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    For my sister, Tilda Grenier,


    and her husband, Laurent, with love.

  




  





  SPECTATOR AB EXTRA




  

    Parvenant


  




  

    It was but this winter I came up to town,




    And already I’m gaining a sort of renown;




    Find my way to good houses without much ado,




    And beginning to see the nobility too.




    So useful it is to have money, heigh-ho!




    So useful it is to have money.


  




  

    There’s something undoubtedly in a fine air,




    To know how to smile and be able to stare.




    High breeding is something, but well-bred or not,




    In the end the one question is, what have you got.




    So needful it is to have money, heigh-ho!




    So needful it is to have money.


  




  

    And the angels in pink and the angels in blue,




    In muslins and moirés so lovely and new,




    What is it they want, and so wish you to guess,




    But if you have money, the answer is Yes.




    So needful, they tell you, is money, heigh-ho!




    So needful it is to have money.


  




  

    Arthur Hugh Clough


  




  

    Georgian menu used in this volume of The Six Sisters was taken from Georgian Meals and Menus by Maggie Black, published by the Kingsmead Press, Rosewell House,

    Kingsmead Square, Bath, England.
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  It had been a day of heavy rain, but towards sunset the clouds had broken, and an angry, yellow, glaring light bathed the village of Hopeworth and the surrounding sodden

  fields.




  Little choppy golden ripples danced angrily across the village pond. The sun blazed through two huge purple-and-black ragged clouds, and the rising wind sent a shower of wet brown leaves dancing

  over the cottage roofs.




  It was the sort of sunset which presaged a high wind; yellow sunsets always meant a wild night to come.




  Squire Radford huddled his thin, old shoulders further into his greatcoat, feeling the heavy material beginning to flap against his spindly legs.




  As he hurried in the direction of his cottage ornée, he cursed himself for having been stupid enough to accept Sir Edwin Armitage’s invitation to take tea at the Hall.




  Sir Edwin’s haughty wife had been glacially aloof, as usual, and her plain daughters, Josephine and Emily, still unmarried, had giggled and pouted in turns in a most irritating manner.




  The squire’s thoughts turned from Sir Edwin to Sir Edwin’s brother, the Reverend Charles Armitage, vicar of St Charles and St Jude in the parish of Hopeworth. For although the vicar was a close friend of the squire and usually came to call most evenings, Squire Radford found himself hoping for the first time that the ebullient fox-hunting vicar would

  decide to stay in the comfort of his own home.




  It was a sad and lonely feeling to see a dear friend so monstrous changed in character. The vicar had become so puffed up, so swollen in pride, that he seemed another man altogether.




  The rot had set in, mused the squire, wincing as the first blast of windy rain tugged at his old-fashioned three-cornered hat, with the marriage of the vicar’s second eldest daughter,

  Annabelle.




  His eldest, Minerva, had done very well for herself by marrying Lord Sylvester Comfrey, but the vicar had accepted that piece of good fortune with a comfortable sort of gratitude. Then Annabelle

  had become wed to the Marquess of Brabington and the vicar had accepted that piece of good luck with a comfortable sort of gratitude as well. But after Annabelle’s marriage when she had gone

  off with her husband to the Peninsular Wars, the vicar had found his social standing much elevated by virtue of the aristocracy of his new in-laws. He began to spend as much time in Town as he

  could out of the fox-hunting Season, returning to the country only to plunge into more wild farming experiments, and more expensive purchases of hounds.




  He was now the proud possessor of twenty couple of hounds, a ridiculous quantity for a country parson. Two years had passed since Annabelle’s wedding; Lord Sylvester’s steward, who

  had done much to put the Armitage farming land in good heart, was now back managing his master’s estates; and once more the vicar was faced with ruin.




  He had been faced with ruin before, but never before had Charles Armitage ignored the fact so blatantly.




  And he still had four daughters unwed, and two sons at Eton whose future was a weighty matter.




