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The Bennet family of Sussex England by the

year 1816 had inhabited the same household for nearly seven generations.

Charles Bennet had grown up there with his older brother and younger sister who

both had since left the estate. Working alongside his father as a child and

youth, Charles gained a skill with people which he never failed to strengthen

with each passing day.




His children, Anabelle, Elinor, and

Christian were now growing up and Charles had high hopes that one of them would

take over the family estate when he passed. Anabelle, being the oldest, learned

the importance of being kind to people and helping them when it was most

needed.




From her father, she learned that sometimes

people experience difficult times which they could not ever begin to understand

and that they must be patient always. A pretty girl from her youth, Anabelle

had often attracted the attention of young men when in the cities of London,

Bath, and the likes. However, in Sussex, the variety of men which surrounded

her was never to her liking. They worked too much, or they were too old, or did

not have interesting enough stories.




By the time she turned nineteen, she had

declared that if she was to be twenty without an inkling of an offer of

marriage from some decent fellow that she should give way to being an old maid

forever. One afternoon assisting her father in the sorting of receipts, he

called to her from the front door as he entered.




“Anabelle, do come here for a moment won’t

you?”




“Of course, Papa!” she responded, folding

the corner of her present receipt over on itself so that she should not lose

her place. She made for the doorway to the living space when the door swung

open before she came even three feet from it. Her father rushed in with a look

of serious concern and fear in his face.




“What is it Papa?” she asked quickly, not

wanting him to suffer alone any longer. “It is Isabella Huntington my dear,” he

paused, rereading the letter once more. “I am afraid that her father believes

that the worst has come for dear Isabella, you remember her of course?” he

asked. “Yes Father, she must be what, fifteen years old now is she not?”




“I think she must be my dear, but what a

terrible young age for her to be so unwell,” he said mournfully. “James insists

that she have a young female companion to remain with her in this difficult

time as her mother, as you know, is not well from the stress and worry over the

child.”




“Shall we ask Abby? She is quite close in

age to Isabella and I think it should do them both good to be with each other,”

Anabelle suggested.




“No my child, I fear Elinor would not

understand her purpose in such a place. Isabella needs someone who can calm

her, someone to teach her about being a woman and a proper lady in the hopes

that she gets well again. She has had no such interaction in her life, being an

only child and all,” he went on.




“Anabelle, my darling, I think it should be

best if you were to go and stay with the girl while you can.”




“But Father,” Anabelle interjected, “who

will help you in your filing and your sales?”




“I will ask your brother Christian, I am

sure he will be up to the challenge.”




“He most certainly will not be!” Anabelle

exclaimed. “He has not put one receipt away with you since he has turned

seventeen. He only lords over this house preparing for when the time comes that

he can rightfully call it ‘his’.”




Her father looked at her with some small

degree of pity. Anabelle and her brother had been at this argument for well

over a year now that he should not allow her to remain in the house after their

father passes on if she is an old maid.




“Anabelle my dear, what is the most

important thing?” he asked her as if she was still a small child.




“To be kind and patient always,” Anabelle

said in a huff.




“Fine, I cannot think of how she must feel

all alone in a time like this. Only Father?” she asked.




“Yes my dear?”




“Please make sure you show Christian how to

do it properly, I could not stand it if I should come home and see all of our

hard work done backwards,” she said kissing her father’s cheek.




“I will make sure of it; if you like we can

do it tomorrow morning before you leave. The Huntingtons only live a matter of

a few hours away,” he assured her, leading her out of the room for tea.




A few hours later, the horses and carriage

was sent for and Anabelle and her father set themselves to packing the things

she should most likely need to care for poor Isabella.




“Now Anabelle,” said her father kindly,

“Isabella needs compassion and patience in this time, be sure that you give her

nothing less.”




He Anabelle from his packing and kissed her

lightly on the forehead before leaving her to her own devices. Anabelle smiled

after him and completed her packing with ease and alacrity, ensuring to go

through her carefully constructed list over and over again in case anything had

been missed before.




Descending the steps with her ladies maid

Charlotte on her heels, Anabelle reached for a slice of toast before her

travels began. Everything loaded in place left Anabelle with nothing else to do

but kiss her father good-bye as he handed her into the carriage.




“Good-bye Father, do see that you take care

of yourself while I am away,” she said out the window.




