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Synopsis




Equal in station and age, it was foreseeable that neighbors Clara Battersley and Serena Coleridge would become fast friends. More surprising is that they would become lovers—a secret they tell no one.




Giddy with love and the prospect of their London season, they are about to embark on a social whirl of fashionable, high season balls. But Serena’s fortunes are reversed by Napoleon’s escape from Elba. Her financial resources compromised, the two debutantes are parted.




Bereft and facing unbearable pressure to conform to social and family expectations, how can they keep the promises of their hearts?
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Chapter One




January




“Serena, darling!” My mother called as I walked past the open door of the parlour.




“Yes, Mama?”




Mama smiled up at me, her lap a mess of fashion plates sent down from London. “I’m thinking this one for morning wear,” she said, pointing to an elegant, understated dress of plain muslin. “But do you think in pale green or in yellow?”




My coming out ball was a few scant weeks away, on the first day of March and my debut in London timed for shortly afterward. Clothes—accessories—ball preparation: these things were filling the minds of my mother and me.




Indeed, I believe my mother was almost as overexcited about the occasion as I was, and although my father pretended that he was just humouring the women in his life, I think he too felt a deep interest in his heart.




“Oh no,” Mama corrected herself, not waiting for my answer. “Not yellow. If we could dress you in a bright buttercup yellow, perhaps, but with your beautiful dark hair”—she reached up and touched me lightly on the head—“pale yellow will look too dull, don’t you think? Now Clara, I imagine, would look beautiful in pale primrose.”




Clara was not, as you might think, my sister, but my closest friend. Our fathers had been fast friends since the days of their Grand Tour. As they lived less than five miles apart, in the two largest houses in Winterton, Clara and I were thrown regularly into each other’s company. For the first eighteen years of our lives we played together: dressing dolls, fighting dragons, and sharing secrets. There was no one in the world, not even my own mother, who knew me as well as Clara did; certainly there was no one I loved better. I had no siblings—Clara, only one, a younger brother—but I felt no sense of something missing. Clara took the place of playmate, confidante, and sister, all in one.”




“Mauve?” I suggested uncertainly. There were so many confusing rules about what a debutante might and might not wear, I found it hard to keep track. Certainly pastel shades were expected, but whether there were limits even within those, I was not sure. A pale purple sounded innocent enough, but who knew?




My mother looked me up and down, thoughtfully. “Mauve,” she repeated. Then she smiled. “Yes, why not? Mauve it is. And now, what about hats and gloves?”




I sat down beside her, and we talked ball arrangements for the next hour, until we were called for lunch. But Mama was not the only person with whom I talked about the upcoming debut. Between Clara and me, it was also an oft-discussed subject.




Our fathers had agreed that we might share the occasion, which suited Clara and me. Doing anything, let alone participating in something so world-changing as this ball—The Event of our young lives—without my friend was unthinkable. Clara and I sat in her room one afternoon, talking, and our conversation turned to our futures.




“Of course,” Clara said wisely, “one’s debut is equivalent to announcing one’s availability in the marriage market.”




My own thoughts had been resting more on the idea of dancing and late nights. I gave Clara an anxious look.




“Do you think so?”




“Certainly.” She nodded her head. “My mother has been giving me reams of practical advice as to how to ensnare a man.” She mimicked Lady Maria’s refined tones. “‘Remember, my dear’” (Clara’s mother always referred to her as “my dear,” with limited truth), “‘gentlemen do not like a lady to be too forward. Pray rein in your usual vigour; your manner should be more sedate. And make sure never to venture an opinion of your own.’”




I giggled. The idea of Clara lasting ten minutes without giving her opinion on each and every thing that caught her fancy was ridiculously improbable. Clara grinned at me.




“Now, now, Serena,” she said with mock seriousness, “there is no need to take that attitude. Catching a husband is a solemn business, you know.”




I fiddled with a strand of my hair, wrapping it round my finger.




“My mama only told me to be sure not to drink too much champagne,” I confessed.