  Two whole years had passed since Annabelle wed the Marquess of Brabington. How old were they all now?




  The squire pushed open the tall iron gates leading to his cottage and murmured names and ages over to himself.




  ‘Let me see, the twins, Peregrine and James, will be twelve. Minerva will now be twenty-one! Dear me. How quickly the time flies. Annabelle will therefore be nineteen which will mean

  Deirdre is just eighteen, Daphne is sixteen, Diana, fifteen, and little Frederica, fourteen.’




  The squire’s soft-footed Indian servant opened the door and relieved his master of his coat.




  ‘Thank you, Ram,’ said the squire. ‘I am chilled to the bone. Bring some brandy to the library and if anyone calls – anyone – I am not at home.’




  Even when the squire felt mellowed by his slippered feet on the hearth, the curtains drawn tightly against the rising storm, and the flames from a blazing coal fire sending golden flames dancing

  in his brandy glass, he was relieved to be alone.




  He had had his cottage ornée built some twelve years before to replace the old insanitary Tudor hall which had served his earlier years. He had wanted something simple, and

  considered his fifteen charming rooms hung with French wallpaper and filled with fine furniture, paintings and china sufficient for his needs. His wife and his daughter had both died a long time

  ago. The ceiling was low and raftered and the gold lettering of the calfbound books which lined the library walls winked cheerfully in the soft glow from the oil lamps.




  As an angry burst of rain struck the windows the squire smiled contentedly and snuggled deeper in his armchair, sipped his brandy, and opened a book.




  Then, as the wind slackened slightly, he heard the clip-clop of a horse’s hooves coming up his short drive.




  The vicar.




  He crouched a little further down in his chair, listening guiltily to the sounds of the vicar’s arrival, the hammering on the door, the soft murmur of his servant’s voice.




  Then the closing of the door and no sound other than the howl of the rising wind.




  The noise of the wind must have covered the sounds of the rejected vicar’s retreat.




  Suddenly, Squire Radford got to his feet and walked to the library window nearest his chair and pulled aside the curtains.




  He let out a frightened little scream and backed away from the window, his wrinkled old hands to his mouth.




  A hideous, squat, fat, distorted face was pressed against the glass.




  Then the face retreated a little and resolved itself into that of the Reverend Charles Armitage.




  He was mouthing something but the squire could not hear him because of the noise of the storm. Still too shocked to gather his wits together, the squire made flapping movements with his hands to

  indicate that the vicar should return to the front door.




  Then he closed the curtains and sat down in the armchair by the fire, his heart still thudding.




  In no time at all, the Reverend Charles Armitage came striding in.




  He was a short, round man who normally wore a shovel hat and a pepper-and-salt coat and gaiters. The squire had often thought a Union Jack across his chest would have turned him into the perfect

  John Bull.




  But on this occasion, the vicar presented a very odd figure. His face was painted and rouged and he wore an elaborate cravat and evening clothes, his skin-tight trousers being shoved into

  hessian boots. As he moved, he unmistakably creaked and snapped.




  ‘Corsets, Charles?’ queried the squire faintly.




  ‘Nonsense,’ said the vicar, turning even redder. ‘It’s my bones creakin’. Being locked out in this demned plaguey weather don’t do my old bones a mort

  o’ good. Well, well, well. I’m here, and that’s the main thing.’




  He sat down by the fire opposite the squire and helped himself to a glass of brandy before removing his dripping hat and putting it down on the hearth where it started to steam.




  His light brown hair had been teased and curled and pomaded so that it stood up on his head like a crest, giving him an air of perpetual surprise.




  He tossed his glass of brandy off, shuddered, looked at the fire and sighed lugubriously.




  The squire said nothing, so the vicar sighed noisily and eyed his friend out of the corners of his twinkling shoe-button eyes.




  The squire resigned himself.




  ‘What is the matter, Charles?’ he demanded in his high precise voice.




