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Chapter One


SO THIS WAS LONDON!


Miss Henrietta Sandford cowered in the corner of the carriage and fervently wished that she had never left the quiet county town of Nethercote to answer the mysterious summons she had received only that morning. The noise of the city streets was deafening as crowds jostled along the pavements under the old overhanging buildings. The smell from the kennels in the middle of the street was nigh overwhelming.


The hack negotiated the film of Ludgate Hill and then picked its leisurely way up Fleet Street past the red latticed windows of the taverns. The shop signs rattled and creaked mournfully as they swung back and forth in the bitter November wind.


The hack came to a halt in the press of traffic. Suddenly a drunk pressed his face against the carriage window, staring mindlessly at Henrietta with wild red eyes peering out from a forest of long, greasy unkempt hair.


She gave a squeak of alarm and turned her head away. The carriage jerked forward and she went over the events of the morning in an effort to settle her mind.


She had been going about her parish duties of visiting the poor—or rather her brother, the vicar’s duties—when suddenly an unfamiliar soberly dressed servant appeared by her side.


He had a message for her from her Great-Aunt, Mrs. Hester Tankerton. Henrietta was not aware until that moment that she had a Great-Aunt or indeed any other living relative apart from her brother, Henry. Mrs. Tankerton feared she was dying, explained the servant and was desirous of seeing Miss Sandford without delay. He cautioned, she must not tell anyone, especially her brother, of her visit.


Henrietta had been first frightened and then intrigued. Bullied by her brother and treated as little better than a servant, Henrietta had experienced very little excitement in her life. London was only a few hours ride from Nethercote, and all at once, Henrietta had decided to go. The servant seemed respectable. And before she had had time to draw breath, she was swaying and bumping along the London road. Now as she stared out at the strange sights and sounds of the metropolis, she felt she had been indeed mad to go on such a wild venture.


With a sigh of relief, she noticed that the streets seemed to be getting broader and quieter and at last the coach came to a stop in front of an imposing mansion.


Feeling suddenly quite shabby in her outmoded pelisse and refurbished poke bonnet, Henrietta knocked firmly on the door. It was opened by a middle-aged butler who bowed her into a shadowy hallway with various servants sitting around on wooden benches. Obviously Mrs. Tankerton’s staff was taking advantage of her illness, thought Henrietta. Even in provincial Nethercote, the servants were expected to remain in their own quarters unless they were actively engaged in work. Evidence of Mrs. Tankerton’s old-fashioned ways was amply illustrated when Henrietta was ushered into a cedar parlor on the first floor to await her Great-Aunt’s summons. A ring of hard upright chairs stood in a circle on an uncarpeted floor where the ladies were supposed to sit and coze. Obviously Mrs. Tankerton did not believe in the more relaxed atmosphere of the modern drawingroom with its oriental rugs and scattered chairs.


There was no fire in the grate and the wind howled dismally in the chimney. After what seemed like an age, the butler reappeared to inform Miss Sandford in hushed accents that Mrs. Tankerton awaited her.


She passed up another narrow flight of stairs to a massive oak door and into a dark bedroom dominated by a huge four-poster on which a small figure lay hunched against the pillows. Henrietta hesitated on the threshold, her heart beating fast. The curtains were tightly drawn and the only light came from a single candle beside the bed. The bare floor was waxed to a high shine. The only other furniture was a table beside the bed, laden with phials and medicine bottles and a few occasional chairs crowded against the far wall.


“Is that Miss Sandford, Hobbard?” came a querulous voice from the bed. The butler placed a chair beside the bed and withdrew. Henrietta moved slowly forward.


“Come here child and let me have a look at you.” Mrs. Hester Tankerton raised herself slightly on the pillows. She was an elderly woman with thin wisps of grey hair escaping from under an enormous lace cap. The face was waxen, almost translucent, held to this world by a pair of small bright eyes like a bird’s. Henrietta stood before her, her hazel eyes looking wonderingly at the small figure on the bed. Mrs. Tankerton sank back on the pillows as if the small effort had completely exhausted her. “You don’t look like your brother,” said Mrs. Tankerton, “but that’s about all I can say for you.”


