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            HONEST JOHN BULL

         
 
         
            
               Here’s a health to ‘Old honest John Bull’,
 
               When he’s gone we shan’t find such another;
 
               With hearts and with glasses brim full,
 
               We’ll drink to ‘Britannia, his mother,’
 
               For she gave him a good education,
 
               Bade him keep to his God and his King,
 
               Be loyal and true to the nation,
 
               And then to get merry and sing.

            
 
            
               For John is a good-natured fellow,
 
               Industrious, honest and brave;
 
               Not afraid of his betters when mellow,
 
               For betters he knows he must have.
 
               There must be fine lords and fine ladies,
 
               There must be some little, some great;
 
               Their wealth the support of our trade is,
 
               Our trade the support of the State.

            
 
            
               The plough and the loom would stand still,
 
               If we were made gentlefolks all;
 
               If clodhoppers who then would fill
 
               The parliament, pulpit or hall?
 
               ‘Rights of Man’ makes a very fine sound,
 
               ‘Equal riches’ a plausible tale;
 
               Whose labourers would then till the ground?
 
               All would drink, but who’d brew the ale?

            
 
            
            
 
            
               Half naked and starv’d in the streets,
 
               We would wander about, sans culottes;
               
 
               Would Liberty find us in meats,
 
               Or Equality lengthen our coats?
 
               That knaves are for levelling, don’t wonder,
 
               We may easily guess at their views;
 
               Pray, who’d gain the most by the plunder?
 
               Why, they that have nothing to lose.
 
               The Norfolk Minstrel
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         Had she not had four extremely beautiful elder sisters, Diana Armitage might have been accounted very well in her way. She had heavy black hair and enormous dark eyes and a pale golden skin. But she affected mannish airs and lacked the charm and delicacy of her sisters and so was considered something of a cuckoo in the Armitage nest.
 
         Her father, the vicar of St Charles and St Jude in the village of Hopeworth, the Reverend Charles Armitage, had devoted his life to the hunt rather than to the spiritual well-being of his parishioners. Such was his obsession with the sport that he allowed Diana to hunt – provided she dressed as a man – a disgraceful state of affairs which suited the gypsy-like Diana very well. It was a well-kept secret. Diana, in a buckram-wadded coat to hide her generous bosom and with her tresses pushed up under a hard hat, acquired all the grace and ease of movement she lacked in the drawing room. Mrs Armitage, her mother, was prey to imaginary ills and mostly kept to her bedchamber, and was therefore not aware of the scandalous behaviour of her daughter.
         
 
         Diana’s four elder sisters had all married well. Minerva had married Lord Sylvester Comfrey; Annabelle, the Marquess of Brabington; Deirdre, Lord Harry Desire, and Daphne, Mr Simon Garfield.
         
 
         Frederica, the youngest of the Armitage girls, had become a quiet, wispy, bookish thing. No one paid much attention to her. But Diana was so robust, so wild, and so terribly bad-mannered and gauche that it was hard to feel comfortable about her future. The vicar was torn between admiration for his daughter’s prowess on the hunting field and fear for her future, although he tried to console himself with the thought that four well-married daughters was enough.
         
 
         The twins, Peregrine and James, would soon be going up to Oxford. Boys were never any trouble and, if they got into a scrape, that was only to be expected.
 
         Diana visited her married sisters as little as possible. She complained that they were always trying to marry her off to some ‘Bond Street Fribble’, and did not know how often and how furiously her sisters, especially Minerva, wrote to the vicar to beg Papa to let Diana come to town for an extended period so that she could at least get the smell of the stables out of her clothes.
 
         Perhaps the vicar might have paid heed had he not become consumed with ambition to hunt down an old grey dog fox which had been making his life a misery for the past few years. Try as he would, the vicar could never catch the beast and often thought the old fox was the devil himself come to mock him.
         