“And you my dear,” he called as he watched

the carriage pull away from the house ever so slowly until it reached the

smoother road which lay just beyond the bounds of their property.
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Anabelle arrived at the Huntington’s estate

just before nightfall as the sun was setting in the sky.




“Anabelle darling,” greeted Mrs. Huntington

as the large, ornate doors swung open in front of her. “It is ever so kind of

you to volunteer your time and effort to our sweet Isabella. We will be forever

grateful to you.”




Anabelle hugged her host in return offering

her kind words of solace and sharing her hopes that Isabella should get well

soon. The house was large and elaborately decorated with the finest trimmings

and curtains Anabelle had seen in many years.




She followed Mrs. Huntington through the

lobby while the coachman followed behind trailing her bags with him before

finally lowering them to the floor.




“Take those to Miss Bennet’s room will you,

Heath?” she called out to the butler after hearing his loud approach.




“Let us get you some tea before I show you

to your room Miss Anabelle,” her host graciously offered. The pair of ladies

sat themselves to tea and discussed further what it was that Mrs. Huntington

expected Anabelle to do in her time there.




“Obviously it is such a pity that our dear

Isabella cannot go out and experience for herself the balls and the

celebrations that she should be attending at this age of her life,” Mrs.

Huntington began. “But, since it is not so, I hope that perhaps you might share

with her your own experiences to liven up her spirits to the idea of love and

matrimony in the instance she suddenly becomes alright again.”




Mrs. Huntington had to take a moment to

stabilize her lower lip. It became clear to Anabelle that this child’s own

mother had sincere doubts that she should ever be a healthy girl again. It was

that breakthrough of emotion which set Anabelle’s mind to making it her own

personal goal to ensure that the safety and livelihood of this young girl was

restored.




She reached out and took Mrs. Huntington by

the hand. “I promise you ma’am, that I will not be satisfied unless I can be of

some help to your daughter,” she said softly.




“Thank you my dear,” replied her host,

wiping a stray tear away from her eye. The two women sat in silence enjoying

their tea and each other’s company by the fire as it grew darker outside.




“Where has Mr. Huntington gone ma’am?”

Anabelle asked, trying not to sound too impulsive and invasive in her host’s

home.




“He has been to the villages nearby all

day, visiting with men and women who may have seen their child in such a state

as our Isabella. He has been hoping to meet with someone who can give us some

peace of mind, someone whose child has recovered from a state such as

Isabella’s,” she explained. “It makes him feel that he is being useful in

finding ways to help her to get better. My husband has been a shell of a man

ever since she fell ill and he hardly slept at all since.”




“That must be such a tiring means of work,

I cannot imagine what a toll it must take on him,” Anabelle said in surprise.




As the words rolled off of her tongue, the

man in question walked through the door.




“Good evening, Mr. Huntington,” Anabelle

greeted standing to meet with the gentleman she had not seen in so many years.




“Ah, Anabelle my dear, how kind of you to

come and keep our darling Isabella company in such a time of need as this,” he

said shaking her hand gently.




He stepped towards his wife and embraced

her tenderly. “Mrs. Huntington, my dear, I have heard of some wonderful news

this evening,” he said cheerfully with a hint of lingering despair.




“Oh what happy words you speak, Mr.

Huntington!” exclaimed his wife sitting anxiously to hear the good news.




“I have just returned from the Randall’s

down the way and I have been informed that their young niece had been taken in

such a similar way to our Isabella just last spring but has made almost a

complete recovery within the span of the year,” he went on with happy tears now

shining in his eyes.




“That is such wonderful news, how did they

manage it?” Anabelle asked eagerly.




“They claim it had all been thanks to the

physician who came to visit their daughter throughout her sickness. His

draughts and potions alone had significant impacts on her health, but his

consoling presence and kind attentions to her gave her a new outlook on her

life with a stronger will to live through it,” he said sitting down to the cup

of tea Mrs. Huntington had produced for him.




The three sat in deep discussion about how

they should go about getting this physician to come and see Isabella in hopes

that he would have the same effect on her that he had on the other young lady

down the way. Before going their separate ways and heading for bed, the

Huntingtons thought it would be most beneficial if Anabelle could visit with

Isabella before she went to sleep. That was, after all, the reason for her

coming.




Anabelle agreed and followed them up the

stairs to their daughter’s bedchamber. A very dimly lit room awaited her and,

although she had not quite been sure of what to expect upon beholding Miss

Huntington, she had not expected the pale yellowing color of her skin. Nor the

thin, muscle-free form of her arms and legs which lay limp on the bed beneath

multiple sheets and duvets. She stirred a little at the sound of the door

creaking open.