  ‘I have lost my faith,’ mourned the vicar. ‘Just like that. Just like the thingummy on the road to whatsit.’




  ‘He didn’t lose it. He found it,’ said the squire crossly.




  ‘Who?’




  ‘St Paul.’




  ‘Oh, him? O’ course, it was easy for him,’ said the vicar with something like a sneer. ‘But does He care if I’ve lost my faith? Does He send down lights or

  one small miracle? No. Couldn’t even get me some decent hunting weather last year.’




  ‘I do not see, Charles, how you can claim to have lost what you never had,’ said the squire, becoming much flushed. ‘You are turned exceeding arrogant. Without humility there

  is no faith.’




  ‘Don’t preach,’ said the vicar huffily. He poured himself more brandy and sighed again.




  The squire looked at him in a mixture of exasperation and compassion.




  ‘You are a great child,’ he said gently. ‘Faith or lack of faith is not what troubles you. It is money, or the lack of that.’




  ‘Aye, that’s it,’ said the vicar. ‘You have it in a nutshell. Two rich sons-in-law and I can’t get my hands on them. Brabington’s in France and Comfrey has

  already gone to join him.’




  ‘Indeed! I did not know Minerva and her husband had left the country? I did not expect it. She is soon to present you with a grandson.’




  ‘Another two months,’ said the vicar moodily. ‘And it’ll probably come into the world speaking French.’




  ‘But what took Lord Sylvester to France?’




  ‘I don’t know. Went along o’ everyone else, I s’pose. At least they’re in Paris, and haven’t gone to Waterloo to poke around the dead bodies with a

  stick.’




  ‘My dear Charles!’




  There came a silence. The door opened and the servant came in and put two large shovelfuls of coal on the fire.




  The vicar watched morosely as grey smoke began to curl up in long trailing wisps. Then little yellow flames sprang through the bank of black coal and green and blue ones danced in the spurts of

  coal gas.




  The clock ticked sonorously in the corner. A great buffet of wind howled round the building.




  ‘There is a solution,’ said the vicar at last. ‘When I was in London, there was a lot o’ talk in the clubs about Lord Harry Desire.’




  ‘The Earl of Carchester’s son?’




  ‘Him.’




  ‘And?’




  The vicar heaved a gusty sigh. ‘Desire’s got an uncle who’s a nabob, Jeremy Blewett. He says he’ll leave all his money to Desire if the man gets married. Blewett’s

  said to be on his deathbed.’




  ‘Has Desire no money of his own?’




  ‘Not much. The Carchesters never knew how to keep it. He lives high, does young Desire. He spends more on his tailor than I spend on my pack.’




  The squire did some rapid mental calculation.




  ‘Impossible,’ he said at last.




  ‘True. He’s a great dandy.’




  ‘I do not see how this young man can aid you. How old is he?’




  ‘Late in his twenties. Thirty, say.’




  ‘You have met him?’




  ‘Not I,’ shrugged the vicar. ‘Heard of him, though.’




  ‘You cannot possibly be thinking of a husband for Deirdre!’




  ‘Why not?’ demanded the vicar crossly. ‘Had enough trouble with Minerva and Annabelle. Arranged marriage will be just the thing.’




  ‘Deirdre is a highly intelligent lady with a mind of her own.’




  The vicar ferreted around in his waistcoat pockets until he found a goose quill and then proceeded to pick his teeth, much to the fastidious squire’s irritation. ‘Hark ’ee,

  Jimmy,’ he grinned. ‘Deirdre’s been told she’s the brainy one o’ the family for so long, she’s come to believe it herself. But she reads novels. So

  there!’




  ‘I read novels myself,’ protested the squire.




  ‘Different for a man,’ muttered the vicar. ‘Lots o’ vices are.’




  ‘I think you are making a great mistake,’ said the squire severely. ‘I don’t know what has come over you this last two years, Charles. You have wasted your money, you

  have taken to wearing paint, and, yes, you are wearing corsets.’