 
         Diana had been invaluable during cubhunting where the young hounds were taught to hunt the fox with the older dog-hounds and bitches.
 
         That cold November day, he was to ride over to the other side of Hopeminster to pay a call on Mr and Mrs Chumley, friends of his son-in-law, Mr Garfield. The vicar planned to go hunting on the morrow, and to ease his conscience he was first taking Diana on a social call. To see Diana struck dumb by polite company always eased the vicar’s conscience. The girl was only at home on the hunting field. So why not let her hunt! It was not as if any of the local county knew that the handsome young man who hunted alongside the vicar was his daughter. Even old Squire Radford did not know, and the squire was the vicar’s oldest and closest friend.
 
         The old dog fox had not been seen in the neighbourhood for some time until two days ago, and the vicar had been up early destroying every earth and every place that a fox might get into. He returned to the vicarage to change his muddy clothes and prepare to go out with Diana to call on the Chumleys. The dark silence of the vicarage hit him afresh. Not so long ago, when all the girls were at home – and the twins – there seemed to be a constant coming and going.
         
 
         Now the rooms seemed smaller and darker. Mrs Armitage had just tried some new purge to cleanse the blood, and the results had been so violent that she was now prostrate abovestairs being administered to by the maid, Sarah. Frederica was in the parlour, curled up on the window seat with her head in a book. Her once curly hair now surrounded her pinched little face in wisps.
         
 
         ‘Where is Diana?’ asked the vicar.
 
         Frederica looked at him with large, drowned eyes and slowly put a finger on the page to mark her place.
 
         ‘Dressing, Papa,’ she said, looking at him beseechingly. The vicar knew that look of old. It meant, ‘Please do go away and leave me to my book.’
         
 
         ‘Go and find Sarah and send her to me immediately,’ snapped the vicar.
 
         Frederica sighed and put down her book and drifted from the room as if floating under water.
 
         Betty, who had acted as lady’s maid to the four elder sisters, was now happily married to the coachman, John Summer. The vicar was still parsimonious when it came to engaging servants and so although Sarah was lady’s maid, she was also parlour maid and chaperone. John Summer was still groom, kennel master and whipper-in as well as coachman.
 
         Sarah came tripping in and the vicar eyed her in the sort of way no gentleman, least of all a vicar, should eye one of his servants. There was no denying that Sarah was a full-blown country rose. Her blonde hair gleamed with health and her impertinent breasts thrust out gloriously against her apron. The vicar’s little shoe-button eyes gleamed appreciatively in his round face and he tried to pull in his stomach.
 
         ‘What’s Miss Diana wearing?’ he demanded.
 
         Sarah giggled. ‘Miss Diana is wearing that old purple gown she always wears when she is going calling, sir.’
 
         ‘Well, see here, miss, you go upstairs direct and tell that daughter of mine she’s to wear the muslin Minerva sent her and that pelisse thing, and the new bonnet that goes with it or I’ll take the whip to her. Run along with you.’
         
 
         Sarah giggled again and tossed her head so that the jaunty little streamers on her cap flicked the vicar on the face.
 
         The vicar followed her out. He had to change himself and, besides, watching Sarah mount the stairs was a sight not to be missed.
 
         His stomach rumbled. He never could get used to these newfangled hours. They would reach the Chumleys by four in the afternoon, which was the time any civilized creature should be sitting down to dinner. But the Chumleys kept London hours, and so he would get nothing but tea. His breakfast of beef steak and porter, oysters, bread and butter, eggs, muffins, prawns and fried ham seemed a long time ago.
         
 
         He fished in the cupboard under the toilet table, where he kept his bottle of moonshine – smuggled white brandy – and took a hearty pull. He began to dream about the following day’s hunting. Surely he would catch that fox at last and prove to himself that it was no supernatural being, but vermin like all the others.
 
         He drank and dreamed, and dreamed and drank, only suddenly becoming aware of the time when Sarah scratched at the door and called out that Miss Diana was belowstairs, waiting for him.
 