“Isabella darling,” her father cooed just

loud enough to hear.




“Father?”




“Yes my dear, it is me, I have brought you

a companion to talk to, her name is Anabelle, you met before when you were

nothing but a little girl,” he explained to her kissing her forehead.




“Good evening, Miss Anabelle,” Isabella

muttered weakly as she tried to muster up a smile.




Anabelle bowed and smiled in return which

promptly put Isabella back to sleep.
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The next day, Anabelle spent the majority

of her time in getting to know her new patient and friend. Isabella woke early

and was showing some symptoms of a mild recovery as she was able to hold a

conversation with Anabelle for more than ten minutes at a time without having

to take a break or a nap in between. The girls shared stories of their infancy,

those of which they could recall that is, along with tales of Anabelle’s first

ball and their favorite subjects.




By mid-afternoon Anabelle had grown quite

attached to young Isabella and was already pleased with the decision she had

made to come to the Huntington’s.




“Isabella, I shall return in a matter of

moments, I am only going to fetch some tea for us as there seems to be a slight

chill coming in through the window,” Anabelle said.




“Yes Miss, I will be waiting right here,”

Isabella smiled weakly, making Anabelle laugh in enjoyment.




As she passed the windows on the stairs

down to the kitchen Anabelle could see the clouds growing dark in the distance

and she felt the cold wisp of air float in through any open crevices. She

wrapped her shawl tightly around herself and asked the maid servants to bring

tea for two back up to the room.




Anabelle made her way back upstairs to

check on Isabella but as she climbed the stairs a certain strange unease took

over her and her steps instinctively increased in speed until she reached the

top and threw open the door. The sight which met her once inside threw her into

a fit of concern; Isabella was lying on her side clutching her abdomen and

sweating profusely even in the cool room.




“Isabella!” Anabelle yelled as she darted

for her bedside and knelt beside her. “What has happened?” she asked quickly.




But Isabella was in too much pain to

answer.




“Someone help!” Anabelle screamed at the

top of her lungs as the ladies maids came rushing through the open door.




“What happened, Miss?” they asked her.




“I don’t know, I came up and here she was,”

she explained in a hurry. “She needs help, we need a physician!” she shouted at

them momentarily forgetting her place in fear for her friend.




“The physician is out of town Miss, even if

we send word he cannot arrive for hours,” one of the ladies said regretfully.




Anabelle looked about the room in hopes of

finding some inspiration on what she could do next to help her friend. Quickly

she jumped to her feet and grabbed a hold of her coat, making for the door when

one of the ladies stopped her.




“What are you doing, Miss Bennet?” she

asked.




“If we cannot have a physician here, I

shall run to town and fetch some supplies myself so that we have them here,”

she explained calmly looking back at Isabella whose composure had eased

slightly.




“The physician’s house is just down the road,

my dear, and to the right,” she said taking Anabelle’s hand in her own, wishing

her a safe trip.




Anabelle rushed down the stairs and made it

to the bottom faster than she had ever thought possible to do. Slipping on her

shoes and tying her coat tightly, she bolted through the front door and made

for the road. Although barely five o’clock, the skies had gone almost

completely black and Anabelle found that she could feel the rain coming from a

distance.




Within moments of her departure rain began

to fall from the sky in heavy sheets. She pulled up her hood in a vain attempt

to keep herself dry. Soon enough she reached the physician’s house, pounding on

the door harshly until an older woman opened it, wanting to know who was making

such a racket.




Anabelle rushed in, explaining with great

speed the condition in which Isabella was in. She summoned for the apothecary

who listened intently and pulled some vials from the shelf and produced them

for her.




“Boil these in tea and have her drink it

twice a day, then follow it up with a cup of salt water, it will release the

tension in her throat and the herbal tea should ease the chills she feels even

in the warm of the morning,” he ordered before handing the ingredients over.




“Thank you so much,” Anabelle said handing

over the money she had brought with her and hurrying out the door before

receiving her change.




In her hurry, she did not see the man turn

the corner from the other side of the physician’s office as she ran straight

into him knocking her prescribed ingredients to the ground where they rolled

about.




“I am so, so sorry,” she spluttered,

snatching up as many of the vials as she could see.




The man had picked a few up himself and

stowed them into a small velvet sack which he offered to her to hold the rest

of them.




