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All at The Manor House were fast asleep. Outside, the sun peeped from behind the beautiful hills, the birds gave voice to the dawn chorus and the wind rustled the dark green leaves of the majestic trees on the hill-side.

The first person to rise in the mornings was usually Annabel, the young heiress. She was just seventeen years old, refined, well educated, innocent and beautiful sheltered all her young life by her family, nurtured, until late last year, under the wing of a private governess. Annabel was the sole heir by birth, after her parents, to the legendary Grasmere Manor House estate and all its acres of woodland, riding stables and kennels for the hunting hounds, all of which her grandmother the Duchess of Grasmere controlled with a rod of iron.

That morning Annabel was up even earlier than usual. Eager to breathe the crisp dawn air, and still in her nightdress, she ran downstairs, out onto the rear garden terrace and through the gardens to the old gateway from where a pathway led through the woods and up to the hills. Dark clouds were forming, threatening to shroud the hills and hide the sunrise, and it was colder than she had expected. She shivered and wished she had dressed properly before leaving the sanctuary of the Manor House. The Duchess was always telling her to dress appropriately, a mark of personal correctness and respect for others. 

Within minutes the pale blue sky and slight warmth of the sun had been lost to the gathering clouds. Although by then in the shelter of the woods, she was cold, too cold to continue, so she decided to turn around and head back to the house. Rain began to fall, the sky turning black and thunderous. A sudden flash of forked lightning lit up the hills and gave the dark green trees ghostly shadows. A loud crack of thunder rent the air.

On those days when the estate horses were led out for training Annabel loved to rise early and go down to the stables to help with the horses and mix with the grooms, and it was exciting that the older boys were now looking at her, whispering to each other as she passed by. The trainer and the groom master would often let her lead the horses on the way to their morning gallops, and when all their training was over for the day she would help to bed the horses down. But on days when the horses were rested, Annabel would just rise from her bed and walk out of the Manor, often still in her flimsy nightdress, through the woods and up to the hills just to take in the sheer beauty of the place that was her home, the Grasmere estate.

That particular morning, as she ran back to the Manor House through the woods, the rain falling ever harder, the chill in the air biting, she had the strangest feeling that she wasn’t alone; that she was being watched. She had had the very same feeling on other mornings recently, but told herself it was simply her imagination tricked by nature’s shapes and shadows in the early morning light. Now though, she wasn’t so sure, and it frightened her. She stopped and looked about her, left - right. A shiver ran through her body. She heard a sound, and turned to look vaguely in the direction from which it had seemed to come, somewhere amongst the ghostly shadows cast by the trees. 

‘Yes,’ she said quietly to herself, ‘somebody is definitely watching me.’ And then a sudden flash of lightning pierced the darkness of the wood and illuminated two bright eyes fixed on her in the near distance. Much to her relief they were eyes that she knew. It was Baby, her friendly little deer. Annabel had helped deliver Baby last year when her mother, an older cherished deer, had struggled through a difficult labour to give birth to her.

‘Baby, is it you?’ asked Annabel softly, holding out her hand. ‘Come on Baby, come to me.’

Baby walked out of the trees, nervously looking around, taking care, obviously frightened by the storm. Hesitant at first, she walked forward, nuzzled Annabel’s hand and blew hot air into her palm, as if to say ‘Hello my friend, nice to see you again.’ 

Annabel cherished the bond between her and Baby, and was proud that she had nursed the little fawn after birth until her mother was strong enough to suckle her. For a few moments, under the shelter of the tree canopy, they were happy in each other’s company until Baby, suddenly disturbed, turned around and bounded back to her mother, back into the darkness and safety of the deep wood.

Waving goodbye to Baby, Annabel continued her journey back home, running ever faster in the heavy rain, wet and dishevelled, a little anxious still that eyes other than Baby’s might have been watching her but nevertheless happy in the knowledge that Baby was safe and healthy. She really didn’t want to upset the family by being late for breakfast again. It was an on-going conflict. In the eyes of her family, Annabel was always the last for meals, but first for all the more pleasurable activities around the estate.
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Pushing open the large heavy oak doors to the Manor House, Annabel dashed into the library, only to collide with her father Sir Charles.

‘Dear girl, what are you rushing about for? Rushing about is not the done thing for a sophisticated young woman, is it now? And just look at you, your nightdress is soaking wet, darling. You’ll be lucky not to catch your death of cold.’

‘Oh daddy,’ said Annabel. ‘I had this feeling inside that someone in the wood was watching me again. It made me feel very creepy. l didn’t like it daddy. But guess what? Baby came out to say hello. She looks so wonderfully fit. She kissed my hand and then all of a sudden something seemed to frighten her and she just ran away and left me. That’s when l ran home as fast as l could.’

‘Annabel my little one, nobody around here would want to harm you I’m sure, but even so, you must be careful. Come here, my darling, and give your old daddy a cuddle.’

Sir Charles took his jacket off, draped it around his daughter’s shoulders and then hugged her tightly.