“You know Henry?” asked Henrietta in surprise.


“’Course I know Henry,” snapped the invalid. “I know Henry and about every other toady in London. I’m very rich and I’m about to make my will. What d’ye think of that?”


Henrietta moved her hands in a sort of bewildered embarrassment and remained silent.


“Faugh!” said Mrs. Tankerton in disgust. “Milk and water miss! I am looking for an heir worthy of my fortune. Not some countrified, dowdy miss, frightened to open her mouth. Be off with you!”


She struggled to reach a small handbell beside the bed.


“Allow me, madame,” said a voice like ice. Mrs. Tankerton looked up and encountered such a blazing look of dislike in Henrietta’s large eyes that she remained frozen, her withered hand stopped motionless in mid air.


“You,” said Miss Sandford, clearly and distinctly, “are a horrible old woman. No amount of money in the world gives you the right to be uncivil, madame. Good day to you!”


She marched past the astounded butler who had just arrived at the door of the room, and ran lightly down the stairs. She gave vent to her lacerated feelings by slamming the street door behind her with a resounding and most unladylike bang, and jumped into the coach.


Hobbard went forward anxiously to where his old mistress lay shaking on the bed. To his surprise he found that Mrs. Tankerton was convulsed with laughter.


“By George, Hobbard,” she gasped. “Send for my lawyers. This’ll put the cat among the pigeons. I’d give a monkey to see the look on Henry Sandford’s face when the will is read.


“She’ll do. Yes, I really think she’ll do.…”




Chapter Two


“DEAR HENRIETTA, I FEEL you should pay a call on Miss Scattersworth,” said the vicar of St Anne’s, Mr. Henry Sandford. “I myself will call on Lord and Lady Belding.”


Miss Henrietta Sandford twitched the curtains and stared out at the rain which was blanketing the county town of Nethercote. “You will be taking the carriage then,” she remarked in her placid voice.


“Of course,” remarked the vicar, preening himself in the looking glass and straightening his cravat. “One must keep up appearances. But you will find the walk to Miss Scattersworth’s invigorating. We should not put off our calls simply because one of our parishioners lives in the poorer section of the town.”


Henrietta reflected that her brother, the vicar, did not at any time feel obliged to put his glossy hessians inside the door of any low class house. He left that duty to his sister. But she was fond of Miss Mattie Scattersworth who was an elderly spinster of the parish and one of her few close friends. She made a move to leave the room.


But her brother was not finished with her. He felt irritated that Henrietta had accepted the duty of a walk in the rain without fuss. He racked his brain for some way to annoy her.


“It is very gracious of the Beldings to include you in their invitation to the ball. It promises to be a very grand affair. Ah! If only you were as beautiful as Miss Alice Belding, we should have you married to some fine London Lord.”


Miss Henrietta Sandford’s one claim to beauty lay in a pair of magnificent hazel eyes. And with them, she surveyed her plump and pompous brother with an unfathomable expression. “Well, Henry, since I am six and twenty and practically an ape leader, you should realize that there is no hope for me,” she finally remarked with an edge to her voice.


“And whose fault is that?” said her brother, turning an unflattering shade of red. “You could have been married to the squire had you not been so stubborn.” The squire, Sir Arthur Cromer, was a widower of fifty-eight with daughters as old as Henrietta herself. It was an old argument and Henrietta decided to make her escape. She was entirely dependent on her brother for the roof over her head and the clothes on her back and he unfortunately topped every argument by reminding her of that unpleasant fact.


Henrietta escaped up the stairs to her room and began to prepare for the wet walk ahead. She pulled the heavy wooden pattens over her shoes and put that dowdy piece of headgear called a calash over her bonnet to protect her from the elements, reflecting that it would have cost her brother very little to allow her to hire a chair. But Henry delighted in penny-pinching—as far as his sister was concerned. His own clothes-leaned almost to dandyism and would not have disgraced a Bond Street beau.


The town of Nethercote was considered by the few visitors from London to be a charming seventeenth-century village and by its residents as a bustling metropolis. Most of the town was centered round the central market square with its Assembly Rooms and posting house, The George and Dragon. Why go to London when the shops of Nethercote had everything there was to buy from the best of plain English fare to a real French dressmaker, Madame Aimée? The fact that Madame Aimée was once a Clapham seamstress called Bertha Battersby had been long forgotten and the townspeople did as much to foster her French image as Madame Aimée did herself.


