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Prologue

 The hose made its usual hissing
noise as it uncoiled, a black snake of tubing.

Peter jerked the
tap down, and felt the tug on the hose as the water began to flow
through it. It was warm and humid in the orangery, the lush green
of the plants contrasting with the blues and greys of the snow
outside the windows. So warm that he mopped his forehead with his
sleeve, pulling back at his mane of hair. Often he went home
drenched, from standing under the plants as they splashed the cold
water on his face. But he wouldn't have it any other way. His flesh
and blood was part of this place.

He directed the
hose at an oleander. Not flowering yet, of course, but the long
leaves were attractive in themselves.

A movement in
the corner of his eye caught his attention. It was his cousin,
Manfred, overseer of the estate and heir to the Stanleigh title,
walking toward the orangery. From the belligerent set of his
shoulders, there would soon be one of those interviews that were
becoming way too familiar. Oh well. Get on with watering, and think
of the end result. Think of the future. Time was running out; both
Peter and Manfred knew that their lives would be changing very soon
now, which frayed both their tempers.

Peter sighed,
and turned the hose to water his prize rosebush, the tender leaf
buds just beginning to form. Soon things would get better, or else
get worse. He just had to wait.


Chapter One

 Heather Leithbridge sat at the desk, her
attention absorbed by some papers before her. The room she sat in
was small, and the furniture mismatched. It clearly a room where
all the unfashionable pieces of furniture in the house had been
bundled together banished.

Tables and
chairs of a hundred years ago stood unpolished and neglected. Their
Regency designs were graceful and curving as they stood crammed
shoulder to shoulder. No room between them, empty of ornament, they
had no place downstairs having been replaced by massively carved
structures, now smothered in bits of lace and wax flowers. Heather
didn't mind the lack of current fripperies, but often wished Isobel
would sell some of the furniture, or allow her to have one or two
pretty ornaments to grace the room.

The room was at
least functional; the desk was very clearly a work desk, and she
could use the other tables and chairs to sort different piles of
work.

Heather herself
was not out of place amongst the old fashioned shabbiness
surrounding her. Her brown hair, though carefully parted and coiled
into a knot at the nape of her neck, showed none of the elaborate
dressing which may have been expected of a gentlewoman so young.
Her hair gleamed softly with chestnut lights in the shaft of
sunlight that fell onto it. Wisps of hair around her face had a
tendency to escape their bondage and curl across her cheeks and
forehead.

“Get
back into place!” she was known to say sternly to the bits of
stubborn hair.

She had a round,
sweet face, with deep blue eyes framed by dark lashes. Her creamy
skin was tinged with pink at her cheeks. Her face refused to look
like those simpering misses depicted in fashionable magazines; her
eyes sparked with humour and natural grace, and she did not have
the necessary ability to look vacuous when the occasion demanded
it. Her upbringing had not been the norm for a young lady of
leisure – which indeed she was not. She had not been brought up in
a nursery with a nanny, and did not have a mother or father or
governess to tell her how young ladies should behave. She’d had to
work it out herself.

Smiles came
readily to her face, her eyes lit up easily, and she suppressed
laughter more often than frowns. She was neither tall nor short,
but the right size for a lady, her figure curved in what she often
thought was pleasing.

Heather's youth
and refinement were at odds with her clothes. She wore a brown
dress of what was once a good fabric. It had been fitted Heather
with obvious care, but any amount of sewing could not hide the fact
that the dress had once been of a different pattern to fit a
different person. It was plain, with a tight bodice, smooth across
her arms and shoulders, but with scantily gathered skirts. The
required trimming that such a dress required was reduced to a small
muslin flounce and a slightly worn, deep blue ribbon, tied at her
throat.

She sat at the
serviceable wooden desk, drawers and pigeonholes crammed with
papers, letters, and bills. The desk had been her uncles’ – a
massive, manly piece of furniture which had been sent to the attic
when a prettier piece was chosen for the downstairs library. Most
of the surface of the desk was piled up with small heaps of papers;
an organized chaos.