“You don’t…you don’t really think that we are expected to marry in our first season, do you?”




“Why not? We don’t want to run the risk of being left on the shelf,” Clara retorted.




“I don’t think I’d mind.” I tugged at my hair nervously, and Clara slapped at my hand.




“You’re too old to still be doing that, Serry.” Then her tone changed. “Can’t you imagine, though, how much nicer it would be to have a house of one’s own? Not to have to listen to ‘Clara, my dear, do this’; ‘Clara, behave with a little more decorum’ all day long?”




I said nothing for a second, trying to put my thought into words.




“But wouldn’t you be swapping one duty for another?” I ventured. The words of the wedding ceremony flitted through my mind. “To love, honour, and obey…”




She shook her head. “Oh no, I’d only marry someone who would give me my own way in everything.” She flashed a smile at me. “Someone like you.”




“I don’t want to marry.” The words forced themselves out of me, unbidden.




Clara looked at me. I don’t know what she saw in my face but her own expression softened. “Why not?”




“I wouldn’t want to marry someone I didn’t love,” I said, “and…and…”




“And what, Serry?”




“I can’t imagine loving anyone as much as I love you,” I finished simply.




For a second Clara was silent. “You mean that?”




“Yes.”




Her hand slipped into mine, her blue eyes gentle. For a long time we looked at each other, then Clara unexpectedly leaned toward me, an expression on her face I had never seen there before. “Serry,” she said quietly, “I—”




There was a soft tap on the door. Clara jerked back, her sentence unfinished.




“Interrupting secrets?” teased my mother as she pushed the door open. However, she left no room for a reply, instead smiling across at me. “Come, Serena,” she said. “It is time we were leaving for home—if, that is, I can drag your father away from his godson!”




We laughed. Clara’s younger brother, Horace Battersley, was my father’s namesake and godchild. Father maintained that by spending time with Horace-the-younger, he was merely doing his duty as a godfather—a fiction that I fear the rest of us didn’t even pretend to believe was true. As we all knew, it was my father who had dragged his godson out to fly a kite that afternoon, not the other way around! Similarly, I could not conceal my unwillingness to leave Clara. I desperately wanted to know what she had been about to say, but since our childhood Mama had been used to tearing us apart despite cries of woe, and she saw nothing strange in my behaviour.




“Come now,” Mama said, gently but firmly, and with a last wistful look at Clara, I stood.




* * *




I had too long to wonder what Clara might have said if Mama had not interrupted us. I saw the tableau in my mind: Clara, her blond hair escaping (as it so often did) from its restraints and fluttering down around the sides of her face. She had been leaning forward, her hand in mine, and those words on her lips. “Serry…I—” What had she been about to say? And, indeed, what had I wanted her to say? To tell the truth, I hardly knew; yet there was something—something. Oh, how I wished Mama had not chosen that particular moment to come in!




* * *




Two weeks later, a stroke of good fortune for my father meant that Clara and I would again have a chance to be alone. As Father looked up from his post at breakfast, he announced with pleasure that he had received excellent news.




“About what?” my mother asked.




“The East India Company.” Father was beaming. “Profits have trebled since last year. I knew it! I knew that the future lay in trade between countries. Did I not say so?”




Mama smiled lovingly at him across the dishes. “You did indeed. I’m so glad, my dear.”




“Now that that rascal Napoleon has been laid by his heels, the company will go from strength to strength,” prophesied my father. “It was only that wretched war which brought so many problems. Well! I think this calls for a celebration, don’t you agree?”




“Certainly,” my mother agreed. “You mean to invite the Battersleys for dinner, I take it?”




“For dinner?” Father waved an indignant hand. “They must stay for the night, Elizabeth! You will arrange all that is necessary, I know.”




“Of course I will,” Mama said. “Perhaps,” she added teasingly, “that is wiser than obliging them to drive home so late—or perhaps I should say, so early—after you and Mr. Battersley have been celebrating with a glass of champagne, and then a few more. I know how these evenings end up!”