         He finished his toilet in a scrambled rush, crammed his shovel hat on his head, and made his way downstairs. Sarah rushed to hold open the parlour door for him.
         
 
         For one moment, the vicar thought the elegant lady in front of him was a stranger. Then he realized it was indeed Diana. But what a transformation!
 
         Her black hair curled from under the smartest of bonnets, the brim lined with wine-coloured silk. Her muslin gown was of pale gold, embroidered with sheaves of corn and wild flowers and tied under her bosom with two long satin ribbons. Her pelisse was of the same burgundy colour as her bonnet.
 
         The clever choice of colours set off the honey of her skin. When she was in repose, with her strong tanned hands hidden by doeskin gloves and with her large mouth – too large for beauty – softened by dreams and her enormous eyes veiled yet sparkling like wisps of cloud crossing the starry sky at night, there was something about her that was beyond the beauty of her elder sisters.
 
         Then the spell was broken. Diana became aware of her father watching her and said harshly, ‘Shall we go, Papa? As soon as this call is over and done with, I shall be glad to return to a more civilized form of dress.’
 
         ‘More uncivilized, you mean,’ said the vicar sourly. ‘You cannot claim that what you are wearing is uncomfortable.’
 
         ‘Not indoors in front of the fire, Papa. Outside, I shall probably freeze to death. Are you taking your racing curricle?’
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         ‘Then I hope the Chumleys like the sight of blue ladies. Oh, do I have to go, Papa? I am persuaded they will not like me.’
         
 
         ‘And if they do, you will soon make sure that they don’t,’ grumbled the vicar. ‘Soon as you’re in the drawing room, you seem to delight in behaving in as uncouth a manner as possible. Come along, then.’
 
         Diana followed her father from the vicarage. She wondered if she told her father the real reason for her gauche behaviour in society, whether he would understand.
         
 
         For the fact was that Diana Armitage was painfully shy anywhere off the hunting field. She feared men, she admired them, she longed to be one. Social behaviour was a genteel prison. There was no freedom of speech. One had to be gratified by everything that happened, whether it was a pleasure or a pain. She pulled the rugs tightly about her as they set off down the Hopeminster road.
 
         The vicar slowed his team as they came abreast of the small figure of Squire Radford walking along the road beside the village pond. The squire waved his arm, signalling the vicar to stop.
 
         Squire Radford removed his old-fashioned tricorne and bowed from the waist.
 
         ‘You are in looks, Miss Diana,’ he said. ‘Do you go to the Chumleys, Charles?’
 
         ‘Yes, Jimmy. Bit o’ company for Diana.’
 
         ‘The reason I stopped you,’ said the squire in his high, precise voice, ‘is because I have a desire to hunt with you tomorrow.’
 
         ‘Wouldn’t do that, Jimmy,’ said the vicar hurriedly, thinking of Diana’s masquerade. ‘Bound to be uncommon sharp. Bad weather for old bones.’
         
 
         ‘So is a sedentary life,’ smiled the squire. ‘Expect me on the morrow, Charles.’ He bowed again. The vicar impatiently flapped the reins.
 
         ‘Well, here’s a problem,’ said the vicar when they had bowled along some distance out of Hopeworth village. ‘Can’t go hunting tomorrow, Diana. Not with Jimmy Radford’s sharp old eyes on you.’
 
         Unshed tears of frustration filmed Diana’s dark eyes. But, unlike her sisters, she did not trouble to argue with the vicar. The answer would be ‘no’, no matter what she said. Some way or other she would go.
 
         But Diana, who had been secretly pleased with her new fashionable appearance and who had planned to be as feminine as possible at the Chumleys in order to please her father, now decided to be as awful as possible.
 
         When people retreated from you in disgust, they left you alone. And if being alone was a rather miserable state of affairs, there was always the consolation of being left in peace to dream of the next day’s hunting. Diana had no interest in the kill. Only in the thrill of fast, often dangerous, hard exercise.
 