Heather reached
for the top envelope on a pile that had been delivered that
morning. She slit it with a paper knife and shook out a bill for
last month's coal delivery.

She
sighed.

“She's not going to like this,” she said to herself, shaking
her head.

She bent over
the desk and rapidly entered some figures in a large
book.

A knock on the
door disturbed her.

“Yes?” she said, slitting the next envelope. The door opened to
show Ellie, the housemaid. Ellie was tiny and Welsh, with a dimpled
face and light brown curls. Heather and Ellie had known each other
for years, and had become good friends.

“The
missus wants to see you,” Ellie said, grinning at the look of
dismay on Heather's face.

The missus was
Ellie's employer, and Heather's Aunt Isobel. If Isobel had given
Heather a wage for the work Heather did for her, then she would be
Heather’s employer too. As it was, Heather worked hard for no wages
and no privileges; she was a poor relation and therefore worked for
nothing but the right to live in the house and accept food and
cast-offs.

“How
is she?” asked Heather, getting up, and moving towards the mirror.
She stared into it, and carefully smoothed a stray lock of hair
with a wetted finger. It was best not to appear too untidy,
although it was also not wise to appear too late, and be accused of
preening oneself.

“Could go either way!” said Ellie. “She seemed in a good temper
this morning, when she had her breakfast.”

“That
doesn't mean anything,” replied Heather, frowning at her reflection
in the mirror. “And there are a number of bills to be paid. She
never likes this time of year, when so much coal and candles and
oil are needed for the house.” Heather shivered slightly. Her attic
room was seldom heated, and she worked by the light of a small
lamp. Thankfully the window let in enough sunlight to work during
the daytime and the kitchen chimney flue passed one of the walls,
heating it slightly.

Both girls
exchanged grimaces as Heather left the room, hurrying across the
landing.

“Tardiness” was not a word Isobel knew.

Heather ran
lightly down the two flights of stairs to her Aunt's parlour. The
tall London house was located in a respectable part of the city.
Isobel had been twice left a widow, the second time with a
substantial income. Heather had been ten then, and had been living
with the Mashams for nine years.

She had liked
her Uncle William, who was her mother's brother. Both of Heather's
parents had died when she was a year old, and she had been sent to
London by her father's relatives, as there was no-one else to look
after her. She was brought into the Masham household by William
Masham, who didn’t mind another child in the house. Isobel and
William had no children during their ten year marriage, although
Isobel had one son, Clarence, by a short-lived previous
marriage.

Heather knocked
and entered the parlour. Her aunt was sitting at a high winged
chair, with her embroidery on her lap. Heather found the room was
overwhelming. Every surface in the room had been embellished with
some form of decoration, and made the room appear small and
crowded.

Embroidered
cushions and hangings, tapestry chairs and rugs, lacy curtains and
tablecloths, wax and feather flowers, stuffed birds, vases of dried
roses, lithographic prints of the Queen and Prince Albert, flowers
and landscapes, littered the numerous table tops and sideboards and
whatnots.

The room smelt
stuffy, of heavily lived in spaces, where windows were never opened
in fear of letting in disease. When Heather had been small, she had
dared to open her window and breathe in the smell of suburban
London, of horses and bustling, and the scent of autumn leaves in
the gutters. Her aunt had marched over to the window and slammed it
shut, berating Heather for letting in the poisons found in the
great city. She had been sent to her room for the day, and never
dared open a window again without first looking around
guiltily.

“Good
morning, Aunt Isobel,” she said with some hesitation. Her aunt
insisted on being called Aunt Isobel, in case someone should take
Heather to be her daughter, as had happened more than once before.
Isobel nodded curtly.

“Sit
down, I have something to say,” she said, giving no indication of
good or bad news. Heather settled herself on one of the appallingly
uncomfortable chairs that made up the dinner set. Carved and
gilded, they seemed to be made to fit shapeless, wooden
figures.