“Now, Elizabeth!” my father protested. “Think of the impression you must be giving of me to your daughter!” But he was laughing, and we both joined in.




“All the same,” said Mama to me after Father had left the table, “I don’t imagine that Lady Maria will find the same satisfaction in the news as your father has. In her opinion, trade—whether successful or not—is beneath the notice of any true gentleman. Oh well. We must trust that she will say nothing to distress Father. And,” she added, smiling at me, “I don’t doubt you are filled with delight at the idea that Clara will stay. Perhaps it is just as well that Horace is back at school, though; it will be trouble enough with three guests. What Mrs. Brown will say, I do not know.” By virtue of having held the role for more years than anyone cared to remember, our housekeeper was not backward about coming forward with her opinion on everything that happened in the household. It seemed all too likely that she would not appreciate being told she needed to make up three beds by the following evening. “Well, I shall not find out by sitting and waiting,” Mama said as she stood, bustling away even before she had finished speaking.




I found that my heart was beating in a most peculiar way at the idea that I was to see Clara again. It seemed to speed, and then halt, until I felt almost sick. With the gentlemen celebrating in style, and Mama entertaining Lady Maria, it was certain that Clara and I would get some time alone. Would she tell me what it was that she had been about to say? Or would she have thought better of whatever impulsive utterance it might have been? At one moment I felt I could not wait until I saw her; at the next, I feared what she might say.




Two evenings later, I found the arrival of Clara and her parents strange, however—simply because everything appeared just as it ever did. The carriage pulled up a prompt five minutes before it was due—Lady Maria was a strong believer in punctuality, which in her mind equated to always being early—and the Battersleys descended. Mr. Battersley, as usual, was smiling jovially, already looking around for my father. Clara tumbled out of the barouche in slapdash fashion, more haste than elegance, and was rebuked by her mother for her lack of care. Finally, Lady Maria stepped down, her evening dress as neat and fashionable, but her expression one of barely concealed distaste. It was hard on the woman; Clara’s father and mine had their shared youth and schooldays to bind them, and Clara and I were warm, devoted friends. Lady Maria and my mother, however, coped with each other’s company in smiling mutual antipathy. Save having daughters of roughly similar ages, I dare swear they had not a single thing in common. My mother was interested in the neighbourhood, in all the minutiae of daily life in Winterton. She spent time with the villagers, knew all of them by name and a good deal about their situations, and took a genuine interest in their lives. She was always ready to help if asked, but never pushed her assistance on anyone who did not wish it. It was a delight to walk into the village with her and see people’s faces light up simply because they saw her. Clara’s mother, on the other hand, would (I often thought) have preferred it if no one breathed the same air as she, let alone lived close by. The idea of taking an interest in other people was frankly bewildering to her, and especially any interest in those of a lower social class than her own. She had her husband, her children and her dogs (the dogs probably the most loved of the three): who needed more? An evening in our company was more tribulation than joy to Lady Maria, as Mama and I knew all too well from previous experience. The Battersleys had visited many times in the past, and Mama had once commented that the only time she ever saw Lady Maria smile was when she left. This occasion, therefore, was no different to any other—on the surface. The difference lay only inside me, in the way I found myself staring at Clara as if we were meeting for the first time, in the curious sense of shyness which overcame me. But Clara soon swept away any reticence on my behalf as she bounced toward me, her eyes gleaming with pleasure.




“Hello, Serry! We’ve arrived!”




Behind her, I heard Lady Maria cluck disapprovingly at her exuberance, but as Clara took both my hands and swung me round in a circle, I found it hard to care. Then she was off, chattering about this and that which had happened since we’d last been able to talk, telling me how much she’d missed me.




“It has only been a couple of weeks,” I protested.




“Has it?” Clara’s voice changed; she sounded almost wistful. “It seems longer.”




