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If you had met Catherine Morland when she was young, my dear reader, you wouldn’t think in a million years that she might one day grow up to become the heroine of her own strange and exciting story.


She lived a long time ago in the days when little girls were expected to be prim and delicate and could be found skipping, playing with dolls, tying their plaits up with ribbons or gathering flowers. But Catherine didn’t enjoy any of those things. She wasn’t dainty or polite and was far more likely to be mistaken as a wild creature than the daughter of a respectable clergyman.
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Maybe it was because Catherine had three older brothers as playmates that she much preferred joining in with their noisy games instead. And since Mr and Mrs Morland were happy for her to rough and tumble around with her siblings, Catherine spent her days rampaging with dirt-stained dresses and knotty, unbrushed hair.


No one could beat Catherine at a game of cricket. She climbed trees faster than a startled squirrel, always yawned her way through schoolwork or piano lessons, and if she ever occasionally showed an interest in picking flowers, it was usually only because her mother had told her not to.


Curiosity and mischief ran through her veins, but, despite all this, she was a kind, well-natured child with a good heart.


By the time Catherine turned fifteen, the scruffy wildling who once rolled down hills and hid at bathtime had started to slowly vanish before everyone’s eyes.


Her mother had given birth to another six children by then, and though Catherine still loved to chase and play ball with her nine brothers and sisters, she was showing signs of turning into a … a … POLITE YOUNG WOMAN!?


It was on a sunny afternoon, while Mr and Mrs Morland were happily watching their children playing in the sunny gardens of their home in Fullerton, that Mrs Morland remarked, ‘Catherine is improving. She’s becoming quite a respectable young lady – she looks lovely today.’


And Mrs Morland was right. Catherine’s thin, awkward frame had softened with plumpness as she’d aged. She’d begun to curl her once lank hair and dressed neatly for a change. Her love of dirt had given way to a yearning for finery and alongside these little improvements, Catherine had grown smarter.


For as long as she could remember, books had always been of absolutely no interest. They were long and boring and filled with all sorts of information that Catherine simply didn’t care about.


But … at the age of fifteen, she discovered novels! Wonderful, heart-stopping novels filled with stories of brave heroines and their witty escapades in high society.


Catherine’s heart was gripped in the turning of a page, making her a greedy reader in mere moments – longing for the excitement of faraway places, danger-filled escapes from dastardly villains and dancing at the grandest of parties. She couldn’t put them down.


By the time Catherine was seventeen, she had read practically every novel she could find in the county of Wiltshire, but even with her wildly growing imagination, she couldn’t have predicted the marvellous things that were about to happen to her.


Catherine Morland was soon to become a heroine like the ones in her beloved stories … she just didn’t know it yet.
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‘Too much wine and cheese,’ Mrs Allen sighed, shaking her head at her husband’s round belly. ‘And not enough exercise!’


The day had arrived when Catherine was to begin her journey to becoming a heroine, and she was sitting in the parlour with her mother and father, chatting with wealthy friends of the family, Mr and Mrs Allen.


‘The doctor says I have gout,’ Mr Allen grumbled over his cup of tea.


‘He’s very gouty,’ Mrs Allen agreed. ‘Full of it.’


‘So, we are off for a stay in Bath,’ continued Mr Allen, scowling at his wife. ‘The doctors are sure the waters from the hot spring, fine air and a spot of relaxation will sort it out in a jiffy.’


‘And,’ Mrs Allen continued with a twinkle of excitement in her eyes, ‘we wondered if young Catherine would like to join us for a time?’


That was that … Catherine was to accompany the Allens to their lodgings in Bath. In what seemed like seconds the plan was made, and she hurried about the house, packing away a few books and the nicer dresses from her wardrobe. Mr and Mrs Morland were completely delighted that their daughter would be properly introduced to high society and agreed to it all at once.


Catherine could barely contain her happiness – she was going to get her first taste of real adventure. She struggled to stop herself from grinning as thoughts of coach rides and beautiful tea rooms and candlelit balls waltzed through her head.


‘Now, Catherine, my darling,’ Mrs Morland said with wide eyes as the hour of departure grew near, ‘you must take care.’


Any other mother would have warned her daughter to be wary of potential dangers, or untrustworthy barons, or bad people who might do Catherine harm, but Mrs Morland knew almost nothing about life outside the sleepy village of Fullerton, so she simply told her to wear a scarf in the evenings and not to spend too much money.


