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Emily Stanhope and her three younger sisters chattered excitedly as they returned from Leadenhall Market laden with armfuls of holly, rosemary, ivy and mistletoe.


‘Do you think it might snow?’ asked Emily, glancing up at the sky.


‘Looking at your pink nose I’d say it’s certainly cold enough,’ said Louisa, making Anna laugh.


‘A snowy Christmas would be so romantic,’ breathed Caroline.


Emily hoped beyond anything that her Christmas would be romantic, snowy or not. Ever since Hugh Seymour’s unexpected, but longed for, proposal last month she’d been praying he’d give a sign that his feelings for her were as deep and passionate as hers were for him. She sighed heavily. In her heart of hearts she knew it wasn’t so.


The girls turned into Quill Court and went up the front steps of number eleven, one of the elegant four-storey townhouses that lined the cobbled square. They dropped the festive greenery onto the hall floor and set to work decorating the picture frames with holly and scarlet ribbons, twining garlands of ivy and fragrant rosemary up the staircase.


Emily and Caroline sat side-by-side on the bottom stair tying sprigs of mistletoe onto a wooden ring.


‘This is the biggest mistletoe bough we’ve ever made,’ said Caroline. ‘Captain Seymour is sure to kiss you underneath it. I do so wish I had a suitor to kiss me.’


‘Next Christmas, perhaps,’ said Emily absentmindedly. ‘As soon as I’m married it will be your turn to find a husband.’ So far Hugh had only kissed her chastely on the cheek. Surely it wouldn’t be too forward of her to take her fiancé by the hand and lead him to the mistletoe bough? And if she turned her head at the last moment, his kiss would land on her mouth instead of her cheek. Perhaps then he’d kiss her properly?


Mrs Stanhope arrived home from her shopping expedition to Cheapside weighed down with parcels. ‘I’ve just met Mr Chamberlaine outside in Quill Court,’ she said, ‘and he’s invited us all to join his family for a glass of Christmas punch after church tomorrow. Oh no!’ She let out a squeal of horror at the sight of the hall floor strewn with greenery. ‘It’s been scrubbed in readiness for the Seymours’ arrival tomorrow,’ she said. ‘The servants are going to be too busy to do it all again!’


‘We’ll tidy it up, Mama,’ promised Emily.


‘The Seymours’ estate in Gloucestershire is so perfectly kept I cannot allow them to find us in a state of disarray,’ said Mama.


‘But do look at our garland!’ said Louisa, tying a bunch of cinnamon sticks and slices of dried oranges to the greenery winding up the staircase.


‘It is very pretty,’ Mama said, mollified. ‘But I don’t want to see a single leaf left on the floor.’


‘No, Mama,’ the girls chorused.


Later, after order had been restored, Emily went to change for dinner before Papa returned from his chambers in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Unable to resist, she again took from her closet the beautiful lilac dress she was to wear the following evening for the Christmas Eve engagement dinner. It had puff sleeves and a gauzy overskirt, decorated with delicate embroidery and was fit for a princess.


Mama’s dressmaker had started to make Emily’s trousseau and already her closet was crammed with lace nightgowns, silken ball gowns, afternoon dresses and other delightful fripperies. She took out her favourite new dress and laid it on the bed. It was made of the softest duck-egg blue muslin with an embroidered bodice and she knew how well it suited her. Stroking the pearl buttons, she hoped that Hugh would like it, too. She would wear it on the first day of their honeymoon in Bath, the morning after she became Mrs Seymour. She blushed at the thought.


Catching sight of her white muslin ball gown she draped it, too, on the bed. What memories that dress held for her! She remembered her eager excitement as she’d dressed for her very first ball, the ball she’d shared with her best friend, Selina Vane, the ball where she’d met Hugh. But she’d been anxious too, knowing she had to secure a suitable husband as soon as possible. Mama had frequently reminded her that she must be married before her younger sisters could come out.


Then when she was dressed, she’d gone downstairs to join the others and peer out of the drawing room window, waiting for the hired carriage. Mama had scolded her sisters as they jigged up and down with impatience, jostling to look out of the window too.


‘Anna, Louise and Caroline,’ Mama had said, ‘don’t press against Emily, you’ll crease her dress!’


‘Have you girls no respect for the terrifying account I received from the dressmaker?’ Papa had asked, his indulgent smile belying the severity of his tone. ‘I advise you to take great care of that scrap of muslin since you may all wear it in turn for your coming out balls.’


‘The carriage is here!’ Louise had squealed, pushing Emily aside.
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