“Thank you sir,” she said taking them and

turning on her heel.




“I am Duke Robert Ferguson, Miss, might I

take the liberty in asking your name and why you are in such a hurry?” he

asked.




“You may,” she said as she continued to

walk swiftly through the rain drenched street. He followed easily wiping rain

drops from his brow.




“My name is Anabelle, my friend is ill and

I must get to her immediately,” she said.




“If you would like Miss, I have a carriage,

you should get to her quicker,” he offered, seeing how concerned she was.




She turned around, her straight hair

clinging to the sides of her face in the rain. She hesitated only for a moment

but agreed to the offer wanting to waste no time in retuning to Isabella.




He led her to the carriage parked outside

of the physician’s which she had been in too much of a hurry to notice before

and lifted her in ordering his coachman to follow her directions. The coach

reached the house in less than five minutes and the Duke offered to assist her

inside which she declined.




“Thank you, Your Grace!” she called with a

faint wave of the hand before disappearing inside.




She ran the herbs and juices to the kitchen

and demanded the potions be made before running up the stairs to see how

Isabella fared. She was asleep with more than half the maids circled about the

room to keep an eye on her while Anabelle had been gone. She explained to them

the conditions which the apothecary had told her and retired to bed. Tossing

the velvet bag embossed with the Duke’s brand onto her dresser, she noticed

that it was a whiskey bag. She eyed it for a moment before retiring to the

world of dreams.
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In the morning, Anabelle thought it would

be a good idea to call on the Duke, if she could, to thank him for his help the

night before and return his velvet bag. She woke early and went in to see

Isabella before she set off for her excursion. She found Isabella awake and

looking out the window at the blue sky.




“Good morning to you!” Anabelle said, happy

to see her looking somewhat better.




“Good morning Miss Anabelle, I must thank

you for fetching such wonderful tea last night, it has quite restored me

today,” she said smiling.




“I am ever so glad to hear it,” Anabelle

said squeezing her hand. “I shall be off for a while today to visit Duke Robert

Ferguson to thank him, without his help I should not have arrived so quickly as

I did,” she explained.




She headed for the kitchen in hopes that

one of the maids could tell her where she would find the Duke. Maud, the cook,

knew exactly the place.




“He lives in the largest estate in the area

just past the physician’s to the left up on the hill,” she told her handing her

a scone to go. “But you can’t just go over there, Miss Anabelle!” she said,

sounding horrified. “It’s not at all proper for a… a…




“Commoner?” Anabelle finished for her.




“A lady”, Maud tried to regain control of

the conversation, “A lady to just stroll over uninvited to the Duke’s estate

and have a chat with him”.




“I’m not interested in a chat”, Anabelle

answered her, “I want to thank him for the ride home and return this velvet bag

to him.”




She held up the bag for Maud to see. Maud

shook her head as Anabelle grabbed the scone from her.




“Thank you! And besides, he’s just a man to

me, nothing special or royal,” Anabelle called as she went to fetch one of the

horses.




Having saddled one, she made her way onto

the road and followed the directions she was given. In a litter more than a

quarter of an hour she slowed her horse in front of a large brass gate which

encircled the entire estate. She looked around for a knocker or a guard who she

could talk to but she was utterly alone on the outside of the estate. Losing a

bit of faith, she walked around to the side in hopes of finding someone but

with no luck.




As she turned with the intention of hopping

back into the saddle she heard footsteps from the gravel walk. A young man who

must have been the footman or else servant in training approached her at the

gate.




“Good day Miss, what can I do ye for?” he

asked with a slight accent.




“I should like to have a short audience

with Your Grace sir, I have to thank him for his generosity last evening, he

was of some great assistance to me,” she explained.




He opened the gate and led her to the

stable where he carefully tied her horse and ushered her inside. She followed

him through the large halls decorated beautifully in marble and brass

finishing. They passed by a quaint room which must belong to Mrs. Ferguson she

thought as they passed. In a moment, there were footsteps from the door and the

young man slowed to a stop. “Benoit,” came a husky female’s voice from behind.

“Who is our lovely guest?” she asked as the two turned around to face the

woman.




He looked down at Anabelle in a panic not

knowing what to say..




“My name is Anabelle Bennet Ma’am,” she

said dropping to a curtsey.




“And what is your business here darling?”

she asked circling the new comer and eyeing her up and down as if taking mental

paintings in her head.