Aristocracy was in residence just outside the town in the shape of the Beldings; and & Arthur Cromer, Henrietta’s rejected squire, lived in a brand new cottage ornée to remind the sophisticates of Nethercote of the simple joys of country life despite the fact that his vast thatched-roofed residence could have housed a whole army of tenant farmers and their laborers.


Henrietta picked her way across the slippery cobbles of the market square, with the heavy ring on the soles of her pattens making an ugly clanking sound and the rain beginning to trickle down her neck.


The visit to Mrs. Tankerton seemed to be a long, long way away. She had told no one of her visit, not even Miss Scattersworth. Miss Mattie Scattersworth would have thought her mad for not trying to ingratiate herself into the rich lady’s graces.


Miss Scattersworth lived above the bakery at the corner of the square. She was one of Nethercote’s many indigent gentlewomen, keeping the body and soul together by sharing each other’s modest tea trays, and perpetually living in the grim and awful shadow of the poorhouse.


As she climbed the stairs to Miss Scattersworth’s lodgings, Henrietta composed her features into their usual outward calm.


“My dear Henrietta!” gasped Miss Scattersworth, “So delighted! But in this terrible weather. You must be chilled to the bone.”


“I am,” said Henrietta matter-of-factly. “Do let me in, Mattie.”


Miss Scattersworth stood aside with profuse apologies and followed her young friend into the tiny parlor where a meager fire fought a losing battle with the all-pervading chill of the bleak November day.


Henrietta placed a basket of victuals tactfully on a small table but Miss Mattie’s quick eyes had caught the action and filled with grateful tears. “So good of your dear brother,” she said in a choked voice.


“Fustian!” said Henrietta sharply. “You know he would not even give you a piece of bread. I stole these from the kitchens.”


Only in front of her elderly friend did Henrietta put off her carefully cultivated social mask. Miss Mattie gave a delighted gasp and covered her mouth with her long, bony freckled fingers.


A lifetime of genteel poverty had not dimmed Miss Mattie’s spirit for adventure. A thin angular female of sixty-two with thick grey hair in neat bunches of ringlets under a modest cap, she had never given up hoping that something exciting would happen to change her drab life. She was an avid reader of novels and Henrietta thought that her friend lived more between the pages of her favorite romances than in the real world.


When they were both seated in front of the fire, Mattie leaned forward and grasped Henrietta’s hand. “Now tell me all about your going to the Beldings’ ball. What are you going to wear? Do you think you are going to fall in love? I can see it all. He will cover your face with impassioned kisses and…”


“And throw me across his saddle-bow,” grinned Henrietta. “And of course Miss Alice Belding will be so madly jealous that she will…”


“Take poison and in a fit of remorse for all the bad things she has said to you, will leave you all her money in her will and…” cried Mattie.


“And,” interrupted Henrietta, “we will both go to London for the Season where we will dazzle all the gentlemen with our unique beauty and…”


“I shall marry an Earl and you a Duke,” finished Mattie triumphantly.


Both burst out laughing. Then Henrietta shook her head. “You know what it will be like, Mattie. I shall sit in the corner with the chaperones and occasionally be singled out by Alice who will deign to drop a few crumbs of gossip to me from her lofty height.”


“What will you be wearing?” asked Mattie.


“Oh, I shall be very fine,” said Henrietta. “Henry has spared no expense on this occasion. Alice made a derisory remark about my dowdy gowns in his hearing. It was only meant to hurt me, of course, but it made Henry determined to dress me as richly as possible…if only for the ball. I turn back to a pumpkin when the dance is over. What am I wearing? Rose silk, my dear, cut dangerously low on the bosom but vastly pretty for all that I shall at least feel pretty.”


Miss Mattie hesitated and then said timidly, “I have noticed that when you are animated and your eyes sparkle…why I think you look very well indeed.”


