick for France.




  CHAPTER ONE


  1817




  “Harry, how could you do anything so crazy?”




  “I know, Araminta, I have no excuse except that I was somewhat foxed!”




  “But at this moment – when we have not a penny to spare!”




  “I know, I know,” Sir Harry Sinclair agreed despairingly. He was an extremely handsome, well-built young man of twenty-one.




  Dressed in the height of fashion with the tight yellow pantaloons that were the mode amongst the bucks and dandies of St. James’s, with his cutaway coat which fitted without a wrinkle, the points of his collar high above his square chin, he was a figure to make any woman’s heart beat faster.




  But the look on the face of his sister, Araminta, was one of dismay, as she asked in a voice that was deliberately expressionless,




  “How – much did you – lose?”




  “Six hundred pounds!”




  Araminta gave a little shriek. Then, as if she fought for self-control, she walked to the window to stare out into the quiet Bloomsbury street.




  “I must have been mad, I see that now,” her brother said behind her, “but Wayne had been winning all the evening. He had had the luck of the Devil and by the law of averages he should have lost that particular hand.”




  There was no response from Araminta and after a moment he went on,




  “He always sits there looking so cursed superior, as if even to win was beneath his condescension. There is something about him that gets under my skin.”




  “Who are you talking about?” Araminta asked in a dull voice.




  “The Marquis of Wayne. I don’t suppose you have heard of him, but he is a leader of fashion. The dandies copy his cravats and the bucks try to emulate his feats as a Corinthian.”




  “You sound as if you dislike him.”




  “I hate him!” Harry replied passionately. “As I told you, Araminta, he gets under my skin. He walks into White’s as if he had bought the place and God knows there are a number of members who are more important than he is.”




  “I cannot imagine why that should upset you to the point of challenging him at cards!”




  “I know now it was a wild insane thing to do,” Harry admitted. “Wayne always wins! They laugh about it in the Club. But there was something in the way he looked at me when I sat down at the table.”




  “Explain what you – mean.”




  “Oh, I suppose I was just being nonsensical, but he made me feel as if I was a country bumpkin – a greenhorn – which undoubtedly I am!”




  Harry Sinclair gave a little gulp.




  “I wanted to assert myself and look at the mess it has landed me in!”




  “Not only you,” Araminta said quietly.




  Her brother threw himself down in a chair and put his hands up to his face.




  “Help me, Araminta. You have every right to be cross, but for Heaven’s sake, help me!”




  The appeal in his voice melted Araminta’s heart. She never could resist her handsome brother anyway.




  She ran across the room to kneel down beside his chair.




  “It’s all right, Harry,” she said soothingly as if he was a child. “We will see this through together. You know you have the family behind you.”




  “Mama – ” Harry said, taking his hand from his face.




  “Yes, I know,” Araminta replied, “but we will not tell her – at any rate not until we have to.”




  She paused before she asked,




  “How long have we in which to – find the – money?”




  Harry’s voice sounded almost strangled in his throat as he replied,




  “Two weeks.”




  “Oh, no!” Araminta cried. “It’s impossible! How can we find such a large sum in that time?”




  She sat back on her heels as she spoke and looked up at her brother and he gazed back at her.




  Their eyes met and they were both calculating! They were both acutely aware of their financial position.




  When their father, Sir Gilbert Sinclair, died from the wounds he had received at the Battle of Waterloo, they had found that his estate amounted to little more than debts.




  Their grandfather, the second Baronet, had been a wild gambler, who had dispersed the family fortunes and left his eldest son little but a dilapidated manor house and a few acres of land near Ampthill in Bedfordshire.




  Fortunately, Lady Sinclair had an allowance from her father.




  He had disapproved of the marriage and refused to settle any money on his daughter.




  “To prevent your husband being able to play ducks and drakes with my money,” he had said. “What you receive from me will be paid quarterly and I will not give you one penny more, even if you are starving in the gutter!”




  It was Lady Sinclair’s very small fortune that had enabled them to live frugally, but in comparative comfort, in Bedfordshire.




  It was a poor County and there were not a great number of expenses, not even for a man of rank.




  However, Sir Gilbert and his wife were so happy together that they were quite content with the unpretentious social life they could enjoy with their neighbours and did not miss the extravagance and luxury of London.




  But Harry was different.




  Harry was young and he found Bedfordshire excessively dull – which indeed it was – and the horses that his father rode too slow for his liking.




  He had come to London at the beginning of the year and set himself up in lodgings, which he had described to his family as being ‘well up to scratch’.




  He had also, through the sponsorship of the Duke of Bedford, been elected a member of White’s Club. This, Araminta now could not help thinking, was really his downfall.