“I am here to see the Duke,”




“My son,” said the woman in a cold,

corrective tone. “Yes, Mrs. Ferguson. Your son, I have a short audience to

thank him for his kind attentions last evening as he helped me while in great

distress,” she said kindly before curtseying again.




“It is Duchess Ferguson,” she said coldly,

“Carry on,” she waved her hand and disappeared back into her room.




In another moment the young man was leading

Anabelle up a set of stairs at the top of which appeared a large oak door which

was knocked upon loudly.




“Come in,” rang the familiar voice of the

Duke, although Anabelle noticed a slight change in it, as if he had been

fighting a cold.




She followed the man into the room and was

presented to the Duke.




“Please sit Miss Bennet,” said the voice

behind the desk. “Benoit, you may go,” he dismissed him.




Benoit left them alone and Anabelle approached

the desk. The closer she got the more she could smell the faint burn of

alcohol. She sat down on the chair and waited. It swiveled around slowly and

the face that sat before her was not the handsome, clean face she had seen last

night in the rain. This man had the confused look of a child who had lost a

toy.




“It is so nice to see you again Miss,

what... what can I do for you today?” he asked, unable to separate the last two

words.




She looked at him with caution reminding

herself that he was a man of power and she should not comment on his state so

early in the day.




“I came to give you proper thanks sir,” she

began, watching to see if she could retain his attention. “My friend is quite

better because of your help in my collection of spilled medicines,” she said.




“You are quite welcome my dear, and might I

just say you have a lovely head of hair,” he said slowly, his eyes distracted

by the shine of her dark hair.




“Thank you sir,” she said awkwardly.




“I should like... to... invite you to a

ball,” he rambled on. “It will be on Saturday, do dress your best Miss Bennet,”

he dragged on.




“I should be honored, Your Grace,” she said

politely pulling back slightly due to the stench of whiskey. “Here”, she said,

holding out the velvet bag, “I also wanted to return this to you.”




The Duke took it from her with shaky hands

and threw it onto his desk. “It is so kind of you, to be so att... attentive to

your sick friend... Like a child caring for a mouse,” he blurted as the drink

began to take a stronger hold on him.




“I must be getting back to her, Your Grace,

I hope to see you in...” she paused, “good spirits on Saturday,” she curtseyed

and showed herself out of the room, for she doubted he could do so at all even

if he tried.




She left the house with an odd mix of excitement

for the ball and concern for the Duke’s countenance so early in the day, but

went about her business of tending to Isabella and telling her more stories,

including the one she had just experienced which gave Isabella a huge amount of

entertainment.
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Anabelle took it upon herself to speak with

Mr. and Mrs. Huntington as soon as possible about her allowance to attend the

ball on Saturday. She had been so distracted by the drunken state of the Duke

at her visit that she had not considered her acceptance of his offer before

thinking to ask permission first.




“Good night Isabella,” she said sweetly,

kissing her forehead before leaving the room to find Mr. or Mrs. Huntington.




She found the latter sitting in the den

sipping a cup of tea and knitting by the fire as she often did before bed.

Anabelle approached quietly so as not to disturb her. Mrs. Huntington looked up

upon spotting some movement out of her peripheral vision.




“Come in my dear, sit by the fire with me

and warm yourself, you have had a long day I am sure,” she said kindly

motioning to the seat next to her.




Anabelle sat and smiled in thanks, taking a

moment to enjoy the fire before asking her question.




“I met with Duke Ferguson last evening,”

she admitted to her patron.




“I know,” said Mrs. Huntington,




“I saw the carriage leave through my window

when you returned last night. So kind of him to give you a ride home especially

in his state.”




“His state ma’am?” Anabelle asked

curiously, wondering if Mrs. Huntington knew about his drinking habits.




“Yes dear, he has often been said to be in

a state of sincere depression of late, apparently it has to do with his being

so young and in such a high position of authority. It is hard on a young person

such as himself.




“I see,” Anabelle answered in contemplation.




Perhaps that explained some of his drinking

she thought as she listened to Mrs. Huntington explain some of the things she

had seen and heard in town about the Duke.




“Well, anyway Mrs. Huntington, I went by to

give him a proper thanks this afternoon,” she went on, “and he informed me that

he should be hosting a ball this Saturday and was so inclined to offer me an

invitation,” she explained.




“Ah, how lucky you are my dear,” prattled

Mrs. Huntington.




“Yes, Ma’am, so I only wondered if I should

be allowed to be excused for the evening so that I might attend?” she asked.