         Diana still remembered her first ride in the way other, more genteel misses, remembered their first love. She had taken out one of her father’s hunters and had ridden off, sailing across stone walls, across little brooks, over flat fields with her hair streaming out behind her, drunk with freedom, only returning when the light was fading, shaken all over and practically unable to move hand or foot for a week and never once regretting a moment of it.
         
 
         They reached the crossroads, Diana closing her eyes until they were safely past. For suicides were buried at crossroads, and superstitious Diana was sure their ghosts walked even during the day. When she opened her eyes, the sun was piercing through a bank of angry black clouds, great shafts of yellow light, the kind that angels ascend and descend in the Bible pictures.
 
         The vicar muttered something under his breath and the curricle rolled to a stop. Beside the road, two or three lean ponies were cropping the grass. A little way into a small wood stood a shabby tent with smoke curling out of it, a light cart at its side.
 
         ‘Egyptians,’ grumbled the vicar. ‘Bad cess to ’em. Hey! You!’ he shouted, climbing down from the curricle and striding forward.
 
         A woman emerged from the tent. Her coarse hair hung down to her waist. She wore a low bodice and a dirty petticoat and her skin was dark and swarthy.
 
         ‘Where is your man?’ demanded the vicar.
 
         ‘Oh, delicate Jesus, your honour,’ said the gypsy woman with an odd bobbing curtsy. ‘Gone I know not where.’
 
         ‘And you won’t say so either, will you?’ snorted the vicar. ‘Gone to steal hens, heh! Tell him that Charles Armitage says you must be gone by sundown.’
 
         The woman’s eyes flashed and she began to mutter something in a strange tongue. The vicar strode back to the curricle and mounted, ignoring the stream of incomprehensible Romany directed at his back.
 
         Diana stared in terror. She had heard of the gypsies, but had never seen any near Hopeworth before. Surely this terrifying-looking woman was a witch.
         
 
         As the vicar picked up the reins, the gypsy came running up and put a filthy hand on the side of the carriage.
 
         ‘You leave us stay and I’ll tell the little lady’s fortune,’ she whined.
 
         ‘Stand back!’ said the vicar, raising his whip.
 
         Diana tried to tear her eyes away from the gypsy woman but found she could not.
 
         ‘Your lover will come soon, missie,’ cackled the gypsy. ‘He is tall and black and hunts the fox like yourself.’
 
         The vicar’s brandishing of the whip became more threatening and the gypsy turned and fled.
 
         ‘A pox on those ’gyptians,’ grumbled the vicar.
 
         ‘And yet, I have heard it said, Papa, that they have the art to foretell the future,’ said Diana. ‘No one else knows I go foxhunting but yourself and John Summer. How did she know?’
 
         ‘Guessing,’ snorted the reverend. ‘And what’s this rubbish about a tall, black lover? She was probably thinking of one of their own kind. Black as pitch they are, what with the smoke from their fires and their detestation of washing.’
 
         Diana felt sick with nerves and an odd growing feeling of excitement. She privately believed every word the gypsy woman had said. All the terrible business of having a Season and getting married horrified Diana, since trapping a husband meant giggling and being missish and wearing such uncomfortable clothes. A man would never dream of wearing thin muslin on such a freezing day. But what if there was a gentleman waiting for her, someone who loved the chase as much as she did herself, and who would not be appalled by the fact that she hunted?
         
 
         Diana passed the rest of the journey in a happy dream, and by the time they reached the Chumleys she was convinced that some huntsman was waiting to fall in love with her.
 
         But the Chumleys had only two other guests and both of them were ladies, a Mrs Carter and her daughter, Ann.
 