  The vicar flushed and looked mutinous. ‘I haven’t changed,’ he said, whipping himself up into a fine anger. ‘It’s you who have changed. Demme, you’re

  worse than the bishop. Always preaching and moralizing and argyfying. I’m off!’




  ‘If our friendship means so little to you that you cannot take a piece of well-meant criticism . . .’




  ‘Fah!’ said the vicar, rising, picking up his steaming hat and cramming it on his head.




  ‘Let us not part in anger,’ pleaded the squire. ‘Join me for supper, I beg you, and let us talk this thing over.’




  The vicar marched to the door and then turned.




  ‘“Better a dinner of herbs where love is, than a stalled ox and hatred therewith.” Proverbs, Chapter fifteen, verse seventeen.’




  ‘Oh, Charles . . .’ began the squire, but the vicar had already made his exit.




  A ride through the night did little to improve the Reverend Charles Armitage’s temper. The squire’s sorrowful, reproachful face kept rising in front of him as he spurred his horse in

  the direction of the vicarage. He had felt a new man these past two years. An important man. One of the peerage. By virtue of his daughters’ successful marriages, he was invited to all the best houses.




  He felt he had regained his youth. And if his corsets pinched and the paint on his face made his skin itch, these were mere pinpricks set against the heady exhilaration of feeling he was one of

  the bucks and bloods.




  He stomped into the tiny, dark hall of the vicarage and was pulled up short by the sight of his daughter, Daphne. She was standing in front of the hall looking-glass, staring at her reflection

  with a rapt expression on her face.




  ‘Go to your room, miss,’ snapped the vicar, ‘and stop endlessly preening yourself. And send Deirdre to my study.’




  Daphne leaned forward, closer to the glass, and patted one glossy black ringlet into place.




  ‘Yes, Papa,’ she said vaguely as she drifted towards the stairs.




  ‘Grumph!’ said the vicar. He shoved his head round the door of the vicarage parlour. His wife was lying on a sofa. She raised a brown mask of a face in his direction.




  ‘Gad’s ’Oonds!’ shrieked the vicar. ‘What . . . ?’




  ‘It’s mud,’ said his wife, moving her lips as little as possible. ‘’Tis said to be most beneficial.’




  ‘Pah!’ snorted the vicar, pulling shut the door and crossing the hall to his study. Mrs Armitage, when not suffering from some imaginary illness or other, was always trying out

  beauty remedies. He rang the bell for Betty, the housemaid, and demanded a bottle of white brandy and a jug of hot water. The maid went to light the fire but he growled that he would do it himself.

  As soon as the brandy had arrived, he poured a generous measure into a pewter tankard and added hot water. Then he threw another measure of brandy over the sticks in the grate and struck a lucifer. The fire went up with a satisfying whoosh, nearly singeing his eyebrows. He tossed on a log and settled himself behind his cluttered desk.




  The door opened and Miss Deirdre Armitage walked in. The vicar looked at her, sighed, and looked quickly away again. Everyone called Deirdre a beauty but her father always thought,

  uncomfortably, that his daughter reminded him of a fox.




  She had thick, shining red hair and green eyes, not the emerald green of Lord Sylvester, but a peculiar jade green like sea-washed glass. They were slightly tilted at the corners. This, together

  with her short straight nose, high cheekbones and pointed chin gave her an elfin appearance. She had a small, high, firm bosom, a tiny waist, and thin, fragile wrists and ankles. But there always

  seemed to be some inner joke amusing Deirdre and that was what made the vicar think of a fox. He sometimes thought her sly.




  ‘Well, Papa,’ said Deirdre, sitting down opposite him, ‘and how was Squire Radford?’




  ‘How did you know I’d been to squire’s?’




  ‘Because your coat is in the hall, Papa, and it is wet, and you look guilty and in a bad temper which is the way you always look when you come from Squire Radford.’