“Yes,” I said quietly, “it does.” I glanced up to where my father was in enthusiastic dialogue with Mr. Battersley, while my mother was politely conversing with Lady Maria about the flowers currently blooming in her respective garden. Our garden would soon be ablaze with daffodils, currently just budding, but ready to produce bright yellow trumpets to sway in the March breeze. I rather suspected that Clara’s mother found their vibrant colour vulgar; she much preferred the elegant snowdrops that presently graced her own land.




“Later,” Clara whispered, her gaze following mine.




After which, of course, the evening seemed to crawl past. We all sat around politely in the drawing room, split up into three distinct pairings but close enough that there could be no private conversation. Over dinner, chatter bounced among everyone at the table. Clara and I joined in the discussions with as much vigour as any of the adults. I was used to this; my parents had always encouraged me to speak when I chose, but I knew things were very different in Clara’s house. Lady Maria firmly believed that children should be seen but not heard, but if indeed they must be heard, the best etiquette required one only to talk to the person on one’s direct left or right side. General conversation was distinctly ill-mannered in her opinion. The subject of Napoleon’s defeat and exile to Elba took centre stage, and was loudly acclaimed—not only on nationalistic grounds but because it had, after all, led to my father’s trade success.




It was only later, when we were excused to retire to our rooms, that Clara and I got our first moments of privacy. I took Clara to her bedchamber (there was no real need, since she always had that room when she stayed), and as I hesitated between leaving and staying, Clara caught my hand.




“Serena,” she said urgently. “Stay.”




She pulled me to the bed and perched herself on the edge. I sat next to her, thinking how outraged Mrs. Brown would be if she saw us: our housekeeper regularly informed me that beds were invariably ruined by the disgraceful modern habit of sitting on them.




“I missed you,” I said.




“Yes.” Clara gave me an uncertain look. “Last time we were together…” she began.




“Yes?”






“Serry,” Clara said. “Oh, Serry.”




My hand was still in hers, and she pulled me forward and tentatively kissed me on the lips. I gasped and drew back, but my hand stayed steadily in hers. My lips prickled where hers had touched, and my heart beat so hard that the throbbing echoed in my ears.




“I’ve wanted to do that for years now,” Clara said slowly, “but I didn’t dare.”




Her words shocked me, both that Clara could have thought of such a thing and that there was anything—anything—that Clara did not dare to do. Clara had always been the braver of the two of us—she had been first to gallop on her horse, and the one to dream up our childhood adventures, dragging me into them by the hand if I showed any disinclination. The only thing I ever knew Clara to fear was her mother. Out of Lady Maria’s sight, she would take on any battle or task without a moment’s hesitation. I stammered something unintelligible.




“Are you angry?” asked Clara. She sounded nervous.




Angry? How could I be angry with her? How could I be angry with the girl I loved above any other; how could I be angry when she made me feel so…




“We oughtn’t,” I said uncertainly.




I knew it was wrong. Aside from the dutiful kisses one bestowed on relatives, any sort of embrace was to be saved for marriage. We had been told so, over and again. The fact that we had been warned only from men meant nothing: love, physical love between two girls was so wrong, so unnatural as not even to be spoken aloud. We had broken a strict taboo. If anyone, ever, found out, we would be parted for life.




“No,” Clara agreed, her voice low. “I’m sorry, Serena.”




And then it was I who leaned toward her, my mouth that pressed against hers, my arms that were closing round my love, my Clara, my dearest, dearest friend.




“Serena!”




And the words tumbled from my lips. “Clara, darling, we mustn’t—we shouldn’t—I must—I love you so much.”




Then Clara was kissing me back, both of us fumbling and unsure at this new encounter. I could feel a wetness on my cheek and I realised that Clara—brave Clara—was crying. I held her tight—tight—tight, squeezed her against me and fiercely resented the layers of clothes between us. I wanted to snuggle up in bed with her as we had done as children, but the feelings I had for her now shared little with the innocent companionable emotion of childhood. I wanted…I didn’t know what it was I wanted but I knew with a fierce passion that Clara was the only person in the world who could give it to me. We clung and kissed and clung and touched and kissed again, so many pent-up emotions bursting free and sweeping us into a river of desire where right and wrong, duty and conformity, did not exist.