“Of course you may dear, for all you have

been doing for our Isabella, I should think it unkind to decline such a

request,” she smiled at Anabelle as she stood and made for bed.




“Good night darling,” she called from the

doorway and left Anabelle alone to enjoy the rest of the fire in the sitting

room.
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On Saturday morning, Anabelle awoke and

made herself and Isabella plates of breakfast food which she brought up and ate

with Isabella in her room.




“So Isabella dear, I have some very

interesting topics to discuss with you today,” Anabelle started, digging into

her toast and jam.




“And what might that be?” Isabella mustered

as she adjusted her position in bed.




“The Duke’s ball is tonight and I think I

need some advice on what I should wear and how I should do my hair for the

evening and I can think of no one else I would like to hear from than you,” she

said smiling happily as she watched the color rise in Isabella’s cheeks.




For the first time in many days the color

in her face was not pale or sickly, but vibrant and red with excitement. The

following hours were spent with Anabelle twirling about for Isabella in as many

gowns as she had brought with her, Isabella enjoying each one better than the

last. She clapped as best she could as her companion spun around before her,

her own cheeks reddening with exertion.




“The white gown is best I think, Miss

Anabelle,” Isabella said after a long while of contemplating gowns.




She held it up as high as she could begging

Anabelle to put it back on quickly so that they might move on to doing her

hair. The girls found that for as smooth as Anabelle’s hair was, it held

ribbons nicely and so the pair decided that she should leave her hair down for

the most part and only pin back the top half which should be adorned with a red

ribbon tied to the back.




“You look ever so lovely, Miss Anabelle,”

Isabella beamed with joy over her own masterpiece.




“I doubt I could have dressed myself half

so well if I had done it on my own dear Isabella,” Anabelle said kindly,

embracing her friend tightly before announcing that she must be off if she

hoped to make it to the Duke’s estate on time for the start of the ball.




Mr. Huntington had decided that he should

do without the small carriage for the evening and called for it to be brought

round for her so that she should not ruin her look by walking or travelling on

horseback.




“Have a good time dear, and be safe,” he

cautioned to her as he lifted her hand into the carriage and ordered the coach

to take her to the Duke’s estate.




Anabelle arrived promptly at seven o’clock

thanks to the generosity of her host. She knew while she had been spending so

much time in choosing her outfit with Isabella that she would be late if they

did not decide soon, but it did not occur to her to rush things. She had

determined to do a good job in the tending to of her new companion and if

taking time in selecting her outfit was the key to doing so she should have

stayed with her the entire evening.




The halls she had passed through just days

before bore no resemblance to what they had looked like then. There were now

more candles than she could count and more beautiful flowers about the rooms

than she had ever seen. Gentlemen bowed to her as she passed and she engaged

herself in a number of dances before spotting the Duke at the top of the dance

hall.




“Thank you very much for the dance, Miss

Ferguson,” said the young man she had just gone down the dance floor with.




“It was my pleasure sir,” she had not been

able to recall if his name was Bennett or Willoughby, and so she bowed quickly

and turned away.




She moved toward the Duke confidently, and

watching him all the while to judge his countenance before she spoke. He

appeared to be fully in control of his movements and his words in the

conversation he was engaged in.




She waited patiently, enjoying the music

which floated ever so richly through the air. A breach in conversation came and

she stepped forward and curtseyed.




“Good evening, Your Grace,” she said, her

eyes twinkling in the candlelight from behind him.




“Miss Bennet, what a pleasure it is to see

you here, I am so glad you have made it,” he said bowing in return. “Please let

me introduce you to Mr. Hughues here,” the man beside him bowed and kissed her

hand.




“Charmed Miss Bennet,” he said as he smiled

and walked off, allowing the two to speak alone.




“I am glad to see you so composed sir,” she

spat, not thinking about it.




To her relief he laughed at her comment and

replied politely, “Yes, Miss. I daresay that I am just as pleased as you are.”




“How do you like the ball so far?” he asked

curiously. “Very well, sir, I have danced a great deal already as it has taken

me some time to find you here,” she admitted.




“It has been a long while since I have

attended such a ball sir,” she concluded.




“Indeed?” he asked surprised, “Well I am

all astonishment, a lady as lovely as yourself, not been to a ball in a while!

It is unacceptable!” he cried.




This made her laugh slightly as he took her

arm to show her about the estate.