Henrietta blinked in surprise. She was not accustomed to compliments even from her old friend. “Why, thank you, Mattie. I shall endeavour to sparkle to the best of my ability. Oh, I had almost forgot. A splendid piece of news. No less a personage than Beau Reckford is to attend. The Beldings are all a-flutter and hope for a match between Miss Alice and the Beau.”


“Who on earth is Beau Reckford? Is he a dandy?” asked Miss Mattie.


Henrietta laughed. “No. He is a Corinthian and a very Top of the Trees. He is an expert swordsman and pugilist and drives to an inch. He has broken more hearts than we have had hot dinners and is said to be prodigious handsome.”


Miss Mattie’s eyes misted over with emotion. “He sounds like the very man for you, my dear Henrietta.”


“Stuff!” retorted Henrietta. “He will not even notice me with Alice Belding around.”


“She is terribly pretty,” sighed Miss Mattie. “And the gentlemen never seem to notice what she is like underneath… spoiled and cruel. Surely she is too young, though. She is only eighteen and does not make her come-out till next Season.”


“That will not stop my lord and lady or their daughter,” said Henrietta. “The paragon is very rich as well.”


“How did you find out so much about him?” asked Mattie, carefully giving the fire its ration of one lump of coal.


“Oh, from Henry. He lives in the Beldings’ pockets, you know. What else do I know of the famous Beau? Let me see… he is nine-and-twenty, real name, Lord Guy Reckford, reputation… rake and sportsman.”


“Oh, if only he would fall in love with you,” twittered Miss Mattie, jumping to her feet and pacing up and down the room.


“And then,” smiled Henrietta, “he would immediately reform…”


“And give up his evil ways….” said Mattie.


“And all his opera dancers and gambling hells….”


“And you will have lots and lots of children and live happily ever after,” said Miss Mattie triumphantly, her ringlets bobbing and her face flushed.


“Really, Mattie,” protested Henrietta. “I think you half believe our fantasies.”


“And why not?” said the spinster defiantly. “I’m sure it only takes a bit of energy and courage to bring it about.”


“Well, all my energy and courage will go into simply enduring the evening,” said Henrietta and with that she took her leave.


The days before the ball were mercifully free of Henry’s pompous and overbearing presence. He had posted up to town to order a new suit of evening clothes from Stultz. He had confided to Henrietta that he had chosen blue silk as the most suitable material.


His sister had tried to point out that in view of her brother’s increasing age—he was nearing forty—and waistline, the current mode set by Mr. Brummell for severe black and white evening dress might be more suitable. Henry had merely pooh-poohed. “I do not follow the dictates of that popinjay Brummell. Why, I don’t believe the fellow even knows his own parents. Fellow asked him the other day about his parents and Brummell replied that it had been a long time since he had seen them but that he imagined that the worthy couple must have cut their throats by this time because when he last saw them they were eating peas with their knives! What d’ye think of that?”


Henrietta had merely smiled and commented that since George Brummell’s father had been able to place him in a most fashionable regiment, then he must be all that was respectable.


But on the evening of the ball, there was Henry, tight blue silk encasing his rotund form, and panting and gasping under the restriction of a pair of Cumberland corsets. A handsome powdered wig covered his sparse hair and his waistcoat rattled with fobs and seals of all kinds. The points of his cravat were so high that he could hardly turn his head.


His protruding eyes bulged even more as he surveyed his sister. The simple Empire lines of her rose silk gown were very flattering to her plump figure and showed her white arms and bosom to advantage. Her heavy blonde hair which was usually worn under a cap was dressed in one of the latest styles, rioting in a mass of loose curls confined with a rose silk ribbon.


“Well, well, I suppose you’ll do,” said the vicar in a dampening voice. “Remember to cultivate the friendship of Miss Belding. She is all gracious condecension.”


“Exactly,” remarked Henrietta. “I sometimes think that Alice seeks me out as a friend only to use me as a foil for her beauty.”


“Nonsense! How dare you speak like that! Miss Alice is an angel!” raged the vicar. “How dare you presume to be impertinent to me… me who has to share my daily bread with you because you have nothing of your own. Without me, you would be starving in the gutter.”


All animation drained from Henrietta’s face leaving the usual placid mask. “Yes, Henry,” she said in a deceptively mild voice.