“Serry?” Clara’s voice was husky. “Serry, dearest.”




Her fingers fumbled with the fastenings of my dress, her eyes searching mine for permission as she slid the hooks apart. She had helped me undress many times before, but not like this—not like this. She pushed the sprigged muslin down past my shoulders, and I wriggled free of it, pushing it onto the floor with little care.




“You. You too,” I pleaded.




“If someone should come…” Clara hesitated.




“I don’t care,” I said, almost weeping with need. “Say we were trying each other’s dresses, say anything. Please, Clara.”




She reached out to me, her hands stroking my face before sitting up to press her lips against mine again.




“Do it for me, Serry.”




I began to unlatch the hooks and eyes, pressing kisses against her petticoat as I exposed more and more of it. Her dress was beautiful but Clara herself was so much more so. When at last the garment fell to the ground, I stepped back, drinking her in.




“You’re so beautiful.”




“I need you,” she said, pulling me back toward the bed. “Please.”




And that “please” was all I needed. With tentative hands, I stroked her arms; then, more daringly, her body.




“May I?”




I did not think I could bear it if Clara refused me, but she did not. Instead, she put her hand over mine, pressing it against her breast. I could feel the way her nipple peaked against the soft cloth of her shift and petticoat, and the very touch set up a throbbing between my legs which was both wonderful and not enough. My body felt as if it had taken on a new life, alive in a way I had never known existed. Clara pulled me close again, wrapping her legs around mine and kissing my neck over and over.




I do not know how much time we spent like this; it might have been minutes, hours. But eventually we drifted down from the storm our lovemaking had created, and slowly realised where we were—what it was that we had been doing.




We caught our breath on Clara’s bed, heads side by side on the pillow. It had all been so sudden—so unexpected. I had never been so aware of the extent of my feelings for Clara before that night; she, more aware (as always) had yet never anticipated fulfilling her desire. For the longest time we lay next to each other, looking and marvelling at this new, wonderful thing.




Clara suddenly lifted herself to an elbow. “We must never do this again,” she said, heartbreak in her voice.




“No.”




“They would part us, shut us away. I believe my mother would imprison me in the house, never let me out again.”




I thought of Lady Maria. Certainly I could not imagine her having even the smallest corner of sympathy for her daughter’s illicit love. My own mother, I knew, would be devastated, however much she wished me to be happy. Happiness should not come in such a form, even with the most permissive of parents.




“We must pretend this never happened,” I said.




I do not know how fervently I believed my own words, even at the time. I knew we ought to go back to our old, chaste friendship; but simultaneously I found it hard to accept a future where I would never again hold Clara in my arms.




“I love you,” whispered Clara in my ear. “I always shall.”




“I, too.” For a second I clung to her and could not let go. “Oh Clara, I love you so much.” Reluctantly, I got to my feet, picked up my discarded dress and smoothed down the creases before I slipped it over my head. If I did not leave now, I was not certain that I ever could. But I knew that someone—a maid, perhaps, or even worse, Lady Maria herself—would come to demand why we had not parted for sleep, and the fear of discovery gave me the impetus to move. I refastened a couple of the hooks, enough that I would look appropriately dressed to anyone I passed in the corridor. I pressed a kiss to Clara’s hand.

“I will see you in the morning.”




“Yes.” Clara was subdued, and almost—almost—I ran back to her, but with a last loving look, I walked to the door.








Chapter Two




January–February




My night was a restless one. The next morning, when I caught Clara’s eye at the breakfast table, I could see that she had passed the night no better than I. My mother caught us yawning, and fondly scolded us about the iniquity of staying up late to chatter. I tried not to imagine what she would say if she knew of our far worse sin.