  ‘See here, my pert miss, it’s time you guarded that tongue o’ yours. No man wants a carroty-pated clever shrew for a wife.’




  Those green eyes of Deirdre’s that gave so little away studied him intently.




  ‘I am to have a Season next year, Papa,’ said Deirdre at last. ‘Minerva has promised to bring me out. I . . . am . . . looking . . . forward . . . to . . . it . . . very . . .

  much,’ she added, slowly and clearly.




  ‘Oh, ah,’ said the vicar studying the bottom of his tankard.




  ‘And I shall not put myself through any of the miseries Minerva and Annabelle endured. I shall know when I am in love with a gentleman.’




  ‘Oh, love. You’ve been reading novels again. Love has little to do with a good, sensible marriage.’




  ‘On the contrary,’ said Deirdre firmly, ‘it is everything. As a man of God, Papa, you would naturally never dream of forcing one of your daughters into a loveless marriage contract.’




  ‘Minerva was prepared to,’ pointed out the vicar crossly.




  ‘She was fortunate she did not have to do it,’ said Deirdre. ‘What did you wish to speak to me about?’




  The vicar thought rapidly. No need to cross swords with Deirdre until he had seen this Lord Harry Desire. Perhaps nothing would come of it. And he could always wait until one or both his sons-in-law returned from Paris. But he had asked them for money before, and he knew that this time Lord

  Sylvester Comfrey might take over the management of the vicarage lands himself as he had threatened to do last time. And Lord Sylvester considered the vicar’s private hunt an

  extravagance.




  ‘I just wanted to tell you I am off to Town in the morning,’ he said grumpily. ‘So be a good girl and look after your mother and sisters.’




  ‘Oh, Papa,’ said Deirdre, her strange eyes shining in the firelight, ‘take me with you. Please. It is so boring here. Daphne is no fun any longer. All she does now is

  droop in front of the looking-glass.’




  ‘No. You’ve your duties. You’ve got to read to Lady Wentwater. Then you’d best take some cordial to Mrs Briggs what’s poorly.’




  ‘What about your sermon?’




  ‘Let Pettifor handle it.’ Mr Pettifor was the vicar’s overworked curate. ‘Time enough for you to be jauntering to London when Minerva gets home.’




  When Deirdre reached the privacy of her room, she found her hands were shaking. She knew the vicarage finances were at low ebb. She knew her father probably planned to rescue them by marrying

  her off to some rich man who would provide a large marriage settlement. Then she smiled to herself and began to relax.




  Although she had met many young men when she had visited her two sisters’ homes, not one of them had shown more than a passing interest in her. She knew she was always damned as a

  blue-stocking but that suited her very well. Deirdre was an intense romantic and believed in the marriage of true minds. She was content to wait. And Minerva would not allow Papa to force her into

  any marriage she found distasteful.




  ‘If she complains to Minerva, then Minerva will put a stop to it,’ mused the vicar as he set out for London on the following morning. ‘Well, I’ll put a

  spoke in that wheel. I’ll give a guinea to John-postboy to drop her letters to Paris down the nearest well until I give him leave to do otherwise.’ His conscience gave a sudden,

  vicious stab. But he started to recite the names of his hounds like a litany to comfort himself. Not one would have to be sacrificed if his plans came out right. He had made a few mistakes in

  breeding, but now he was sure he was on his way to owning the best pack in England. Women were always bleating about love and marriage anyway. It was an attitude. The poor dears were supposed to

  think that way. Now he, Charles Armitage, had never loved his wife and if he could put up with her plaguey maunderings and moanings for all these years, then so could anyone else, he reasoned,

  rather incoherently. And women were the lesser breed. Definitely.




  Like Lord Chesterfield, he considered women to be ‘children of a larger growth’, and ‘a man of sense only trifles with them, plays with them, humours and flatters them as he

  does with a sprightly forward child.’




  By the time he had reached Town and had made use of his daughter Minerva’s town house, he was once more happy within himself.