She looked at
Isobel's profile. Isobel had carried her position of “wealthy
widow” well. Her features were aristocratic, even overbearing, with
a strong chin and long nose. Thin, wispy, black hair was greying at
her temples. Her narrow, dark eyes bore down upon all manner of
mischief (real or supposed); her nose was aptly long for peering
into other people’s business. She held important positions on
various charitable committees. Heather remembered occasions where
she had been summoned to the parlour during committee meetings. The
benevolent, self-satisfied air around her aunt at these occasions
had suggested that Isobel enjoyed a position amongst her peers for
showing charity in the home.

Heather was
constantly reminded that she was an inferior in the household,
there on sufferance, and perhaps to show how generous her aunt was.
If Isobel had resented having to bring Heather up, she had turned
it to her advantage. Far from being a burden to her Aunt, Heather
acted as an unpaid servant, accounts manager, and housekeeper.
Heather couldn't resent her position. It was the way it was, no
more, no less. Though she often regretted the deal life had dealt
her, she was by nature a cheerful young lady, who could be trusted
to turn every situation in something slightly amusing, or at least
not as bad as it would first appear.

Isobel turned
her face to Heather's. Her mouth was compressed to a thin
line.

She began to
speak.

“My
son, dear Clarence, is turning twenty five next week,” Isobel said
to Heather.

“Yes,
Aunt Isobel”, said Heather.

She hoped the
engraved pen she had bought for Clarence's birthday was an
appropriate present in her Aunt's eyes. Isobel could be very severe
when it came to Clarence. She was severe with Clarence as she was
with Heather, but was more generous when it came to her son. She
very seldom found fault with him.

“Well,” said Isobel, brushing Heather’s comment aside, “he has
expressed an interest in going to the opera, and attending the
Harrington's ball next week for his birthday. He has requested you
accompany him.”

Disapproval was
loud in Isobel's voice.

“As
it is the occasion of his birthday, and as you appear able to
conduct yourself well in public, I have no objection to your going.
You will need something to wear. I do not have enough money to
throw away on such things, so you may use this to make yourself a
gown.” She gestured to a folded grey silk garment which sat on the
table.

“I
have no doubt you will make something suitable. You may take it
now.”

Heather
stammered her thanks, and took up the pile. Leaving the room, she
turned to her aunt.

“I
have always wanted to go to a ball,” she began. Isobel looked at
her, an eyebrow arched.

“You
think entirely too much of yourself,” she said. “See you don't
neglect your duties in the house.”

“No,
Aunt Isobel,” replied Heather turning away and walking rapidly out
of the room.

She bounced up
the stairs, the sheer silk cool in her hands, threw open the door
to her room up to her room, and spread it on the bed. It turned out
to be a dress, recognisable as one of Isobel's, long retired to
morning wear, when she would not be seeing visitors. The silk was
still good in the skirt, but strained and faded around the sleeves
and bodice. The bodice had a few marks down the front, where food
had been dropped.

Thankfully the
skirt was a generous cut. Heather snatched up a pair of scissors
and cut away the waistband. She spread out the fabric. There would
be enough material to make a ball gown with the skirt alone, as the
bodice would be small, and the sleeves short. Heather was shorter
and more slender than Isobel.

She considered
the silk for a long moment. The colour was not auspicious; grey
generally considered the colour of mourning.

“Well,” thought Heather, “I can mourn my loss of
solemnity...perhaps! I have no doubt it will be a long time before
there is another occasion like this!”

It was good of
Clarence to think of her. He had always been supportive of her, on
occasion; if he didn't think his support would earn the ire of his
mother. Since she had been old enough to attend some of the lessons
with his tutor, they had developed a rapport that she had found
with no one else.

Having grown up
together, recently they had seen less of each other. Clarence had
followed the path laid down by his parents, and had taken on
banking as his career. He was working his way up in his
step-father's bank. His responsible attitude and dependable
personality had stood him in good stead, and he had gained
promotions so that he was now in a position of trust and
respect.