“That’s better,” said her brother surveying her bowed head. “Miss Alice Belding, as I pointed out, is an angel. You agree?”


“Yes, Henry,” said Henrietta meekly with her outer voice while her inner voice raged. “You wouldn’t know the first thing about angels, you old hypocrite, and you’re not likely to find out in the after life because you will be burning in hell.”


Gathering up her reticule, fan and Norfolk shawl, Henrietta wondered for the hundredth time how there could be so little love between a brother and sister.


Their father, Sir James Sandford, had died after an accident on the hunting field; and their mother, Isabella, had died giving birth to Henrietta, a fact that her elder brother never let her forget. Since he did not mean to get married, Henry Sandford had long ago found out that Henrietta adequately accomplished the duties which were usually assigned to the vicar’s wife. With the exception of the aforementioned squire, he had discouraged all possible suitors and denied Henrietta a Season in London.


Henrietta assumed that they must have been left a comfortable income. The vicar’s clothes were so expensive and so dandified that several people in the town were apt to remark that his dress was unsuited to his calling. He had an excellent hardworking curate in an elderly man called John Symes who fulfilled most of the vicar’s ecclesiastical duties, leaving Henry free to toady to the Beldings.


There had been Beldings in Nethercote since the Norman Conquest Theirs was an ancient, if undistinguished, line, the ancestral Beldings having had a deft habit of changing their politics and religion to suit the current ruler. The present family followed in the pattern of their forebears, having a great deal of money, incredible arrogance and very little else worthy of comment.


When they arrived at Belding Court, Henrietta pasted a fixed social smile on her face and prepared to sit out the evening as she had done many times before. Alice Belding was wearing a slim white high-waisted dress which set off her blonde beauty to perfection. She was as fair as Henrietta but there the similarity ended. Where Henrietta was plump, Alice was slender, where Henrietta’s face was round and placid, Alice’s sparkled with animation, all wide blue eyes and dimples.


“You are looking very fine, Henrietta,” remarked Alice. “Although perhaps your hairstyle is a little bit too young for you. Turbans are quite suitable for a girl of your age, you know. I shall call on you tomorrow and we shall have a comfortable coze and I will tell you all about my admirers. I am sure it will be just like having them yourself. We are such dear friends.” She smiled brilliantly at the vicar who complimented her fulsomely on her appearance and then drew his infuriating sister aside.


“Why didn’t you reply when she said you were ‘such dear friends,’” he hissed, holding her above the elbow in a painful grip. “Such condecension!”


“Sorry, Henry,” said Henrietta quietly, smiling warmly at Alice Belding while her inner voice said caustically, “I wish, just once, that some man would see her for what she is…an empty-headed, cruel, vicious little.…”


“Look!” exclaimed the vicar. “Beau Reckford has arrived.”


Henrietta looked across the room with interest. Her first emotion was one of surprise. Surely no one could consider the Beau handsome. His harsh aquiline features and light tawny eyes gave him a look of a bird of prey. He was very tall, well over six feet and impeccably dressed in black evening coat and knee breeches. His snowy cravat was tied in the Waterfall and he wore his black hair unpowdered. Then he smiled down at his hostess and his whole face was transformed. No woman could resist that smile, thought Henrietta, feeling a painful lurch inside her. Lady Belding was positively fluttering, the end of her high patrician nose turning absolutely pink with delight Alice was radiant She fluttered her long eyelashes demurely behind her fan. Feeling suddenly old and chubby, Henrietta trailed off miserably to take her usual place with the chaperones.


Lord Reckford led Alice out for the first dance and Henrietta stared down at her slippers and tried not to look. This is ridiculous, she chided herself. One just does not fall in love at first sight. “Oh, yes one does,” snarled her inner voice, “and you’ve just done it.”


She tried to concentrate on the conversation of the two elderly chaperones next to her. “I hear they are going to waltz this evening,” said one to the other. “I can’t help feeling that the waltz is… well… fast. Now, in our day, the minuet was all the rage. That really was dancing. One needed to have so much poise and grace. And we wore a special little lappet in our headdress to show that we could perform the minuet or was it to show that we meant to perform the minuet Oh, dear! I do forget things these days.” “It’s our age,” replied her companion. “But I do remember how much I loved watching the minuet performed. Now a gentleman had to have a very good leg for that! Legs are terribly important in a gentleman. They must be muscular but not too thick. And the ankle must be well-turned.”