  Barbered and pomaded and laced into a pair of Cumberland corsets under a sky-blue coat of Bath superfine and the latest thing in canary-coloured pantaloons, the vicar creaked and swaggered his

  way down St James’s Street and turned in at the door of White’s.




  White’s Club had changed little since the vicar’s salad days, although the entrance had been moved lower down and the old doorway turned into a bow window. The subscription fee had

  been raised to eleven guineas and the entrance fee from ten to twenty guineas. Beau Brummell passed fashionable judgement on London from his seat in the bow window.




  Swift had called White’s ‘the common rendezvous of infamous sharpers and noble cullies’ but White’s was, in fact, the club. Certainly it was the place to hunt down

  such an Exquisite as Lord Harry Desire.




  The club was remarkably quiet although it was three in the afternoon. It transpired there had been a heavy gambling session the night before and no doubt everyone was still sleeping off the

  effects. He espied Colonel Brian, and, after some hesitation, approached him.




  The elderly colonel had been the paramour of Lady Godolphin, a distant relative of the vicar’s wife who had brought out Minerva. Lady Godolphin, that ancient Mrs Malaprop of society, had

  believed the colonel to be married, when in fact his wife was dead. The colonel had put all that right by asking her to marry him. He had been accepted. For a month afterwards, Lady Godolphin had talked of little else but the preparation of her torso – her

  word for trousseau – and then, quite suddenly, it had all fizzled out. The gossips would have it that the colonel had jilted her. But no one could find the truth of the matter since both parties refused to discuss the subject.




  ‘I say, Colonel,’ said the vicar breezily, ‘I haven’t seen you this age. You do not seem to be in plump currant.’




  For the colonel looked sadly woebegone.




  The colonel looked carefully at the painted and groomed vicar for several moments and then his face cleared. ‘Charles Armitage!’ he exclaimed. ‘I would not have known

  you.’




  ‘Course not,’ said the vicar with awful vanity. ‘I’ve growed fashionable.’




  ‘Quite,’ said the colonel nervously, taking a step back to escape from the overpowering smell of musk which hovered round Mr Armitage like a great yellow cloud. ‘How are your girls? Well, I trust?’




  ‘Minerva and Annabelle are in Paris.’




  ‘The whole of society seems to be in Paris,’ sighed the colonel. ‘The town is remarkably thin of company. It will be a drab Little Season.’




  ‘I plan to call on Lady Godolphin later,’ said the vicar airily. ‘Care to accompany me?’




  The colonel shook his head sadly, and looked at the floor.




  The vicar was longing to ask him the reason for his disaffection with Lady Godolphin, but the thought of his real reason for being in the club made him drop the question he had been about to

  ask, and demand instead, ‘Know Harry Desire?’




  ‘Slightly. I saw him a minute ago.’




  ‘I would like an introduction,’ said the vicar. ‘I have a private and personal matter I wish to discuss with him.’




  ‘Very well,’ said Colonel Brian. ‘He is in the coffee room. If you would do me a small favour in return . . .?’




  ‘By all means.’




  ‘When you call on Lady Godolphin, tell her Arthur sends his warmest regards. No. Do not ask me anything.’




  ‘“Arthur sends his warmest regards,”’ repeated the vicar impatiently. ‘Now, lead me to Desire.’




  Lord Harry Desire was sitting barricaded behind a newspaper in the coffee room. He looked up as the colonel stood behind him and cleared his throat. Colonel Brian then introduced the vicar and took his leave.




  The vicar sat down opposite Lord Harry and studied him intently.




  Lord Harry stared back, his gaze empty, blue and limpid.




  He was not quite the fashionable rakish Exquisite the vicar had expected. The first thing that struck the vicar was the man’s incredible beauty. Lord Harry had thick, black, glossy hair

  falling in artistic disarray over a broad white forehead. His blue eyes were clear and innocent like the eyes of a child. The lids were curved, giving him the lazy, sensual look of some classical

  statues. His mouth was firm, but there was a certain air of languid effeminacy about him caused by the girlish purity of his skin and by the slimness of his tall figure.