  White’s was the most exclusive and the smartest club in London.




  It was not only the haunt of all the dashing young bucks and blades, but also of politicians, Statesmen and the Prince Regent himself.




  As Harry reported gleefully in his letters home, the Duke of Wellington had only been elected in 1812 – ‘so I am not,’ he added, ‘such a very young member, except of course in years’.




  Situated in St. James’s Street, White’s counted amongst its members the brilliant wits of the Beau Monde such as Lord Alvanley and, until he was obliged to leave England the previous year owing to his debts, the inimitable Beau Brummell.




  Charles James Fox, whose speeches in the House of Commons packed the Chamber quicker than any other orator, was a member, so was Sir Robert Peel who was introducing a Police Force to London and the sixth Earl of Shaftesbury, who harrowed Society with reports of the cruelty inflicted on climbing boys and the iniquities of Flash Houses.




  In fact in White’s one could find every type of character and personality that made London Society the most glittering and the most envied of all Europe.




  But it was also in White’s that the most compulsive gambling took place and where great fortunes were lost and gained night after night.




  Harry had been overwhelmingly grateful to the Duke of Bedford for introducing him to this gentleman’s paradise.




  But Araminta could not help thinking that perhaps it would have been wiser if her brother had been forced to wait until he had found his feet in London.




  “Six hundred pounds!” she said aloud. “Have you anything left of your allowance?”




  They had decided on their father’s death to divide the income which their mother received every quarter.




  Harry took one half and the other half was, with a great deal of scrimping and saving, enough for Lady Sinclair and her two daughters to live on.




  There had, however, this year been the problem of Araminta’s debut.




  It should in fact have taken place the previous year when she was just eighteen, but, as they were in deep mourning, it was impossible for them to consider entertainment of any sort.




  Araminta was now nearing nineteen. She had resigned herself to appearing only at the local Hunt Ball and a few other festivities in Bedfordshire.




  Then suddenly the Duchess of Bedford, who was friendly with Lady Sinclair, had told her that the Duke was prepared to offer them a furnished house for the Season so that Araminta could make her debut in London.




  This astounding news had taken them all by surprise, but there was no question of refusing such a generous offer.




  “The Duchess has even agreed, dearest, that she will introduce you to Almack’s,” Lady Sinclair said ecstatically, “and under the auspices of Her Grace’s patronage, we may be sure that all the fashionable hostesses will invite you to their balls.”




  For the first time in their lives Araminta and her younger sister Caro were leaving the quietness of Bedfordshire.




  Woburn Abbey was only a short distance from their home, but they had in fact seen very little of the Duke and Duchess of Bedford who lived mostly in London.




  “It is one thing to be given a house, Mama,” Araminta said, “but you know as well as I do that I cannot appear in London wearing the gowns I have made myself. I should be laughed at and undoubtedly labelled a ‘milkmaid’, or something equally rude.”




  “You may be surprised to hear it, but I have already thought of that!” Lady Sinclair said in her gentle voice. “Actually, although we have never told you so, your father and I have been saving for many years for your debut and later your marriage.”




  “Saving, Mama?” Araminta exclaimed in surprise.




  “It was very difficult because, as you know, we had so little,” Lady Sinclair said with a smile. “Sometimes we sold fruit from the garden and once your father had a good day at the races and we put aside half his winnings.”




  Her eyes misted for a moment when she spoke of her husband, but she went on bravely.




  “There were other opportunities too and we have collected enough not only for your gowns, Araminta, but also to do a small amount of entertaining in the house we have been loaned.”




  “I can hardly believe it, Mama,” Araminta cried in astonishment.




  “I am not as feather-witted as you and Harry seem to think!” Lady Sinclair replied with a touch of pride.




  It was true that while they loved their mother, the children found her at times somewhat scatter-brained.




  She found it difficult to remember engagements or to recall the names of neighbours and acquaintances unless she knew them very well.




  She was invariably late for meals because either she was immersed in painting one of the watercolours which had always delighted her husband, or she had started to pick flowers to make a pot-pourri just when she should have returned to the house.




  She was in many ways like a child who runs after every brilliant butterfly.




  But because her happiness was centred in her home, her children tried to protect her from anything that was ugly and disagreeable and always from financial difficulties.




  It was therefore amazing to Araminta that her mother should have not only thought ahead, but had also made a sustained effort over the years to save towards her debut.




  She was even more astonished when she found that the sum had reached the incredible figure of one hundred and fifty pounds!




  “Do you think it will be enough, dearest?” Lady Sinclair asked a little anxiously.