‘Ooh, I do so love you, daddy. You have always looked after me. I think you must be the best daddy in the whole world.’

‘l love you too my little darling and I will always look after you. Now, did you know that your friend Jonathan will be coming for lunch today? He may stay for the weekend too. I’d like to take him shooting in the morning. He rather needs the practise, I think. The last time he came to a Grasmere shoot he was a complete disaster!’

‘Oh, what a lovely surprise!’ Annabel exclaimed. ‘But daddy, why shooting?  It’s not very gallant to shoot harmless little birds, is it now? After all, they don’t harm us do they? And anyway, daddy, l’d like to spend some time with Jonathan myself.’

‘Mmm. Annabel...,’ Sir Charles replied, thoughtfully, ‘are you and Jonathan Napier Schell serious about each other? If so, you should make your intentions clear to me so that l’m prepared when he asks for your hand in marriage, which l suspect he will do very soon. In making your mind up, I hope you remember he is of good stock. His family name goes back a long way; two to three hundred years in fact.’

‘Yes, daddy. l suppose Jonathan and I are quite serious about our relationship, and in case you haven’t noticed...,’ Annabel paused, shook off her father’s jacket , held it at arm’s length and twirled, her wet nightdress clinging, ‘l’m no longer a little girl!’

‘And it doesn’t seem to have taken at all long,’ her father replied, beaming with pride, ‘for you to have transformed from chrysalis into beautiful butterfly.... C’est la vie, my little one, c’est la vie.’

Annabel turned around quickly; she had that feeling again, of eyes upon her.

‘Oh mother it’s you,’ she said, feeling a little silly, and knowing immediately from her mother’s expression that she was about to be scolded for her state of undress. ‘I didn’t hear you come in, l was just telling daddy that this morning in the woods I thought I was being watched, and I saw Baby and she...‘

‘Annabel, dear girl,’ her mother, Lady Rebecca, interrupted, ‘do stop babbling. How many times must I tell you that walking about on your own, wearing just your nightdress and no undergarments, is very inappropriate and just will not do? We have stable boys and staff about the Manor doing their jobs and goodness knows what else...and very probably sneaking off and leering at you in the woods. You never know who might lurking in those woods. And just look at you! You are soaking wet! She turned to her husband, and glared no less severely at him.

‘Really Charles, I do wish you would take a firmer line with our daughter. And would you please have a word with our cook. I really do not know what is wrong with Mrs Higgins at the moment. She is in one hell of a mood again this morning. Perhaps it’s her age, but nevertheless her contrariness really must stop. Tell her how satisfying her food is...better still that her food is the best in the shire...or something. I really don’t care. Just see to it Charles, will you? For once, just for once, act like the lord of the manor you’re supposed to be.’

‘Yes my love,’ replied her husband, a twinkle in his eye.

Lady Rebecca looked sternly upon her daughter. ‘What on earth is everything coming to? I don’t know. Annabel,’ Lady Rebecca continued, ‘you have a gentleman calling on you later this morning. Go upstairs, get properly washed and dressed, and we are dressing casually for lunch by the way, clean your teeth and do something with your hair. And Annabel...’

‘Yes mother?’

‘Your gentleman friend will be staying for the weekend. I do not want you two locking yourselves in your bedroom this weekend, is that clear? There will be no hanky-panky, do you hear me?

‘Yes mother,’ replied Annabel, blushing.

‘If only you were more like me than you are your dissolute father. I really do not know what the world is coming to.’ And with that, Lady Rebecca walked out of the room.

Annabel and her father looked at each other. Sir Charles made a funny face, and Annabel put her hand over her mouth to silence her tittering. Sir Charles, grinning broadly, retrieved his now rather damp jacket and motioned to his daughter to disappear and attend to her toilet.

Annabel ran out of the library, up the grand marble staircase across the great landing and into her bedroom. Dropping her wet nightdress to the floor, she opened her large walk-in wardrobe, selected a flimsy silk dress, a new and almost transparent camisole and some clean underwear, all of which she carefully laid out on her bed.

With the towel at her washstand she wiped herself down, observing herself in the large dressing mirror as she did so. Holding the towel before her, clutched to her chin, she turned this way and that, practising demureness, before letting the towel drop to the floor. She ran her hands over her young woman’s body, felt the firmness, the smooth unblemished skin, and smiled contentedly.

‘And what, Mr Jonathan Napier Schell, of this?’ she said quietly to herself, imagining him standing before her. ‘Do you like what you see?’

She giggled as she stepped first into her camisole and pulled it slowly up and over her breasts, then into her silk French knickers, still watching herself in the mirror as she did so, continuing to imagine herself in close company. She went into her bathroom, washed her hands, splashed a little cold water onto her cheeks - what her mother would have called a cat lick - and under her arms, then attended a little more seriously to her dirty feet. Dutifully washed, she returned to the bedroom, pulled on her dress, took one more look in the mirror, flattering herself upon her choice of dress and missing entirely the messy state of her hair, and then ran back downstairs and into the dining room. 
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