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The fairies are weeping

 

London, 1890.

A sombre bell tolled gravely.

It was half past three and Victoria’s grey eyes widened as she looked through the windows of the large glass door which opened on to the balcony of her bedchamber.

The grey road had been swept by a cold winter’s wind. Very few pedestrians had ventured out on to the streets of London to face the chill of that winter’s afternoon. Few creaking carriages dug their way through the muddied road surfaces. The leaden sky was covered with large, swollen, ever-darkening clouds.

Just one half hour remained. At precisely four o’clock the doorbell of the great yet decaying house would fill the gloomy and almost entirely empty rooms with its sound. A dull sound which would signal the commencement of her life sentence.

Mr and Mrs Greenwood would take afternoon tea with Victoria and her parents and would introduce their only son, Edward. The marriage between Victoria and Edward, to take place two days later, had been established for some time by the two families, but the two young people had never even seen each other. For weeks it had been the talk of all the city. The wedding of Lady Victoria, daughter of Count Ashton and only descendent of that noble and historic family, and Edward Greenwood, only son of a successful middle-class family of cloth merchants. She had the name and the lineage, and he had the money. A perfect match, just as their respective parents had thought. A union that would prove advantageous to all parties. The Greenwoods would receive a prestigious title and the Ashtons would have the possibility to change the fate of their noble family name which had by then fallen into disgrace and poverty.  Naturally, no one had asked for the opinion of the two young people who would have to spend the rest of their lives together.

A knocking at her bedchamber door jolted the young woman from her thoughts. She went to open it and an old servantwoman entered the room, carrying a dark, stiff dress.

"Not dressed yet, milady?" the woman said with surprise, looking at Victoria who was still wearing her night clothes and whose long black hair lay loose on her shoulders.

She placed the dress down on the bed and took the girl by the arm, obliging the girl to follow her into the dressing room.

"I don’t want to get dressed," complained Victoria, pulling her arm free again.

"Surely you wouldn’t wish to receive your future husband while still dressed in your nightgown," the other woman replied patiently.

"I do not wish to receive my future husband in any manner," the girl lamented.

The elderly woman lifted a corset and beckoned to Victoria.

"Come now, let’s not be having tantrums,”she said calmly. “You must get dressed and have your hair done, milady. They’ll be here in half an hour.”

"I beg of you, Elisabeth,” said the girl, trying to flee. “I have never even laid eyes on that man, how can I marry him?"

"You shall see him in half an hour,” replied the servant, “though preferably not in your nightgown.”

"No one has asked my opinion on this marriage," bemoaned the girl.

"And since when did you have the right to give your opinion?" the sharp tone of the Countess’ voice echoed in the room.

"But, mother,” said the young woman, “what if the man you’ve chosen were not to please me? Or were to make me unhappy?"

"Your husband-to-be has been chosen by your father and I,” replied her mother stiffly, “and he is the perfect young man for you. You have the title and the nobility, and he has the money which will prevent our family from sliding any further into absolute poverty. He is well-educated, even if he could never boast of origins such as yours, and he will be an excellent husband.”
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