When her aunt
had told her she was to be taking lessons with Clarence, Heather
had fondly imagined that she was being treated as an equal in the
house. She had soon discovered her mistake; Isobel wished her to
read and figure, to keep the accounts for the household. At the age
of twelve she began her work as unpaid servant; as soon as her
secretarial work of her Aunt was of a standard high enough to not
need checking, she stopped attending lessons.

Her aunt would
leaf through the pile of mail in the mornings, take out the
personal correspondence and send the business and unpleasant
letters to Heather, who would spend the morning drafting replies
(which Isobel would copy in her own hand to send).

Heather knew how
to economise, how to deal with tradesmen, and how to run a
household. She had no friends of her own age, meeting only her
aunt's friends when her aunt was willing. Isobel and Heather had no
thoughts or ideas in common, with the result that they met only at
meals and when Isobel wished to see Heather.

Isobel had once
toyed with the idea of making Heather her “companion”, but after a
day or so trial, had decided that Heather was better used as a
business tool. There was no friendship or sympathy in their
relationship.

Heather had long
since resigned herself to her fate, and accepted that she was the
poor relation. It did not help to have this pushed into her face
constantly. She was young, and yearned for pretty clothes, and
books, and to go dancing and to the theatre. If she was lucky, she
was allowed to go to the market, if her aunt's friends were busy,
and Isobel needed a companion to help carry. But these trips often
added fuel to the fire that burned inside Heather. She could look,
but not touch or buy.

The allowance
she received was solely to pay for gifts for the family and
Isobel's friends. She was stuck where she was – a gentlewoman could
not get a job bookkeeping, which is what Heather was trained to
do.

She frowned down
at silk before her. She would not be able to afford any sort of
trimming for the dress.

“Well,” she said resolutely to herself, “I'll just do what I
usually do...find a way!”

There were some
old clothes stored away in one of the top attic rooms. Heather knew
what was there as she kept the inventory and often removed or added
items to it according to Isobel’s whim.

She added tiny
pearl buttons to the front of the dress that she found in the old
jars in the storage room. She also knew there was some old lace,
kept over from a dress of a hundred years ago, slightly yellowed.
The lace had been crocheted long ago with great care and detail. It
was unlike any of the laces Heather had ever seen at the
market.

“It
has class, and soul,” she thought, stitching away. She carefully
bleached it to a creamy white, and sewed it with tiny stitches it
onto the neckline and sleeves of her grey dress. It gave her a
delicate, old fashioned look.

When she tried
on the dress, she seemed transformed.

Her shoulders
and neck glowed a pure creamy white above the frothy lace. The lack
of the correct style of hoop skirts had been overcome by wearing
all her petticoats, which had made her warm, but had given her
nearly the required shape. The skirt billowed out at the waist and
swished satisfyingly around her ankles. She used her blue silk
ribbon as a sash around her waist.

With Ellie's
help, she dressed her hair with an elaborate plait at the nape of
her neck, and stealthily taken a blue silk flower from one of her
aunt's floral arrangements to pin into her hair.

Ellie stood back
after helping her dress, and said with satisfaction that there was
no finer lady in London.

Heather, looking
into the mirror at her wide blue eyes, flushed cheeks, and glossy
brown hair, secretly agreed.

From the look of
admiration on Clarence's face as she descended the stairs in her
new silk dress, she knew she was going to enjoy herself at the
ball. His compliments on her outfit and beauty were somewhat
dampened a little by Isobel's obvious disapproval.

Though Heather
found that for once, she didn't care to gain her Aunt's opinion.
The entire thing had been sanctioned by Isobel, and making over the
dress to wear in public were Isobel’s orders, no matter how
ungracious her Aunt was at her success. She flushed and accepted
Clarence’s hand to step into the coach to start their evening
out.

The theatre was
exciting – she’d never been to a play before, and was entranced.
Afterwards, the ball was a dream come true. And Clarence's friends
hurried over to her to fill in her dance card; despite the fact
that she protested she could not dance – they all took care to
teach her and no one winced too much when she trod on their feet.
She may have lacked jewellery and a finely made, fashionable dress,
but her sparkling personality made up for it and she was not the
worst-dressed woman there, she noted.