  His clothes were beautifully tailored, reflected the vicar with a pang of envy. His bottle-green coat sat on his shoulders without a wrinkle and his buff-coloured pantaloons looked as if they

  had been painted on to his legs. His hessian boots shone like black glass. His cravat rose from above his striped waistcoat in intricately sculptured folds.




  ‘You’re younger than I thought,’ said the vicar abruptly.




  ‘I am remarkably well-preserved for my thirty years,’ said Lord Harry earnestly.




  ‘Aye well, just so,’ said the vicar.




  There was a long silence. Outside, someone was murdering Mozart on a barrel organ.




  ‘Well, well,’ said the vicar, rubbing his chubby hands together. ‘Well, well, well,’




  Lord Harry continued to survey him with a pleasant smiling look.




  ‘You must wonder what it is I want to speak to you about,’ said the vicar desperately.




  ‘Oh, no,’ said Lord Harry gently. ‘I never wonder about anything. It is too fatiguing. And I am sure you will tell me in your own good time.’




  The vicar looked at him in irritation. Then he thought instead of the nabob uncle’s fortune and leaned forwards and patted Lord Harry’s knee in an avuncular manner.




  Lord Harry looked at the vicar, looked at the hand on his knee, and looked at the vicar again. His expression did not change, but the vicar’s face reddened and he hurriedly withdrew his

  hand.




  ‘See, it’s like this here,’ said the Reverend Charles Armitage, beginning to perspire, ‘I heard you was in need of getting married so you could inherit your uncle’s

  fortune.’




  Lord Harry surveyed him blandly. The vicar felt himself becoming angry. Why didn’t the young clod say something? This was worse than he had imagined it would be. Better get to the

  point.




  ‘I have this daughter, see. Deirdre. Eighteen. Beautiful. I ain’t got the blunt, you need the wife, what say we strike a bargain?’




  A flicker of something glinted in his lordship’s blue eyes and then was gone.




  ‘Indeed!’ he said politely.




  ‘Well?’ said the vicar impatiently. ‘What about it?’




  ‘Does she have red hair?’ asked Lord Harry, looking vaguely in the direction of the chandelier. ‘I can’t abide red hair.’




  ‘Dye,’ decided the vicar to himself. He thought briefly of God the way one thinks of a nagging, bullying parent, slightly closed his eyes, took a deep breath and said,

  ‘No.’




  ‘And she is in Town?’




  ‘No,’ said the vicar. ‘But she will be. In four days’ time.’




  ‘I met your eldest daughter,’ mused Lord Harry. ‘Lady Sylvester Comfrey. Very beautiful and very wise. She told me how she despised men who put pride in dress before pride in leading a virtuous life.’




  ‘Oh, Minerva will have her little joke,’ said the vicar jovially, privately cursing his eldest for her priggish moralizing.




  ‘Is your daughter – Deirdre – vastly clever?’




  The vicar looked at Lord Harry from out of the corner of his little shoe-button eyes and wondered whether Lord Harry wanted a clever wife. Lord Harry looked back with an expression of absolute

  vacancy on his beautiful face.




  ‘Oh, no,’ said the vicar. ‘Very womanly. Pretty little thing. Domesticated. Been well-trained. See here,’ he went on, improvizing rapidly, ‘she will be staying with

  Lady Godolphin next Monday and we shall be having a little musicale. Perhaps you would like to attend?’




  There was a long silence. A bluebottle, brave survivor of summer, buzzed against the glass. A log shifted on the fire and several clocks began to chime the half hour.




  ‘Yes,’ said Lord Harry at last. ‘I will be there.’




  ‘Good, good, send you a card,’ gabbled the vicar, now desperate to escape.




  Lord Harry raised one long, slim, white hand as the vicar rose to his feet.