Spend too much money?!? There wasn’t any chance of that. Mr Morland, being very sensible, only gave his daughter ten guineas. Catherine didn’t mind, though. She was completely swept up in the wonder of being whisked away to beautiful, magical Bath.


There were kisses and hugs and a few emotional sobs from Mrs Morland as their daughter waved farewell through the coach window, but the journey began without any further hitches. And as the horses pulled the three holidaymakers swiftly along country lanes, Catherine half expected them to come across cut-throat robbers or be blown away in some dreadful storm, but there was no such disaster like the ones she read about in her novels.


The most dramatic thing to happen in the entire journey was Mrs Allen worrying that she’d left her clogs at an inn they’d stopped at, but even that turned out to be a false alarm.


For most of the sleepy journey, Catherine gazed dreamily out of the window, or she quietly examined Mr and Mrs Allen as they dozed and chatted.


Mr Allen was all bulging belly and red nose, while Mrs Allen was altogether more lovely. She wasn’t particularly beautiful, or clever, or accomplished in any way, but she had a good nature about her that made Catherine smile and look forward to the weeks ahead.
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By the time they reached Bath, she was practically fizzing with delight. Catherine watched as the coach rolled along wide boulevards and grand crescents, bustling with the most fashionable people she’d ever seen. There were shops and theatres, stately homes and clamorous concert halls, and all of it looked marvellous.


‘Here we are,’ Mr Allen grunted as he stepped on to the pavement, before turning to help his wife and their young guest climb down after him. ‘Home away from home.’


They’d arrived on Pulteney Street, where Mr Allen had rented comfortable lodgings in a small but neatly appointed hotel. Trunks and cases were off-loaded from the coach, rooms were explored and bedchambers were allocated, but Catherine barely had time to unpack her books before Mrs Allen whisked her out into the busy street.


‘There’s so much to do!’ She beamed with a look of startled glee as she ushered Catherine in the direction of the most glamorous shops in town. ‘I want to go everywhere and see everything!’


Mrs Allen seemed more enthusiastic about their arrival in Bath than Catherine was, and it only made her all the more likeable. The fussing woman had a delightful passion for fine things and expensive clothing was her absolute favourite.


‘Look at this one, Catherine!’ she cooed, twirling about a cramped shop like a giddy rooster with a new feather bonnet perched on her head. ‘I feel like a queen!’


The afternoon was spent hurrying from one fancy boutique to another, Catherine buying a few pretty gowns with the little money she had, while Mrs Allen grabbed any item of the latest fashion that she could get her hands on.


Catherine had her hair cut and styled by the best hand, and that evening, after dressing with great care and attention to the tiniest of details, Mrs Allen and her maid declared she looked just right.


With such friendly encouragement, Catherine felt certain she could attend her first ever ball and no one would be able to tell she was secretly not of high society … not even close. A tingle of anticipation crept up her spine and made her shiver with nervous excitement.


Unfortunately, it took Mrs Allen so long to get ready that they were already late for the party before she’d even wobbled her way downstairs in her newest gown of lace and pearls. And by the time they had reached the Bath Assembly Rooms where the ball was taking place, it was teeming with noisily chattering revellers.


Mr Allen quickly made his excuses and headed straight for the card room, leaving Catherine and Mrs Allen to face the jostling mob by themselves. There was a densely packed crowd of men by the door and Mrs Allen cautiously led the way through them, caring far more about her dress than for her young guest.


Once inside the candlelit hall, Catherine was shocked to find the entire room was just as busy. Everywhere she turned, groups of people packed the space. All she could see of the dancers were a few high feathers bobbing on the tops of ladies’ heads somewhere near the centre of the floor. And the further in they got, the more Catherine felt awkward and very alone. Before long, they found themselves squashed into a corner at the far end of the hall, with no one to talk to or notice them.


‘I wish you could dance, my dear,’ Mrs Allen repeatedly sighed as she searched the throng for a familiar face. It seemed she too had started to realise they didn’t know anyone at all. ‘I wish you could find a partner.’


At first, Catherine nodded and agreed every time Mrs Allen mumbled this. After all, now they were inside the ballroom, she longed to be one of the delicate ladies gliding around the floor with a handsome partner. But it soon became irritating, and Catherine was glad when the bell invited everyone to head downstairs to the tea room.