         The Chumleys were both small, round and placid. Mrs Carter was terrifyingly mondaine and had a long thin nose which seemed to have been expressly designed for looking down on lesser mortals. Her daughter, Ann, was a tiny porcelain shepherdess with blonde curls and wide blue eyes and little dimpled hands. Made clumsy and gauche by the cold looks of Mrs Carter, Diana upset her teacup and Ann gave a little cry of distress and shrank back from her, making Diana suddenly feel like some overgrown country yokel.
 
         The Reverend Charles Armitage seemed delighted with the fairy-like Ann. It transpired that the Carters had just recently moved into the Hopeminster neighbourhood.
         
 
         ‘You must call on us,’ said the vicar to Mrs Carter. ‘My little Diana has been languishing for some female company with her sisters all being wed, ’cept Frederica who don’t count, being too young and bookish.’
 
         He leered at Mrs Carter and leaned slightly towards her, exuding a strong smell of ammonia, damp dog, white brandy and musk.
         
 
         Mrs Carter shuddered slightly and raised a little white handkerchief to her nostrils. She did not want to have anything to do with this boorish vicar and his uncouth daughter. But, on the other hand, all the world knew of the splendid marriages of the elder Armitage sisters, and friendship between Ann and Diana would mean social advantages for Ann when she made her come-out the following April.
 
         ‘We should be delighted,’ she said, bestowing a wintry smile on Diana who was staring at the clock in an anguished way, as if willing the hands to go faster.
 
         ‘I am thinking of puffing Diana off at the next Season,’ said the vicar, ignoring Diana’s look of shock. ‘Husbands ain’t growing as thick around these parts as they used to.’
 
         ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Mrs Carter, raising her thin eyebrows in disapproval as Miss Diana, forgetting her manners, crossed her legs. The vicar followed Mrs Carter’s gaze and kicked Diana under the tea table. Diana yelled ‘ouch!’ and glared defiantly at her father. The Reverend Charles Armitage sighed. Why was it that a girl like Diana could master the ‘don’ts’ of the hunting field so well – don’t allow your horses to kick a hound, don’t ride over a newly sown field, don’t let stock out of the fields – and yet not seem to be able to remember one single social law?
         
 
         ‘I think Berham county is not entirely bereft of eligible men,’ giggled Ann. ‘There is Lord Dantrey, of course.’
         
 
         ‘No one has seen the young lord yet,’ put in Mrs Chumley. ‘He has taken Osbadiston’s place.’
 
         ‘Poor Osbadiston,’ mourned the vicar, tears starting to his eyes. ‘Died in debt and did not even leave an heir. What a man he was. And what horseflesh he did have before the gambling brought him low. Who is this Dantrey fellow?’
 
         Mrs Carter gave a superior laugh. ‘I should have thought your married daughters would have put you to the wise. Lord Dantrey is reputed to be very rich and clever. He has been abroad much of his life and has only recently returned to this country. We are all anxious to make his acquaintance. The poor man must be dying of boredom. ’Tis said he sees no one.’
 
         Diana made a great effort. ‘Is this Lord Dantrey tall and dark?’ she asked.
 
         ‘I do not know,’ said Mrs Carter frostily. ‘Like many other hostesses of note in Berham county, I have sent him invitations but he has refused them all, albeit in a most courteous and civilized manner as befits his rank.’
 
         ‘I’ll send him a card,’ said the vicar. ‘He’s bound to see me ’cos I’m better connected to the peerage than anyone else hereabouts. Found good husbands for my other daughters. No harm in trying to catch the prize for Diana, heh!’
 
         Mrs Carter’s cold eyes took in Diana’s sulky expression and awkward movements and then she smiled as her gaze turned to rest on her daughter. There was no one in the whole of Berham county who could compete with Ann Carter.
         
 
         Under her china-doll exterior, Ann was thinking furiously. She did not like Diana. Nor, for that matter, did she like anyone of her own age and sex. But this Diana was related by her sisters’ marriage to a top section of the ton. If this ugly little John Bull of a prelate could lure the mysterious Lord Dantrey to his table, then Ann planned to be present when he called.
         