Henrietta’s sense of the ridiculous was fairly tickled and her face lit up in a smile. Then to her confusion, she noticed Lord Reckford studying her from the other side of the floor and she began looking at her slippers again.


“Who is that pretty girl over there?” said Beau Reckford to Lady Belding. She and her daughter, Alice, looked across the floor in a bewildered way. “Over there,” repeated his lordship, waving his quizzing glass in the direction of Henrietta.


Lady Belding looked at him in pure amazement. “You can’t possibly mean Henrietta Sandford—the girl in the pink gown.”


“Yes,” said Lord Reckford, “I mean the girl in the pink gown.” Three pairs of eyes surveyed Henrietta who was now scowling horribly and staring at the floor. Beau Reckford would have left matters as they were because when he had first noticed Henrietta as she smiled at the conversation of the chaperones with her large hazel eyes twinkling, he had thought her an attractive girl. Now she simply seemed plain and plump. But Alice Belding was outraged.


“You are funning, of course! Henrietta pretty! She is a pleasant girl, I allow, but she is all of six-and-twenty and has no beaux.”


“Indeed! She is younger than I,” commented Lord Reckford. He considered Alice pretty but spiteful. He would dance with the girl in the pink gown after all. He turned to Lady Belding, “Please present me, madame.”


Henrietta looked up and blushed as she saw her hostess standing in front of her with Lord Reckford. With an icy glare, Lady Belding made the introductions and after the couple had murmured to each other that they were enjoying the dance, took hold of the gentleman’s arm to lead him back to her daughter. With horror, she heard his lordship asking Henrietta to stand up with him for the waltz. There was nothing she could do but return to her furious daughter. Alice had told the whole of Nethercote that she would dance the waltz with Beau Reckford and there went that dumpy little Henrietta, floating round in his lordship’s arms. He was laughing! What was Henrietta saying? Alice accepted a partner for the waltz with bad grace and nearly injured her neck by craning over her partner’s shoulder to catch a glimpse of the maddening couple.


Henrietta had never been happier in her life. After her initial shyness, she had found herself chatting quite easily with her formidable partner. For his part, the Beau gave the dazzled Henrietta the full benefit of his considerable charm.


“Where did you learn to waltz?” he asked.


She gave an infectious giggle. “I studied the steps by sitting watching the dancers at my last ball and then practised them with my old friend, Miss Scattersworth. She will be so pleased that I found a gentleman to waltz with!”


“I am sure many gentlemen would wish to waltz with such a charming partner,” he said gallantly.


“Very nicely put,” said Henrietta admiringly. “The next time I sit with the chaperones and wallflowers, I shall treasure your words.”


He looked down into the hazel eyes with a startled expression in his own. “If we go on like this,” he said lightly, “we shall make honesty positively fashionable. What an unusual girl you are!”


“Oh, I do so hope honesty never becomes the crack,” said his partner following a neatly executed turn with an expertise she would previously have thought impossible. “Cannot you imagine, my lord, what a flutter that would cause? ‘I am compelled to dance with you Miss X because my mama is interested in your fortune. But I would infinitely prefer to be dancing with the beautiful Miss Y.’”


His eyes held a mocking look. “Ah, but you see, Miss Sandford, honesty holds no pitfalls for me. I dance with exactly whom I please.”


“Gentlemen are indeed fortunate,” replied Henrietta. “Now ladies really have to accept anyone and with very good grace too. Of course, we have our little excuses. We can plead the headache or the vapors. But I am sure that has never happened to you.”


“No,” he said cynically. “Since we are both being so honest, I would hasten to point out that the ladies’ compliance is because of my fortune rather than my face or figure. Sometimes I feel like a great bag of sovereigns balanced on two legs.”


“Now that I would not mind in the least,” said Henrietta. “I adore dancing and should not care in the least for my partner’s motives provided I could dance all night!”