Having once held Clara in my arms, I missed her with an aching passion. Our prospective ball—once the zenith of my anticipation—now loomed darkly on the horizon. No longer a joyous occasion of dancing and laughter, it now represented the first rupture between Clara and myself. Whilst we had previously been encouraged to devote our affections to our friendship, now we were expected to look elsewhere: to see, perhaps, in every eligible bachelor a future mate. I felt a wave of nausea pass over me at the prospect.




We, in turn, would be looked over like fillies at a horse sale. Did we have the right looks, the right pedigree, to make a suitable wife? Would we make good breeders? I had once had girlish dreams of being whisked away by a tall dominating gentleman, to be cared for and benevolently tyrannised over; now I could think of little worse.




Mama’s fond intentions for my debut, however, were thrown into disarray by a letter which arrived that morning. She shared the content at the breakfast table. I had, it seemed, been accepted for Presentation at St James’s Palace in London a scant week before our ball was to occur in Kent. Clara’s parents, too, once they returned home, would find a royal missive bearing the same news. Of course, it was unthinkable that we should miss the opportunity of being presented at court—it was of central importance to one’s social standing in the season ahead; however, I overheard my mother murmur that it would have been useful if Her Royal Highness had given just a little more warning. Although my mother had already begun to make arrangements for my presentation dress (a truly epic design with more petticoats than one might normally wear in a month)—and Clara informed me, with a roll of her eyes, that Lady Maria had been preparing for the auspicious occasion of meeting royalty for several months—the timing of the event was hardly propitious. We would be obliged to go to London for the presentation, and spend but a few days there before driving back to Winterton in time for the ball.




“The poor girls will be quite done up by the time it is finished,” said my mother, and then took Clara and me to task for laughing at this idea. “You little know,” Mama said severely, “how much the social scene takes out of one.” She relaxed into a smile, and said ruefully, “Or, at any rate, it did me—but then I never was particularly delighted by the process.”




We laughed a bit more, since Mama’s dislike for London was well-known in our families: if she even had to pass through the city on her way elsewhere, one would see her face drop.




* * *




Over the next few weeks, the mad scramble involved in organising our presentations in London at the same time as we endeavoured to make the preparations for the ball in Kent was thoroughly enjoyed by Clara and me—though I admit that our parents felt somewhat differently about it! But whilst our elders undertook all the awkward details, Clara and I revelled in being the centre of attention. For Clara, especially, this was a novelty. I, being an only child, was used to my parents lavishing a certain amount of attention on me, but Clara, who usually took a rather poor second place to her younger brother Horace, the Battersleys’ son and heir, was filled with pleasure at being for the moment the person around whom the family world revolved. Our parents, therefore, might be struggling with one hundred and one anxious dilemmas—whether to open the house in London; how many days in advance of the presentation we should drive up to town—but Clara and I simply delighted in the excitement of the hurly-burly.




A side effect of the craziness, however, was that Clara and I rarely had a moment together alone to speak about the night on which our relationship had escaped from its years’ old form and threatened to engulf us in its passion. Whenever I thought I might have a chance of seeing her, it was certain that my mother would call me to speak about dress fittings or one of the other multitudes of minor details relevant to my debut. Even our usual morning horse rides—arranged to occur simultaneously, with our fathers’ encouragement—took second place to presentation arrangements. The presence of the grooms would, of course, have made private conversation difficult, but Clara had long ago worked out a way of

“losing” our servants when she wished. They had scolded at first, but now were more resigned to “the little misses’ ways.” However, it seemed if I rode, Clara was kept at home by her mother and if she rode, I was.




“You’d think that they were positively trying to keep us apart,” I said in frustration, after Clara and I met unexpectedly in the haberdashery in Winterton. I had been sent to buy green ribbon in a quantity which seemed quite out of proportion to my size; Clara, whose mother usually refused to frequent the local shops in favour of ordering from London, had an urgent need for buttons. Lady Maria was picking up one type and then another, anxiously attended by the shopkeeper, Miss Williams, as Clara and I huddled at the door and talked almost in whispers.