The evening
passed in a whirl. She ate what seemed like hundreds of delicious
things, and drank lemonade and punch.

She enjoyed
herself thoroughly, and once home, had unlaced her dress, and sunk
into bed, exhausted and happy.

She fell into a
deep slumber and was only awoken the next morning when she heard
the door open.


Chapter Two

 “Breakfast, Miss Heather,” said Ellie,
drawing back the blinds.

“But
I just got to bed!” complained Heather, shielding her eyes from the
bright sunlight.

“If
you must dance the night away, that's your business,” said Ellie in
a mock-severe tone, mimicking Isobel's, “but breakfast will always
be at eight o'clock sharp, and I hope you have manners enough to be
punctual”.

“All
right, all right, see, I'm getting up,” said Heather. “If you could
put away my dress? Thank you!”

She pointed to
the pile of grey silk draped over a chair.

“Did
you enjoy yourself?” asked Ellie, picking up the dress and
smoothing down the crumpled skirts.

“Oh,
yes!” sighed Heather, swinging out of bed and reaching for her
hairbrush. “Though I believe a large number of men will have very
sore feet today! I am NOT a good dancer!”

Both girls
laughed, and Heather got dressed while Ellie hung the dress and
took the blue flower to be returned back to its home.

Sleepy from her
unaccustomed late night, Heather arrived at the breakfast table a
few minutes early. She felt muddle-headed, and absently spread
butter on her toast. Isobel had not arrived yet, she noticed, and
Clarence had already eaten, as his plate had been
cleared.

The door opened
and Isobel walked in.

“Good
morning, aunt Isobel,” said Heather. Isobel nodded. She took her
place, and picked up the coffee pot. Breakfast was eaten in
silence. No allusion was made to the previous night or of
Clarence's absence from the meal.

Then Isobel
spoke suddenly.

“You
are turning twenty one in four months, I believe,” she said.
Heather, caught while taking a sip of tea, swallowed
hurriedly.

“Yes
aunt Isobel,” she said.

“I
wish to speak frankly,” Isobel's eyes bore into
Heather's.

“Yes,
Aunt Isobel?” Heather put her cup into the saucer with trembling
hands.

“Have
you given any thought to your future?” asked Isobel, frowning
slightly.

“Well, a little...”

“Did
any of the young men you met last night try to engage your
attentions?” Isobel continued.

Puzzled, Heather
replied, “I don't think so, Aunt Isobel.”

“You
have reached an age where it is costing me too much to keep you,”
Isobel said at her most benevolent, nodding her head, as he heaped
jam on her bread.

This, Heather
thought ruefully, was not entirely true, as she did the work of
secretary and housekeeper for no money at all. And she had few
other expenses, as all her clothes were cast-offs, and she received
no real allowance or pin money. She cost what she ate and drank,
and perhaps a little in coal and candles.

However, she
dutifully replied, “I'm sorry, Aunt Isobel.”

“Yes,” said Isobel, warming to her role as charitable beyond
her means, “I have decided what you will do in the future.” Her
gaze did not leave Heather's, judging and surveying her reactions
as she raised her cup to her lips. There was something behind the
words that Heather could not guess at.

Heather looked
at her rapidly cooling toast, and waited nervously. She had lost
her appetite. The delight of last night was gone, a remembered
treat.

Her aunt’s next
words came as an utter shock to her.

“Your
mother and my husband made plans when you were born,” she
continued. “Your mother, when she was sick, asked me to take care
of you if anything happened. Your uncle and I were only too glad to
comply. One thing your mother was insistent about was that we find
you a good husband.'

Isobel watched
Heather, her black eyes slitted, giving nothing away. “I believe
that you and my son Clarence would be eminently well
matched.”

Heather felt as
though Isobel had just done something uncanny. In fact, the idea of
Isobel getting up and doing a little dance was more likely than
what she just said.

“Marry...Clarence? But, I mean, Clarence is...”

“You
have a small dowry kept in trust until you marry,” continued Isobel
relentlessly,” and you have a little talent in running a
household.