The waltz came to an end and Lord Reckford suddenly made up his mind. He would take Henrietta into supper. Little chits like Alice Belding were ten a penny, despite her looks, but this girl was really something different.


But Henry Sandford was waiting to accost them, his face crimson with fury and embarrassment He had just had his marching orders from Lady Belding in no uncertain terms.


“My dear vicar,” she had fluted, never taking her eyes from Henrietta or her partner for a minute, “I note that your sister is not in looks. In fact, she is decidedly peaked. You must take her home.”


“But Henrietta is never ill,” protested Henry.


Lady Belding gave him the full benefit of an icy glare. “I said take her home,” she said between her teeth. “You are not usually so obtuse regarding my wishes.”


Accordingly, Henry grasped his sister’s arm as Lord Reckford was in the middle of his invitation to supper.


“We must go home immediately,” said Henry. “I am not well.”


“You certainly look extremely red,” said Lord Reckford dryly. “Do you really need your sister’s help?”


“Yes,” snapped Henry. “I am afraid I might faint.”


“In that case,” said his lordship, “I shall escort you myself. You obviously need a man’s strong arm. You will want your sister to stay and enjoy the ball.”


“Yes…no…that is…,” Henry broke off and gave his sister a venomous look. Henrietta found she was receiving the same look from both Lady Belding and her daughter. Her face resumed its customary mask.


“Thank you, my lord, but your services will not be necessary. I understand exactly how to minister to my brother’s complaint.”


Had there been a trace of irony in her voice? But the hazel eyes were politely devoid of expression. “As you wish,” said his lordship, giving the pair a formal bow. He strode off to the other side of the room and took the whole of Henrietta’s heart with him.


Henrietta was to remember that terrible ride home with brother Henry to the end of her days. She had been presumptuous, said Henry. She knew how much his friendship with the Beldings meant to him and had deliberately gone out of her way to destroy it. If this was all the thanks be was to receive for years, of room and board and loving kindness, then she could go out and earn her own bread. She was not qualified for much except the post of paid companion. Yes, yes, that was it. He would consult Lady Belding on the morrow. And having successfully disposed of Henrietta’s future, he entered the house and took himself off to bed in a more tranquil frame of mind.


His sister cried herself to sleep. The future looked grim indeed. Paid companions led a life of genteel drudgery and although it would be much the same existence as she now had, mere would be no more chance of dancing the waltz with handsome rakes like Lord Reckford.




Chapter Three


THE MORNING DAWNED AS gray and leaden as her spirits. There was a fine sprinkling of snow on the ground and the clouds above the square Norman tower of St. Anne’s beside the vicarage, were swollen and black with the threat of more to come. The vicarage emulated the style of a country house on a small scale. The public rooms were on the ground floor with the drawingroom to one side of the hallway and the diningroom on the other. The parlor, which had been on the first floor, had been redesigned by Henry into a master bedroom for himself.


Henrietta often wondered where her brother had found the money to carry out the expensive improvements, from the rich rugs on the polished floors to the removal of the ivy which had formally clung to the mellow brickwork of the Queen Ann house.


“We live on the grand scale but in miniature,” Henry would say to visitors, with a deprecatory wave of his plump hands.


Henrietta sat down at the pianoforte in the drawingroom to play some sonatas to calm her jangled nerves. She was so intent on the music that she did not hear a visitor being announced and it was only when a discreet cough from the housekeeper penetrated her thoughts that she gave a start and turned round.


There stood Beau Reckford, impeccable in morningdress from his blue swallowtail coat of Bath Superfine to his glossy hessians, giving her a courtly bow. Henrietta was wearing her oldest dress of grey Kerseymere wool and she blushed painfully as she got to her feet. “I am sure my brother will be down d-directly,” she stammered.


The Beau nodded and stood for a minute, wondering if she were ever going to ask him to sit down. Custom dictated that he should make calls on all the ladies he had danced with the night before and he had hoped that the visit to Henrietta would at least prove to be an amusing interlude. But the girl seemed to be painfully awkward and shy.


“Aren’t you going to ask me to sit down?” he asked in his pleasant, husky voice.


“Please…please do…sit, I mean,” said poor Henrietta, looking at him as if he had risen from the pit.
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