“Believe me,” said Clara ruefully, checking to see that Lady Maria was not in hearing,

“if my mother was able to keep us apart, she would. I believe she fears that I may take up some of your mother’s ‘frankly bourgeois’ notions—the words are hers, not mine, I might add! Thank heavens for Papa, who doesn’t give a rush about such things.”




“It’s fortunate that she doesn’t know where Mama is now,” I said, half-offended on my mother’s behalf, who was visiting our groom’s elderly parents whilst I dealt with the issue of the ribbon. “I imagine she would think that Mama’s visit to Mr. and Mrs. Simons is bourgeois. Perhaps Lady Maria would rather that we let the families of our servants suffer in poverty?”




“Undoubtedly, if it meant that one didn’t have to go near them,” Clara agreed amiably. “And don’t blame me. It’s hardly my fault that my mother has some strange beliefs.”




“Of course not.”




I relaxed and smiled, and reached out to hold her hand. As our fingers touched I think we were both jolted by what felt like lightning quivering between us. As our eyes locked on one another, I was reminded irresistibly of our kiss, and we were almost overwhelmed by the desire to repeat it.




“Me too,” whispered Clara, knowing what was in my mind. “Serry, me too.”




Lady Maria finished her business with Miss Williams, and commandingly called Clara back to her side. We let go our grip. As they left the shop, I followed them out, and reluctantly watched until Clara was nearly out of sight. My mother’s voice startled me back to the present.




“Do you have the ribbon?”




“Yes, Mama.” I had lingered in the shop only to talk with Clara.




“Well done.” She smiled at me. “And my business ended satisfactorily too. Simons won’t need to worry about his parents now. I have told them to order what they need from the shops and send the bill to your father.” She smiled. “Despite Lady Maria’s oft-repeated opinion, I know that they will not take advantage of our good nature. On the contrary, they were embarrassed by the very offer. But I told them that if they did not order the food themselves, I would do it for them, and I think that will keep them in check. They would be mortified to put me to any further trouble, and they know I will stand by my word.”




“I do love you, Mama,” I said, grateful that Clara’s mother was not my own.




My mother laughed, touched as well as disconcerted by the declaration. “Well, Serena darling, I’m glad to hear it.” She tucked my arm more firmly through her own as we walked briskly back to our house.




* * *




Almost before I knew it, the days of arrangements were over and we were on our way to London, bearing what seemed to be enough clothes to last until May! I was thrilled, if a little bit anxious, to visit London. I had only been once in my life, when I was a small girl. My mother had taken me there to visit my Aunt Hester (known to the polite world as the Dowager Lady Carlton), and on this occasion we were to stay with my aunt again. My parents had decided not to open their town house, since the duration of our visit was so brief. In contrast, the Battersleys had opened their residence. I believe that Lady Maria would have considered it most demeaning either to beg accommodation of another person or to stay in an hotel. For myself, I was glad to be with my aunt, and to be part of a bustling, cheerful household. My cousin Anna, who was on the point, Mama told me, of forming a most appropriate betrothal, was at home. Three years older than I, she seemed to me the fount of all social knowledge, and to her credit she never got bored of my questions—or at any rate she never showed it.




Frederick, the present Lord Carlton, did not live with his mother, but he was invited to dinner in order to spend time with his family, and he had the good nature to wish me (albeit with a somewhat patronising air) the best of luck in my presentation. I was not altogether sure what would constitute luck on such an occasion, further than managing my train without tripping and prostrating myself full length at the Queen’s feet; however, I took the comment in the spirit it was meant and thanked him kindly. Aunt Hester was due to present me, since court etiquette demanded that debutantes be presented by a titled lady. Lady Maria, of course, would be presenting Clara. My third cousin, Edward, was not at home. He was currently up at Oxford, where he was expected to do extremely well; his college had predicted great things for him, it seemed. I have to admit that given what I was told of his learning and knowledge, I could only be grateful that I did not have to face such a paragon of wisdom, for I felt sure he would despise me for all the things I did not know.
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