  “Of course, Mama! But I must not spend anything like the whole of it on myself. There is Caro to think of! She is already seventeen and perhaps next year the Duchess will remember that it will be her turn to go to London.”




  “You’re very sweet and unselfish, dearest,” Lady Sinclair answered fondly, “but I am hoping, Araminta, that perhaps while you are in London you will find a husband.”




  For a moment Araininta looked startled, then she said quietly,




  “Yes, of course, Mama. Then I should be able to help Caro. She will be very beautiful and she must have her chance.”




  “You are both outstandingly lovely,” Lady Sinclair said. “And your Papa and I always regretted that our home should be in Bedfordshire, because it is undoubtedly an extremely dull County.”




  But due to the kindness of the Duke, they found themselves installed in an attractive house in Russell Square, which he used to lend to his relatives when they desired to visit London.




  ‘I have exactly two months,’ Araminta thought when they arrived on the 8th April.




  Two months in which not only to enjoy herself but also to remember that every debutante hoped to receive an offer of marriage, if possible from a wealthy suitor!




  But now Araminta realised, only the second day after her arrival, that her plans were collapsing like a pack of cards.




  She had known as soon as Harry came down to breakfast that something was amiss.




  He looked tired, but that would be due, she thought, to the late nights he enjoyed in London and the amount of wine he had consumed.




  It was to be expected that he should wish to live the same life as other young men of his age.




  But she had glanced at him a little apprehensively as, instead of taking the cup of coffee she offered him, he walked to the sideboard and poured himself some brandy.




  She had said nothing because, after all, Harry was now the Head of the Family and his own master and, if he wished to drink brandy in the morning, it was not for her to criticise him.




  At the same time, perceptively, she sensed that something was very wrong and she wondered nervously what it could be.




  Harry had arranged to stay with them last night and the night they arrived, so as to help them settle into the house. Also because he knew it would give his mother so much pleasure.




  Today he was due to return to his lodgings where Araminta was well aware that he enjoyed, not only his independence, but also the attention of an excellent valet he had employed to look after him.




  It was as soon as Lady Sinclair left the breakfast room that Harry had told Araminta of the trouble he was in.




  “Six hundred pounds!” she said again beneath her breath.




  “I have been thinking,” Harry said, “that, if I give up my lodgings and dismiss my servant, that would save some money.”




  “I asked you how much you had left of your allowance.” There was a pause before Harry said defensively,




  “I have nothing left of this quarter’s.”




  “Oh, Harry!”




  Araminta bit back the words that rose to her lips.




  There was no use in being cross, she thought. If it was spent, it was spent – no amount of recrimination would bring it back.




  “I shall get something for my horses.”




  “Your horses?” Araminta asked.




  “That is why I am hard-up,” he answered. “I had the chance of buying two really fine animals. They belonged to an acquaintance who was going abroad. He let me have them cheap.”




  He paused before he added,




  “I shall get more than I paid for them.”




  “How much can you raise all together?”




  “I have lain awake all night doing sums in my head,” Harry replied, “and I imagine that, with the horses, Papa’s watch, cufflinks and tiepin which Mama gave me before I came to London, I could raise about two hundred and fifty pounds.”




  “You must not tell Mama,” Araminta said quickly. “Not about the tiepin, nor Papa’s watch.”




  “No, of course not!”




  “That is nearly half,” Araminta said, “and there is one hundred and fifty pounds which Mama has saved for my gowns. I think I told you about it.”




  “But, Araminta, I cannot take your money!” Harry protested.




  Araminta gave a little laugh that was almost a sob.




  “You can hardly expect me to dance gaily at Almack’s while you are languishing in a debtors’ prison!”




  “It will not come to that,” Harry said. “At least I don’t think so.”




  There was some doubt in his tone.




  “You mean that the Marquis will not sue you if you cannot meet your debt to him?”




  “It would be an unprecedented thing for one gentleman to do to another,” Harry answered. “At the same time, you know as well as I do, Araminta, that a gambling debt is one of honour. To default means I should be forced to resign from White’s with ignominy and it is doubtful if any of its members would ever speak to me again.”




  “That must never happen,” Araminta said firmly.




  “I do not see how I can prevent it,” Harry admitted despondently.




  He put his hands up to his face again.




  “Oh, God Araminta, how could I have been such a damned fool? How could I have made such an absolute hash of everything?”




  “I suppose if you – pleaded with the Marquis – if you told him the circumstances – ?”




  “Plead with the Marquis of Wayne?” Harry asked derisively. “I might just as well plead with the Rock of Gibraltar! He is as hard as granite, with not an ounce of kindness in his whole make-up. He may be admired for his appearance, his possessions and his achievements, but I don’t suppose there is one person in the whole of London who really likes him.”