“And here, we have the punch room for the

evening Miss Bennet, and you must give me leave for a few moments as I have

promised a good friend of mine,” he waved across the room to show her his

friend, “To engage in a small tipple before he departs this evening. If you

will excuse me,” he bowed and kissed her hand.




Anabelle, slightly disheartened by his

abandonment, moved back into the dance hall where she hoped to pick up the luck

she had encountered before while she waited for her host to return from his

drink. Turning about, she nearly bumped headfirst into the chest of a very tall

woman dressed in a laced black gown, with a pointed nose and hair pulled back

so tightly you could almost see the bones through her skin.




“I beg your pardon ma’am, I did not look

before I moved, please forgive me,” Anabelle blundered looking up in apology at

the woman whom she recognized as the Duke’s mother.




“Ah,” she said looking down her nose at Anabelle,

who stood only to her shoulders, “I had not the joy of understanding I should

be seeing you again so soon Miss Bennet,” she said coldly and walked passed her

into the punch room.




Anabelle shook the standoffish encounter

off her shoulders and made her way through the dance hall smiling at all who

looked at her. A few more extras were danced before she thought to look about

for her friend in the crowd but was unable to spot him.




Well, she thought, I suppose an old friend

is more important than a new one, I do respect that about the man, but I wonder

that he has not been too preoccupied with drink. The thought preyed on her for

a moment before she moved on to thinking of finding fresh air.




Approaching the punch room she found her

companion in high spirits but not so taken with drink that he appeared to be

any different than when they had first spoken that evening. She smiled at this

and approached him swiftly.




“Sir, I wondered that you had gotten a bit

too tippled and thought I had best come check on you,” she admitted laughing a

little so as to seem not so parental.




“Ah, what a kind soul you have Miss

Anabelle, might I ask you to share in this dance with me?” he asked, “The

musicians are just starting up!” he said taking her by the hand before she

could accept.












CHAPTER 7
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The dance was lively and rapid, keeping the

couples moving and constantly pulling them apart. Anabelle laughed as Duke

Ferguson attempted to make conversation with her but every time he got a word

out the dance moved them apart once more. In response, she made the attempt to

say one word every time they got back near enough to speak but she found he

spoke at the same time and before they could recover once again were they on

the move. The pair dissolved into outrageous laughter over the matter and

promised another dance should be shared in which they could speak.




“What fun that dance was, Miss Anabelle,”

uttered the Duke once it ended.




The pair stood at the wall and went over

the dance in review and found it all the more hilarious afterwards.




“It was such a fun dance, but not one with

which I should request if I should like to get to know my partner at all!”

Anabelle commented.




“Agreed,” he said smiling.




The next song struck up and thankfully this

one was much slower than the last. He led her back onto the floor and bowed as

the music took off.




“What do you like to do in your free time,

Your Grace, when you are not too busy governing over your loyal subjects?”

Anabelle asked as they stepped back and forth in tune.




“Dancing, Miss Anabelle, anytime I can get

to a ball I desire to do so, it is so freeing,” he said exaggerating his

movements in demonstration. “Plus one can never find such fine punch as they

might find at a ball anywhere else, can they?” he joked looking towards the punch

room.




Anabelle noticed that he did this often,

perhaps looking on for his mother, or his friend whom he had shared a tipple.

Or, most disturbingly, perhaps he was gauging just how much the other guests

had had to drink and if there should be enough to satisfy him later.




He stole her attention away from her

thoughts by adding, “And you Miss Anabelle, when you are not tending to your

sick friend or making friends on the dance floor, what do you like to do?” he

asked earnestly, returning his focus to her.




“I enjoy reading,” she answered simply,

“and talking, I love a good conversation sir,” she added smiling at him.




“Well I hope that you find me interesting

enough, I have a vast knowledge of a great many things. For one I am quite the

connoisseur,” he said proudly.




“Ooh, how interesting sir, for such a busy

man I should think it difficult for you to engage in such entertainments,”

Anabelle quipped.




He gave a sour look at the word “busy” but

carried on in his polite demeanor.




“You would be quite surprised Miss

Anabelle, but it is fairly easy for me as my father owned a winery for just a

few years before he passed and he has handed it down to me. I have merchants

who bring it to and from and so I find it quite simple to indulge myself in the

art,” he explained.




This gave Anabelle some discomfort and it

appeared to her he must know of his own affliction for alcohol. Certainly she

could not be the only who could see it. She had only known him a few days and

it had been clear as day to her.