“Now
that Clarence has reached promotion at his bank, he will need to
entertain in his own house. Your behaviour last night proved that
you are able to act well amongst his acquaintances. There are no
other suitable young ladies of his acquaintance.”

“What
makes me so suitable?” Heather burst out, earning a frown from her
aunt.

“You
have breeding, my dear,” she said patronisingly. “You are a
Leithbridge, one of the oldest families in England.”

Ah, social
snobbery realised Heather. The thought confused her. She, Heather
Leithbridge, was as used to thinking of herself as a nobody, but
she was reminded now that she was indeed was well-born.

Her aunt's
social standing would be increased to have her son marry a
gentleman's daughter. For her aunt was not well-bred, with her
family seeped in trade. Clarence, though banking was suitable and
worthy, was certainly not out of societies’ top drawer. Heather
knew dimly that the Leithbridges were a respected family, who had
married Dukes and Lords in the past. She was also a Stanleigh,
through her mother, which meant that she was not so distantly
related to a Lord. This would impress Clarence’s contacts at the
bank, as well as Isobel's friends. How very astonishing.

She was aware
that her aunt was critically surveying her. An answer was expected.
There was only one to give. She had nowhere else to go.

“I
will try to be a good wife to Clarence,” she said
dutifully.

Isobel nodded
and smiled.

“Well, my dear, Clarence had to leave early this morning, but
you will see him this evening.” Her voice sounded integrating,
insidious.

“I
look forward to seeing him,” said Heather woodenly.

“We
will arrange the wedding as soon as possible,” continued Isobel. At
Heather's involuntary startled glance, she said quickly, “You have
known each other for years. And though I brought you up as my
daughter, you and he are in no way related.” She paused for a
moment.

“I
think you should marry the day before your birthday,” she said,
staring hard at Heather.

Heather sat in
silence, unable to speak.

“Now,
dear, you may leave,” said Isobel majestically rising. Her nose
looked longer, her hair more autocratic, her posture more
self-important than ever. “I will make all the
arrangements.”

Heather stood
while her aunt left the room. She let enough time for her aunt to
clear the stairs, and then ran quickly to her little attic room.
She wanted to be alone to think.

Her aunt’s
unexpected behaviour had stunned her. She sat on the bed, staring
at her hands.

What would a
future as Clarence's wife bring her? She had to try and think about
this clearly.

Married to
Clarence? What would that bring her?

Well, to begin
with, she would never escape from Isobel. Isobel would continue to
tell her what to do, and would take control of her social group.
Heather would attend committee meetings, learn to tatt, and stand
behind the punch bowl at charity events.

“This
is Clarence's wife,” Isobel would say to her friends. “I raised her
as my own child. Her father was a Leithbridge, her mother a
Stanleigh.”

And they would
murmur their admiration and envy, perhaps relieved that she had not
decided that one of their daughters would marry Clarence. Isobel as
a relative (even an in-law) would be a daunting thought.

Clarence would
continue his life in the bank, going to his mother for advice.
Isobel would arrange them a suitable wedding, would send them to
relatives in the country for the honeymoon.

Isobel would
tell Clarence where to live. He would buy a house in the same area,
possibly the same street as his mother, a few houses down, and let
his mother make all his decisions as usual. Their china pattern,
what colours the curtains should be. The house would be filled with
overstuffed pillows and overstuffed birds in little glass domes.
All the truly ugly things her aunt liked, Heather would have in her
house. There was no escape. Clarence was under the influence of his
mother. When to ask for promotion, who to invite to dinner. Two
tears rolled down Heather's cheeks, which she dashed away when a
knock sounded at the door.

“Come
in”, she said, steadying her voice.

It was Clarence,
looking flushed. He had come home again to speak to her - and he
looks as uncomfortable as me, thought Heather. His face was
flushed, and Heather felt the wetness of the tears still on her
face.

“I'm
sorry to disturb you here,” said Clarence, who realised the
impropriety of entering a young woman's room, “but I felt I had to
speak to you.” He paused and didn’t seem to know what to do with
his hands.