  “But why?” Araminta enquired.




  “God knows,” Harry replied. “There is just something about him. His air of superiority. I am not the only one who finds him insufferable.”




  He paused before he added reflectively,




  “He behaves as if we are all beneath contempt.”




  “Then if we cannot appeal to him,” Araminta said, “we shall have to raise every penny we can, and promise him the rest in instalments!”




  “He will not like that,” Harry muttered.




  “It does not matter what he likes,” Araminta said. “It is a question of what we are able to give, him. Now, if we have two hundred and fifty pounds from you, the one hundred and fifty that Mama has put aside for my gowns, and I suppose there must be thirty pounds in the bank, then we have nearly four hundred and fifty pounds.”




  “We have to live until next quarter day – ”




  “Yes, I know,” Araminta agreed miserably.




  She stiffened suddenly.




  “There is Mama’s engagement ring!”




  “Oh, no, I cannot ask her for that,” Harry demurred.




  “It must be worth nearly one hundred pounds,” Araminta said. “She has always kept it, however hard-up she and Papa were, because she loved it so much.”




  “It’s the last thing I would ask Mama to give me.”




  “I am sure she would part with it willingly rather than allow you to be disgraced publicly.”




  Araminta rose to her feet to walk restlessly across the room.




  “If only we had something else we could sell, something we could do.”




  “I have been thinking that myself,” Harry replied. “It’s ridiculous, Araminta, that an education like mine fits a man for nothing except a capacity for spending money. I suppose I might find employment grooming horses or driving a mail coach.”




  “I am sure that would not bring in very much.”




  “Then what can we do?” Harry asked desperately.




  Quite suddenly Araminta stood still in the centre of the room.




  She looked incredibly beautiful in the sunshine coming through the long square-paned windows.




  It lit the gold of her hair and glinted in her worried grey eyes before she exclaimed in a voice that seemed to echo round the walls,




  “I have an idea! Oh, Harry, I have a really wonderful idea!”




  *




  General Sir Alexander Bracknell was reading The Morning Post in his lodgings in Half Moon Street when his valet came into the room.




  “There’s, a lady to see you, sir,” he said in the crisp military tones of a man who has once served in the Army.




  The General looked up in surprise.




  “A lady?” he questioned.




  “A young lady, sir. Says it’s of the utmost importance she should speak with you.”




  “In which case I must undoubtedly see her,” the General replied. “Show her in, Hawkins.”




  “Very good, sir.”




  Hawkins marched smartly from the room and the General put down The Morning Post and pulled the lapels of his coat into place.




  He had been noted as being one of the smartest commanders in Wellington’s army, but he was remembered not so much for his brains as for his popularity.




  There had been two of Wellington’s Generals who had been not only admired but also loved by the troops.




  One had been Lord Hill, who was always known as ‘Daddy Hill’ to those who had served with him in the Peninsula and the other was General Bracknell, who was called by all and sundry ‘Uncle Alex’.




  He thought now as he waited that the woman who had called to see him was probably the wife, the widow or the mother of one of the soldiers under his command.




  Although the war had been over for nearly two years, hardly a week passed in which there was not someone pleading for his assistance or, in far too many cases, begging for financial support.




  Only those who were close to the General were aware that he could afford very little in the way of luxuries owing to the fact that his wife had for the last five years been insane.




  The General’s pension and everything he had accumulated during his distinguished career in the Army was spent in providing accommodation for Lady Bracknell and paying doctors who failed hopelessly to better her condition.




  It was therefore a little apprehensively that the General awaited his caller, thinking it was unfortunate that she should have arrived so early, since otherwise he would already have left the house for his invariable constitutional walk in Hyde Park.




  The door opened.




  “Miss Araminta Sinclair, sir!”




  Araminta stood smiling in the doorway before she hurried across the room towards the General, both hands outstretched.




  She looked exceedingly pretty in a high-crowned bonnet which tied under her chin, but the General was too well-versed in the Social world not to realise that, although she looked charming, both her gown and her bonnet were very countrified.




  “Araminta, my dear!” he exclaimed, as he rose to his feet. “This is indeed a pleasure!”




  “I was so afraid that you might not be at home,” Araminta said. “Oh, Uncle Alex, I had to see you!”




  “Harry told me that you were arriving in London and I intended to give myself the pleasure of calling on your mother this afternoon.”




  “She will be delighted to see you, but it is important for me to speak to you alone.”




  The General drew her towards an old but comfortable sofa that stood by the fireplace.




  “What is the trouble?” he asked.