“I should think you very lucky sir,” she

said, not wanting to draw attention to her own thoughts.




“Luck is not a matter of birth Miss

Anabelle, I have taken on this responsibility of Dukedom only on a matter of

necessity. For if I should have declined then the inheritance should have moved

further away from my poor mother, who is so accustomed to this life, I would

hate to think of removing her from it,” he went on.




“She can be very cold and demanding at

times,” he said, Anabelle understanding this fact well enough, having just encountered

one of those times a few moments ago. “But, she is always looking out for the

best for our family and so I should not like to go against her wishes,” he

continued.




“How kind of you,” Anabelle muttered, lost

in thought.




The dance ended and the pair stepped apart

admiring the other young couples littering the room around them.




“Will you delight me in joining me in the

punch room for a small drink?” he asked devilishly eyeing the room once more.

“It would be my pleasure to pour you a glass of the best punch I can give you,”

he added.




“I should be honored sir,” she said

following in his gait which picked up considerably the closer they got to the

punch room.




She watched him pour a glass and said, “If

you would sir, I should only enjoy a small glass, I am very easily taken with

too much drink,” she lied after noting the large portion of which he poured for

himself.




He poured her one small glass and handed it

to her. He took a few sips of his drink as she sniffed and tasted her drink. If

anything was certain it was that this was perhaps the best punch she had ever

tasted, and she could see why he enjoyed it so much.




“I should like to ask you Miss Anabelle, if

I might see you tomorrow?” he blurted as the drink hit his stomach, calming

some of his nerves.




“Oh,” Anabelle exclaimed, “Well, that is

very kind of you sir, but I think perhaps tomorrow I should remain with my

patient and friend as she has gone this whole evening without my company,” she

excused herself.




She could see the punch taking a bit more

of an effect after this last glass of his which he swallowed quickly after her

refusal.




“I understand,” he said loudly, with a

slight sway in his posture. “T’is of no... consequence Miss. I only thought as

we had such a pleasant time this evening, away from work and all, that I should

have liked to see you once more. But there are several other ladies that will

be thrilled with my company and who I shall ask to spend the next few evenings

with me.”




Anabelle felt her heart beat a little

faster as a strange emotion she had never felt before enveloped her but she

shook it off. The Duke could certainly spend his evenings with whomever he

chose. He belched in an ungentle manly mAlicer as she excused herself from his

presence. One of the young men she had danced with in the beginning had caught

her by surprise as she made for the door to go home and asked her for one more

dance. Anabelle glanced back at the punch room, seeing that Duke Ferguson’s

friend had taken hold of him in support while a beautiful blonde woman had

appeared and was running her hand over his back. Anabelle agreed to one more

dance with the gentleman before calling for her carriage to bring her home.












CHAPTER 8
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By the time Anabelle arrived at the

Huntington’s estate, everyone, including the maids had gone to sleep. She crept

up the stairs quietly and lay in earnest confusion for an hour at least before

falling into an exhausted sleep. Her dreams were woven with images of the Duke,

too far gone in drink to even recognize, picking up her scattered items in the

streets in the rain, and dancing with her in a private room all to themselves.

She woke to the heat of the sun hitting her face from the window near her bed,

and she rolled out of it gently lest she wake any remaining sleepers.




“Anabelle!” she heard a very fragile voice

call out to her.




She followed it in a hurry in case

something was wrong and found herself in Isabella’s room, who was sitting up

smiling widely at her.




“Mama said I should have let you sleep a

little longer Miss, only, I have been awake so long already and I could not

stand another moment not having heard about your triumphs at the ball!” she

exclaimed, motioning for Anabelle to come and sit with her.




She complied with this order as the ladies

maid went to fetch them some breakfast while they gossiped about the night.

Isabella was in utter rapture over the Duke’s kind attentions toward her

friend, although it was left out for the sake of entertainment on the young

lady’s mind that the Duke was in fact quite taken with drink for a good half of

the evening and a beautiful blonde seemed way too close to him.




“He sounds to me like such a charming man,

don’t you think so Miss?” Isabella asked.




“I do think so dear,” replied Anabelle.




She really did think him a kind and gentle

minded person, but his behaviors seemed so out of character when drinking was

involved it left her uneasy about his advances to her.




“But I am sure dear Isabella that the Duke

has many a finer woman in his presence from time to time than myself,” she said

modestly waving the idea of his interest in her away.
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