“I
just spoke to mother. She said she had talked to you at
breakfast.”

He fingered his
collar nervously. Heather sat on the bed and gazed at him. He was
not a romantic hero; he was not the man who would rescue her from
her dreary existence. He was Clarence, her friend.

Pale,
nondescript hair, brown eyes, a nice face. His dark brown suit,
appropriate for his job at the bank. She imagined him sitting
behind his desk at the bank. Probably sorting the mail, as she did
here. We are both trapped, there is no escape. She felt
wretched.

“Heather,” he said, coming over to her and grasping her hand,
“This may be a little late in coming, but would you marry
me?”

“I
will,” said Heather, faintly.

“Thank you, my dear. You will never regret it,” said Clarence,
and in the silence that followed, bent and kissed her hand. He
looked up into her eyes, and she read relief in them. They both
smiled. The nervousness he had when he entered the room seemed to
have left him. Would that I could be so satisfied with all of this,
thought Heather.

“I
must go,” he said, dropping her hand. “Do you need
anything?”

Heather shook
her head and watched his back as he left the room.

The sound of his
footsteps on the stairs had not faded before she burst into tears.
The future she had wanted, where was it? What was it? She had
always dimly imagined she would escape from her aunt, perhaps
become a governess...at least if she was employed in a menial
position, she would have some time to herself. And a salary. Any
was better than nothing!

She was trapped
her, trapped with Isobel forever. Wild hopes of escaping, leaving
and seeking a position, were not possible. She had no money, she
had no references. She had practically run this house single-handed
for years, but who would believe that?

And Clarence
would be telling his mother that they were to be married. Isobel
knew, she had decided it herself; it was just a courtesy on her
part to allow Clarence to ask Heather. She loved Clarence, but as a
friend. How could she possibly marry him?


Chapter Three

 The next few weeks were filled with many
things happening that seemed to whirl by Heather as thought she was
in a dream. Heather's new station in life had been catered for. New
dresses had been ordered, so that she would be well dressed for
company, but it was Isobel's taste had overruled Heather’s. The
dressmaker, a thin, small woman with greying hair, had decidedly
old fashioned ideas, and Heather felt uncomfortable in clothing
suited more for a middle aged woman than to a young bride. She had
secretly started modifying the dresses so that they would suit her
more. She removed some of the more revolting trimmings without a
qualm, flinging lace and feathers into the fire, which left some of
the outfits a little plain, but it was a style that suited
her.

She had received
annoyed looks from Isobel when she wore some of the modified
clothes, and these on top of the rest had made her even life less
comfortable than it had been before. She felt close to breaking
point. She kept hoping for something to happen soon, to prevent
this wedding occurring. But it all seemed to be
inevitable.

Meanwhile, plans
for the wedding had been made. Isobel had decided Heather should
wear the dress she herself had worn at her marriage to William
Masham.

The heavy white
lace veil was beautiful, but the dress did not fit, and was being
made over. Heather had stood, covered in pins and tape for the
fitting, and had felt like crying.

It seemed as
though there could be no escape.

Then something
happened that would change everything.

Isobel, usually
of robust constitution, had complained of a headache two weeks
after the announcement of Heather and Clarence's engagement. The
next day it was clear that she was feverish and weak, the doctor
had been sent for, and the verdict of influenza
pronounced.

It had released
a lot of the tension Heather had felt herself to be under, as she
was able to have time to herself. Isobel had insisted Heather
accompany her to teas with her social circle, and Heather felt the
strain in her cheek muscles from smiling politely, and a strain in
her tongue from not answering the countless inane questions with a
sharp and unsuitable retort.

It seemed that
the promotion from poor relation to daughter in law was going to
mean that Heather was to be companion to Isobel, after all. The
illness had come as a welcome release from these tedious
visits.

Heather was kept
busy, attending to the needs of her bedridden aunt. Isobel was not
an easy patient. She was demanding and cross, as were most people
of strength, when they were forced to endure weakness. Isobel's
wavering voice and lack of physical vigour had annoyed her, and she
treated Heather with the annoyance she could no exude any other
way. Heather had taken the insults well, excusing her aunt for
felling ill.