 
         She reached forward a little hand and squeezed Diana’s larger one with a pretty show of impulsive warmth. ‘Oh, do let us be friends, Miss Diana,’ she said. ‘I do so long for a friend.’
 
         Diana looked down at the pretty Ann with a sudden rush of affection. No other girl had ever volunteered to call Diana ‘friend’.
 
         ‘I should like that above all things,’ she said.
 
         And Diana smiled. A wide enchanting smile that lit up her face, turning that face, which only a moment before had been sulky and lowering, into a bewitching blaze of beauty.
 
         Had Mrs Carter not been reaching forward to take another slice of Madeira cake, had she seen the transformed Diana, her daughter’s proposal of friendship with Diana Armitage would have been quickly nipped in the bud. But, as it was, by the time she raised her eyes, the shadows of social embarrassment were once more clouding Diana’s face and she looked as if she could never, under any circumstances, be competition to the fair Ann.
         
 
         At last the visit was over. The wind had veered round to the west and by the time Mr Armitage and his daughter reached home, the rain was beginning to fall.
         
 
         ‘Papa,’ said Diana earnestly. ‘Before we go indoors, I beseech you to let me ride on the morrow. Squire Radford will not recognize me.’
 
         ‘He’s the only person that would,’ snorted the little vicar. ‘Jimmy Radford may be old, but his eyes are as sharp as a hawk’s. No, Diana. You’d best stay home and try to learn some pretty manners like that young Ann Carter. Husband hunting’s your sport from now on.’
 
         ‘I do not want to get married,’ said Diana passionately. ‘I will never get married.’
         
 
         But as she climbed the narrow stairs to her room, the words of the gypsy woman sounded in her ears.
 
         
             

         
 
         In a coffee house in Hopeminster, Jack Emberton put one booted foot up on the low stool opposite and addressed his friend, Peter Flanders.
 
         ‘On the subject of the ladies, Peter, I saw a deuced fine wench this day.’
 
         ‘Silver or brass?’ demanded Mr Flanders laconically.
 
         ‘Oh, silver, definitely. Sat up behind some spanking bays with a little vicar.’
 
         ‘Ah, that’d be one of the famous Armitage gels.’
 
         A silence fell between the friends. Jack Emberton was tall and broad-shouldered, with a head of black curls and bright blue eyes set in a square, handsome, tanned face. Peter Flanders was tall, but thin and bony, his thinness accentuated by a tightly buttoned black coat worn over tight pantaloons which ended in long, thin, tight boots. He had a long, thin, tight face to go with the rest of him. His brown hair was backcombed into a crest on top of his head.
         
 
         ‘Rich, ain’t they? The Armitages, that is,’ said Jack Emberton at last.
 
         ‘Reverend ain’t got a feather to fly with,’ replied Mr Flanders, ‘but his sons-in-law are all as rich as Golden Ball.’
 
         ‘The Miss Armitage I saw was a tall, strapping girl with glorious eyes.’
 
         ‘Diana Armitage,’ said Mr Flanders, looking wise. ‘Don’t like men. Well-known fact in Berham county.’
 
         There was another comfortable silence.
 
         ‘Perhaps I might try my luck in that direction,’ yawned Mr Emberton.
 
         Mr Flanders raised his eyebrows so high that they nearly vanished into his hair. ‘You, Jack, amarrying man!’
 
         ‘I did not say anything about marriage.’
 
         ‘Well, you can’t go gathering the rosebuds of vicars’ daughters.’
 
         ‘I wasn’t contemplating anything so sinful. I see a means whereby I might be able to pry some pocket money for myself out of the Armitage sons-in-law.’
 
         ‘Don’t tangle with them,’ said Mr Flanders. ‘It won’t fadge. Murmurs and whispers among the ton that it’s been tried before with no success. Powerful lot, the Armitage sons-in-law.’
         