  ‘You are sure your daughter’s affections are not otherwise engaged?’




  ‘No,’ said the vicar, glad to be able to tell the truth at last. ‘Deirdre’s never even looked at a man, if you know what I mean.’




  ‘No, I don’t,’ said Lord Harry pleasantly.




  ‘Well, don’t trouble your brain with it,’ said the vicar, patting him on the shoulder. ‘We look forward to the pleasure of your company on Monday.’




  ‘What an idiot!’ muttered the vicar to himself as he left the club. ‘Never mind. He’s a manageable idiot and Deirdre will be quite happy with a complacent

  husband.’




  He set off at a brisk pace in the direction of Lady Godolphin’s house.




  He needed all the help he could get!




  







  TWO
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  Deirdre Armitage sat reading a novel she did not like to Lady Wentwater whom she did not like either.




  The drawing room was dark and musty. Lady Wentwater was white and doughy and musty. As she read, Deirdre wondered about Lady Wentwater’s nephew, Guy. No one had seen him in the county

  since the time it had seemed he was enamoured of Annabelle.




  Rumour had it that the vicar had frightened him away. Guy Wentwater had said he was a slave trader, and although he had long quit that ghastly means of earning money, the Armitage family were

  happy that he chose to stay away.




  Then Deirdre’s thoughts turned to the story she was reading. It was called Ludovic’s Revenge by A Lady of Quality and Deirdre judged it quite the silliest tale she had ever

  read. Everyone seemed either to turn scarlet or go ‘ashen pale’. Men and women fainted with amazing regularity and there wasn’t even a decent ghost.




  Deirdre took a quick glance at the clock. Then she closed the book firmly.




  ‘It is late, Lady Wentwater,’ she said. ‘I must return home.’




  ‘Then come tomorrow.’




  ‘Daphne will come tomorrow,’ said Deirdre, privately vowing to give her sister’s hair a good yank if she did not.




  ‘Oh, Daphne. I will need to shroud every looking glass in the house or I won’t hear a word out of her,’ snorted Lady Wentwater. ‘Too taken up with herself, she

  is.’




  ‘She has reason to be,’ said Deirdre, who, though she privately agreed with Lady Wentwater, did not like criticism of any of her sisters. ‘She has become even more beautiful

  than Minerva or Annabelle.’




  ‘Aye, and she knows it. Why, Guy! When did you arrive?’




  Deirdre gave a little gasp and leapt to her feet, turning to face the monster slave trader.




  Guy Wentworth stood smiling at her, looking so handsome, so normal, and so, yes, ordinary that Deirdre lost her fears and was able to drop him a curtsy with an air of composure.




  ‘Permit me to escort you home, Miss . . . Deirdre. It is Miss Deirdre, is it not?’ smiled Guy.




  Deirdre nodded, but added that she was perfectly capable of seeing herself home.




  To her annoyance, he walked with her to the door.




  ‘We have not seen you in some time, Mr Wentwater,’ said Deirdre, praying that he would leave her at the main door.




  ‘No, I have just returned from Paris. I finally sold out.’




  ‘Sold out? Then you were in the military, sir?’




  ‘Yes,’ he sighed, looking grave. ‘I know what you and your family think of me, Miss Deirdre. Have you ever considered the disgust I feel for myself? The barbarous trade I

  briefly engaged in was the senseless folly of a young man. I fought for my country at Waterloo. It was one way to prove to myself that I am not quite so evil.’




  ‘Oh, tell me about Waterloo,’ pleaded Deirdre, quite forgetting that she had wished only a moment before to be quit of him. ‘Everyone says such subjects are not fit for female

  ears. But it was a wonderful victory.’




  He gently took her arm in his and walked with her down the drive. His tale of glory and bravery and courage and death fascinated Deirdre, who hung rapt on his every word.




  She could not help admiring his tall, slender figure, the quiet elegance of his dress, and the hard lines about his mouth, ‘put there by suffering,’ she told herself.
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