But she resented
them nonetheless.

It seemed that
Isobel had felt she was able to treat Heather with open contempt
now that she was to marry Clarence.

It had, in the
past, been customary for Isobel to send up the letters that needed
attention to be placed on Heather's desk. This had continued
unchanged since the engagement. But, because her aunt had been ill,
Heather had started fetching and sorting the mail herself. The
third morning of Isobel’s illness, there was a letter for herself.
It looked official from the envelope, and not a congratulatory
letter for her and Clarence as she had been used to seeing, already
opened, as Clarence handed them to her.

This letter
looked important.

Curiously she
slit open the thick cream envelope, with a crest embossed at the
left corner. Opening the sheet inside, she read the
contents

*

Dear Miss
Leithbridge,

As mentioned in
previous correspondence, the trusteeship of the estate of Jonathon
Lethbridge and Mary Leithbridge (ne Masham) will discontinue on
your attaining of your majority and you will fully inherit the full
assets as the sole beneficiary as outlined. Consequently, your
quarterly allowance will cease, and you will fully inherit the
estate, “The Groves”. I would be pleased to discuss the details
with you at your convenience.


Sincerely

D.
Robertson

Robertson
Solicitors Pty Ltd

*

Well.

Heather stared
in silence at the paper for a long time.

She did not
understand this letter, though it seemed to indicate that she was
due to inherit some land, and she also knew she’d never heard of
this in her life.

Previous
correspondence? There may be some mistake, but she wasn’t sure who
had made it!

She decided that
she needed to go and find out from D. Robertson herself. Isobel
could be looked after by the servants this morning. Directly after
breakfast, she donned her shawl and bonnet, and slipped out of the
house. She walked directly to the solicitor's office; it was in the
same part of London as the house and she knew the street well as
one crammed with offices, doctors, and professionals.

After some
consternation on the part of the secretary, as she had no
appointment, she was admitted to the consulting room of “Mr
Robertson Snr”, the founder of the firm.

“How
do you do...Miss Leithbridge, I am very pleased to meet you
finally,” smiled the benevolent solicitor. He was a rotund man in a
green office jacket with a liberal sprinkling of crumbs over his
broad stomach. His bristling eyebrows raised as he peered at her
over his huge desk (also littered with crumbs).

“How
do you do, sir. I am wondering if you can help me… I received this
letter today, and I was wondering about it...” Heather handed it
over to Mr Robertson.

“Ah,
yes, the Leithbridge account,” said Mr Robertson, peering at the
letter. “Yes, yes, your estate. You will fully inherit when you
turn twenty one; I have all the paperwork for you to sign ready for
that day.”

Heather took a
deep breath.

“Do
you mean that I inherit a dowry?” she asked.

“No,
unless you want to call your family estates a dowry!” said Mr
Robertson chuckling from his ample belly. When she did not join in,
he glanced at her in surprise. He read something in her face that
made him pause

“Your
inheritance – the family estate…you know of course that you are the
direct beneficiary under the terms of your parent’s will…the entail
didn’t include the estate, just the title…” He was disconcerted by
her shaking her head. “You don’t know any of this?”

“No!”
said Heather, stunned. She gripped the edge of the desk and stared
at Mr Robertson in consternation.

“But
I have been of the understanding that I have corresponding with you
since you turned eighteen, when your guardian, a Mrs Masham allowed
you to take some direct interest in your affairs!”

Heather stared
at him.

“Mrs
Masham! Aunt Isobel! I never knew! I've never written to you or
received any letters from you in my life!” she cried.

He
frowned.

“What
about your allowance? You’ve been paid that since you were a small
child, have you never wondered where it came from?” he asked
her.

Heather felt a
shock run through her.

“Allowance,” she repeated dumbly.

“Yes,
you have been getting a portion of the interest, paid to your
guardian for your education and living expenses since your parents
died. When you
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