 
         ‘I am already much enamoured of the fair Diana. Just how I like them. Spicy.’
 
         ‘Looks sulky to me. Vicar ain’t going to encourage the advances of a card sharp, anyways.’
 
         Jack Emberton half rose from his seat, his bulk menacing against the candlelight. ‘I mean gentleman of fortune,’ gabbled Mr Flanders.
         
 
         ‘Exactly, my friend, and don’t forget it. I have made a tidy bit at the tables of St James’s and I have a mind to rusticate. So I shall look about for some small estate to rent, as near the vicarage as possible. You will put it about that I am a man of means, Jack Emberton, gentleman, recently returned to this country and desirous of finding a bride. Now, is there anything else about the family I should know? Any way to ingratiate myself with the good vicar? Donate something to the church?’
 
         ‘Donate something to that precious hunt of his. Mr Armitage cares more for hounds than for souls. There’s gossip about that Miss Diana rides like the wind.’
 
         ‘An Amazon after mine own heart,’ grinned Jack Emberton.
 
         ‘I say, if you’re going to get up to anything scandalous, don’t drag me into it,’ said Mr Flanders nervously.
 
         ‘I mean, introducing you to the gentlemen with money to burn in St James’s is one thing, helping you to blackmail is another.’
 
         ‘Stop using that word,’ said Mr Emberton harshly. ‘You have benefited well from my gaming skills. Stick by me and you will profit – as you have profited before. We will set out in the morning to find me a suitable residence.’
 
         
             

         
 
         By morning the wind had veered around to the north-east, a perfect day for hunting, with low ragged clouds dragging over the bare winter fields.
 
         Diana sat miserably in her room, listening to the bustle below. She could not even bear to look out of the window.
         
 
         Gradually, the sounds faded as the hunt moved off. A gnawing boredom beset her. The best hunting weather they had had this age and here she was, cribbed, cabined and confined, and all because she had the ill luck to be born a woman.
 
         The squire would never have recognized her in man’s hunting dress. She sat up suddenly. The squire would not recognize her. She would join the hunt. Her father would not dare betray her in front of everyone. He would rant and rave at her afterwards. But if he caught that old dog fox that had been plaguing him for so long she was sure he would forgive her anything.
         
 
         She scrambled into her ‘disguise’, and then hesitated at the door of her bedroom. Usually on hunt days she made her escape before either Frederica or her mother was awake, hiding in the shadows of the stairs to make sure none of the servants was about. She whirled around and marched to the window, lifted the sash, climbed out and made her way nimbly down the ivy.
 
         Her mare, Blarney, nuzzled her and pawed the ground, as anxious as Diana to be off with the hunt.
 
         Diana judged they would start at Brook covert. And so she rode out, praying that the hunt would not prove to be miles away.
 
         
             

         
 
         The vicar had been delayed reaching the covert by the worries of the squire. Squire Radford had confessed himself amazed to find little Frederica confined to the house. She was turning dreamy and strange, he said severely, and should be at a ladies’ seminary, turning her mind to geography and the use of the globes instead of addling her brain with novels from the circulating library in Hopeminster. Fretting with impatience, the vicar ground out a promise to send Frederica back to school, although he saw no point in educating females. He had once thought it a good thing, but now he considered it a waste of time, since all the gentlemen seemed to prefer ladies with uninformed minds.
         
 
         They were approaching the wild, straggling place that was Brook covert when, out of the corner of his eye, the vicar saw his daughter Diana come riding up. Was ever a man so plagued!
 
         ‘Who is that young gentleman?’ asked the squire, turning his head and narrowing his eyes before the wind.
 
         ‘Friend of a friend,’ muttered the vicar angrily. ‘Pay no heed, Jimmy. We’ve work afoot.’
 
         He dismounted, shouting, ‘I feel in my bones the beast is in there.’
 