She couldn’t help but feel disappointed as they began squeezing out of the hall the same way they’d squeezed in earlier that evening. Being nudged and pushed this way and that like she was invisible had grown tiring, and although Catherine certainly didn’t depend on the attention of the young men all around her, she wouldn’t have minded the tiniest bit of admiration from them. In any case, she had dressed up for the occasion and was looking just as neat and dainty as all the other young ladies.


‘How uncomfortable it is,’ Catherine whispered as they sat down at a long table of sour-faced guests, ‘not to have a single friend here.’


‘Yes, my dear,’ Mrs Allen replied, smiling absent-mindedly. ‘It’s extremely uncomfortable.’


‘What shall we do? The people at this table don’t look very pleased to see us sitting with them. We’re forcing ourselves into their party.’


‘You’re right,’ Mrs Allen agreed. ‘I wish we had friends here at the ball for us to sit with.’


‘I wish we had even a single friend . . . it would be someone for us to talk to.’


‘Quite true,’ Mrs Allen sighed again with a shrug of her shoulders. ‘And then I could find you a dance partner … and … umm …’ She became distracted by a woman walking past and started wrinkling her nose and mumbling about how old-fashioned the lady’s dress was.


It was no use. Catherine and Mrs Allen ended up sitting quietly, sipping tea and talking to no one, until Mr Allen finally joined them from the card room at the end of the night.


‘Well, Miss Morland,’ he said, brushing crumbs from the front of his waistcoat, ‘I hope you have enjoyed your first ball.’


‘It was wonderful,’ she lied, trying to hide a yawn.


‘But no one danced with her,’ Mrs Allen whined. ‘I wish we could have found Catherine a partner.’


‘There will be lots more balls,’ Mr Allen comforted his wife. ‘We shall do better another evening.’ He smiled at Catherine and she tried to smile back, feeling certain that Mr Allen was wrong.


But … as they made their way to leave, Catherine overheard two scrawny young men comment on how pretty she looked, and though she hated to admit it, the entire evening suddenly didn’t seem quite so dreadful after all.
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The days in Bath quickly fell into a repetitive pattern as, every morning, Catherine and Mrs Allen would go about their regular routine together. There were always shops to call into, concerts to attend and some new part of the town to be explored. And they never failed to visit the Grand Pump Room, a lavish meeting place where people could dance, sip tea and listen to musicians playing beautiful waltzes.


Every lunchtime, Mrs Allen would parade nosily up and down the Grand Pump Room’s largest hall to see who was about, smiling and wafting her fan, but secretly still moaning that she wished they had friends in Bath. Catherine would cringe to herself as they walked back and forth, looking at everybody but speaking to no one, wondering if her holiday was actually just a terrible mistake. How could they know nobody at all?


Fortune finally smiled on our young heroine, however, when she made an appearance at one of the less formal daytime balls. The host spotted Catherine in her pretty muslin dress with blue trimmings and quickly paired her with her first living and breathing dance partner. Catherine couldn’t believe her luck!


The young man went by the name of Henry Tilney, and although she didn’t know many gentlemen, Catherine felt sure that he just might be one. Henry was tall and fairly handsome, had an intelligence about him, and Catherine guessed he was probably about five or six years older than her. She suddenly felt very lucky indeed to be partnered with someone so lively and pleasing as he guided her around the floor.


There was barely a chance to talk while they were dancing, but after the quartet had stopped playing and they took their seats for tea, Catherine found Henry to be very funny and playful.


‘I have been a dreadful partner,’ he pretend-sobbed with a look of mischief in his eye.
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‘Why?’ Catherine asked.


‘I haven’t asked you any of the terribly important questions a partner has to ask. Can you ever forgive me for being so neglectful?’


Catherine couldn’t stifle her giggle. Could Henry also be someone who thought the rules of high society seemed a little … she could barely bring herself to think it … stupid?


‘I shall ask all of them now at once!’ he said, pretending to be unbelievably serious and fascinated. ‘Have you been in Bath for long?’


‘About a week,’ Catherine answered, trying not to laugh.


‘Incredible!’ he gasped with joke astonishment. ‘Have you been to the Bath Assembly Rooms?’


‘Yes, sir, I was there on Monday.’


‘Have you been to the theatre?’


‘Yes, I saw the play on Tuesday.’


‘To the concert?’


‘Yes, sir, on Wednesday.’


‘And are you pleased with Bath?’ Henry asked, looking painfully concerned.


‘I like it very much,’ Catherine said. She thought his playfulness was wonderful after all the grim-faced guests at the ball.
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