  Araminta hesitated a moment and then she said,




  “We have always believed, Uncle Alex, that you know everyone in the fashionable world.”




  The General looked a little puzzled, but he said gently,




  “People are very kind to me, Araminta, and I suppose I can say without boasting that I am invited to almost all the fashionable houses and to most of the receptions and assemblies.”




  He gave a rather ruthful laugh as he added,




  “At my age, retired and with no family, there is little else for me to do except go to my Club.”




  “Which is White’s!” Araminta said in a hard little voice.




  “Yes, White’s,” the General replied, “and I am very glad that Harry was accepted as a member. The Duke of Bedford proposed him and I seconded him. There was no question after that of his not being elected.”




  “And Harry was so thrilled and pleased to be a member,” Araminta said. “At the same time, Uncle Alex, it is because of White’s that he is in such trouble.”




  The General stiffened.




  “Gambling?” he asked.




  “I am afraid so.”




  There was an expression on the General’s face which Araminta did not understand for a moment. Then she gave a little cry.




  “Oh, no, Uncle Alex! No, I was not thinking of that! You know that we would never ask you for money whatever happened! I need your help in a very different way.”




  She knew that, almost imperceptibly, the General relaxed as he said,




  “If there is anything I can do to help, Araminta, you know I am yours to command.”




  “I knew you would not fail me, Uncle Alex,” Araminta said. “You were so wonderful when Papa died and I think he worshipped you. He always said that the troops would have followed you into hell and I am sure that was true.”




  “You are embarrassing me, my dear,” the General replied, “but I was very fond of your father and, as you well know, I love you and Caro. But tell me about Harry.”




  “He has lost a large sum of money,” Araminta said, “and we have a very short time in which to raise it. But, Uncle Alex, I have an idea!”




  The General did not reply but his eyes were on Araminta’s as she went on,




  “You have often stayed with us in Bedfordshire. What would you say was the one thing you most remember about our hospitality?”




  The General smiled.




  “That is not a very difficult question to answer, Araminta. Your father always provided his guests with superlative food. The really fantastic meals I have had when I have been in your house are unforgettable.”




  “That is what I hoped you would say,” “and do you know who did the cooking after poor old Bouvais died?”




  “I half suspected that it was you, Araminta.”




  “It was!” she nodded. “Papa made Bouvais teach me everything he knew. He always said that he would never be able to afford another French chef, but he was not going to eat the ‘pigswill’ which is served in most English houses.”




  “Your father was a great epicure,” the General said. “I always thought it was a pity he could not afford to entertain on a larger scale.”




  “Perhaps it was a good thing,” Araminta smiled. “We should all have grown extremely fat. But you did enjoy our food whenever you came to stay?”




  “I thought it was more than delectable,” the General replied. “Your father was a very lucky man to have such a talented daughter.”




  “It is my one talent and I think at the moment the one thing that is saleable.”




  The General looked at her in surprise as she went on,




  “Papa used to tell me how only the very rich could afford French chefs.”




  “That is true,” the General agreed, “but during first the Revolution, then the Napoleonic wars, there was an exodus of private chefs from France when that wretched country had no longer many grands seigneurs to employ them.”




  “And Papa also said,” Araminta went on, “that there was great competition in London for French chefs.”




  “That is correct” the General agreed. “Of course a number of those who came over here did not wish to go into private service and opened restaurants or are working in the clubs. The Reform, for instance, has a famous kitchen.”




  “But there is still a demand for really first class cuisine?” Araminta persisted.




  “There is always a demand for it,” the General answered. “The greatest chef of them all, Antoine Carême, is now employed by the Prince Regent. The food he serves is fantastic, but no better than yours, my dear.”




  Araminta clasped her hands together.




  “Uncle Alex, you are saying exactly what I want to hear! Now you understand why I have come to you.”




  “I may be very slow-witted, but I honestly have not the slightest idea!”




  “I want you to recommend me,” Araminta said, “to some of your distinguished friends – as a cook!”




  “You must be crazy!” the General ejaculated.




  “No, I am being very sensible!” Araminta said. “If we pool all the money we can raise and even, if necessary, ask Mama to sell her engagement ring, we shall still need at least another one hundred pounds before we can pay Harry’s debt! I am convinced that I can earn that by cooking.”




  “It’s a clever idea,” the General conceded, “but are you really suggesting that you should work like a servant in the kitchen of some Nobleman’s house?”




  “Not on a permanent basis, but temporarily, perhaps only for one dinner party in each place. Papa has often told me how expensive a really good meal can be in a high class restaurant. I was thinking that I might charge five pounds for a dinner.”
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