         Sure enough, hounds were barely in when the old dog fox broke at the far end and went away like a greyhound. The vicar came tearing out to the ‘holloa’, red in the face, and blowing the ‘gone-away’ note for all he was worth.
 
         Hounds were well away and going hard on the strong scent which comes with a north-east wind after a night of rain.
 
         The vicar was riding an Irish mare that day, Turpin by Uncle Charlie out of Kettle. It was the mare’s first hunt. All was well in the beginning, with Turpin flying over the flat ground. She took her first stone wall like a bird.
         
 
         ‘Yee-up!’ yelled the delighted vicar, waving his shovel hat. Behind him, on a great roan, came the little figure of the squire.
 
         Diana drew alongside, completely absorbed in the chase. They reached the higher moorland which rose gently above Hopeworth and they could catch glimpses of the fox racing along while hounds swooped up and over the slopes like gulls. The chase led the hunt far afield that day as they raced by Harham, Badger Bank, Buckstead Park, over Berham moors, past Banting to Windham, circling round to the far side of Hopeminster. And still the old fox ran like the wind.
 
         And then as black clouds built up to the west, as the light began to fail fast, the old fox simply disappeared. Hounds circled, baffled. It seemed impossible. It was not as if the fox had disappeared in brush and woodland. It had vanished in the middle of an open heath.
 
         Diana realized she was absolutely exhausted. A drop of sleet whipped against her cheek. The wind gave a great roar. The Reverend Charles Armitage cursed and ranted and raved so much that the squire feared he would do himself an injury.
 
         ‘Such language!’ exclaimed the little squire. ‘Our young friend over there will be shocked at such an exhibition.’
 
         ‘Ah, our young friend!’ hissed the vicar. Diana gave him one horrified look and galloped away as fast as her now tired and exhausted horse could carry her. More than anyone else did Diana know that her father was not quite sane on the hunting field.
         
 
         The vicar glared after the flying figure of his daughter.
 
         The squire edged his large horse close to that of the vicar. ‘Tell me, Charles,’ he said mildly. ‘How long have you been allowing poor Diana to masquerade as a man?’
 
         
             

         
 
         Diana rode off into the increasing force of the storm. At last she stopped and turned around. There was no sign of her father. There was no sign of anything. Sleet, great blinding sheets of it, roared across the heaving blackness of the countryside.
 
         Somehow, Diana knew the squire’s sharp gaze had penetrated her disguise. For all his gentle ways, Squire Radford could influence her father as no other person could. Her hunting days were over.
 
         She edged her horse slowly forward into the storm, not knowing where she was. Familiar landscapes were blotted out. It was imperative she should find warmth and shelter for her mare, Blarney. Her own comfort could wait.
 
         And then, through the driving sleet, she thought she saw a flicker of light and headed in that direction. 

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            TWO
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         It was like some fairy light. At one moment it looked near and the next it seemed to have danced a mile away. Diana had dismounted and was leading her horse when she all but collided with a pair of tall iron gates.
 
         Sending up a prayer of thanks for her scarlet coat, that badge of the huntsman which easily enabled him to demand shelter for the night, Diana called out, ‘Gate, ho! Gate, I say!’ But only the wind howling in the branches above her head came as an answer. She tried the massive handle only to find that the gates were securely locked. She led her tired horse along the shelter of a high wall, looking for a way to get in. She had gone about a mile when she came to a part of the old mossy wall that had been broken. Taking the reins firmly in her hands she coaxed and patted Blarney, urging the mare over the pile of strewn boulders and into the dark blackness of a wooded estate. Praying that some roving gamekeeper would not take her for a poacher and shoot her, Diana stumbled through the woods until she arrived at a smooth stretch of long driveway.
         
 
         There again was the light, clearly seen now at the end of the drive.
 
         Soon she was able to pick out the bulk of a great house, a more solid black against the blackness of the night.
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