
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Love is a romance novel, waiting to be played out in real life...

	 

	 

	Annabelle yearns for romance. She longs to be like the heroines whose exploits she follows in her beloved Fanny Sparrow novels. When her aunt and uncle invite her to go to Bath for the season, she feels as if her every dream is about to come true.

	But reality and fantasy don’t always see eye-to-eye, and even supposed friends can be hiding ugly truths. A chance encounter with a handsome man as she’s attempting to escape a horrible miscreant sets Annabelle’s heart to thumping and her imagination to running rampant.

	Her uncle has just inherited Godshollow, a gothic castle hidden in the heart of the Gloucestershire countryside. Is Annabelle’s long-awaited adventure about to begin? And will she survive it?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	Hi everyone *waves*

	 

	For Anne. No, not in that way. Thank you for encouraging me and making me think I was a good writer.

	 

	For David. Yes, in that way. No Fabio will ever compare to you, sweetie.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Is that them?” At a sound from outside, Annabelle charged towards the window and pressed her face against the glass.

	“No, dear. That’s the chickens. Like it was Farmer Johnson before that, and a tree before that. They’ll be here soon,” her father assured her. “They are by no means late. Try to relax and wait for them. You could read one of your books.”

	Annabelle glanced at the book that lay open on the table beside her. It was the latest offering from her favourite author, Fanny Sparrow, but she hadn’t gotten very far. She hadn’t been able to sit down long enough to read more than a few lines. A bookmark was settled quite comfortably between the pages, holding the place that hadn’t been changed for at least half an hour.

	“I wish they would hurry,” she huffed petulantly.

	“I’m sure they’re going as fast as they can, my dear,” her father replied calmly.

	Annabelle cast a sheepish glance at her trunks piled out in the hallway. “Perhaps I’ll check my luggage again.”

	“Annabelle. Sit down,” her father commanded. “My dear, I think you have packed everything quite meticulously. You have nearly the whole house in there, save for the cat. It will only be for a few weeks.”

	Annabelle slowly dropped back into her seat and faced her father.

	“I know,” she replied, worrying the sleeve of her dress. “But I feel sure I’ve forgotten something, and I know that I won’t think of it until I am in dire need of it. By then it will be useless to remember it at all.” She sighed dramatically. “What if I meet a dashing young officer only to find that I’ve left my handkerchief behind? How will he be able to introduce himself if I have no token to offer him?”

	From her position in the doorway, Annabelle’s mother gave her a worried look. “Annabelle, darling, I know this trip is very exciting for you, but are you sure you aren’t overthinking this? Real life isn’t like novels, even if we wish it to be so.”

	Annabelle knew life wasn’t like the novels she loved so much. But a girl could dream, couldn’t she? True, she did have very high hopes for this trip. Deep down she felt this would be the defining experience of her eighteen years of life.

	Which was why she was so impatient for her aunt and uncle to arrive.

	“Just one last check?” she bartered. Her parents relented and allowed her to peruse the contents of her luggage once more.

	“At least it will give her something to do,” Annabelle heard her father comment to his wife.

	She was in the middle of refolding her extra-extra pair of stockings when her mother came up behind her.

	“I think I hear someone at the door.”

	Mrs Knight had hardly finished her sentence before Annabelle was on her feet and rushing away. Seconds later she ran back.

	“They’re here, they’re here!”

	She promptly returned to her guests—who in the meantime had been admitted—bombarding them with questions.

	“When will we be leaving? How long will it take to get to Bath? Yes, yes, it’s good to see you, too, but what will we do once we’re there? How many places will we visit on the first day?”

	Her uncle chuckled kindly. “All in good time,” was all he would say.

	Mrs Knight soon joined her daughter to welcome the Daniels and led them into the parlour. “Would you care for some breakfast, Colin?” She signalled for the maid.

	The visitor shook his head. “We must be going soon. We would prefer to get to Bath today, if at all possible.”

	Annabelle stifled a giggle when, behind him, his wife made a pitiable face of disappointment over the loss of breakfast.

	“What’s that?” Annabelle asked as Mr Daniels laid a piece of paper on the table. She tilted her head to examine the writing.

	Mr Daniels laughed. “It’s a map. Dear me, what are you young people learning about these days?”

	“I know it’s a map,” Annabelle pointed out with a smile. Her uncle loved to tease her. “What is it a map of?”

	“Ah...” Her uncle tapped the side of his nose conspiratorially. “This is the map for the new property that’s come into my possession.”

	Annabelle twisted her neck farther to read the upside-down writing. “Godshollow?” she asked with much excitement.

	“Yes,” Mr Daniels replied. “It’s a large Gothic house in Gloucestershire. The estate was originally owned by an old army acquaintance of mine. Seems he’s left it to me in his will. I have no idea why, but I’m never one to look a gift horse in the mouth. We were intending to visit the property for a month or so after we brought you home from Bath. That’s why I have all the paperwork with me.”

	Annabelle had been captured by the word gothic, but her face dropped as she did, falling to her knees. “Please say I can come with you?” she begged. “Please! It sounds the most wonderful thing in the world. And I’ve never seen a real Gothic home before. Please, Uncle, please?”

	Mr Daniels turned to his wife, then to his sister and brother-in-law. “I can’t see why not,” he said hesitantly. “But it’s your parents’ decision. That would mean an extra few weeks away. Does that sound agreeable, Jack?”

	Annabelle shuffled on her knees to face her father, hands clasped together like a woman at prayer.

	“Please say I can,” she pleaded, even letting some tears well up in the corners of her eyes, knowing her father could never resist.

	Mr Knight looked at his wife, who nodded. “Very well then,” the man conceded. “If you’re sure you can handle her for that long,” he added with a big grin.

	Annabelle instantly jumped to her feet and hugged her parents. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” She repeated herself, first with her uncle and then with her aunt, before rushing out of the room to oversee her luggage being taken to the carriage so they could be away as soon as possible.

	Before that, though, she hurried to her bedroom to bring back yet more of her Gothic-inspired novels. Room was scarce, but she could sacrifice a pair of shoes for this important addition. Once that was accomplished, she happily let the butler load her cases onto the carriage.

	She waited impatiently as her aunt and uncle said goodbye to her parents and leisurely made their way over to her.

	She hastily kissed her mother’s cheek and hugged her father before taking her seat. She waved out the window as the carriage started to pull away.

	“Goodbye. Goodbye,” she called.

	“Do be good, Annabelle,” her mother warned across the increasing distance.

	“I will, I promise!”

	 

	The journey to Bath would consume most of the day. There was no way they would arrive before darkness fell, being as it was early winter, but Mr Daniels was certain that before midnight was an achievable goal. He’d even factored in an hour’s stop at an inn halfway there.

	To begin with, the stop was ordinary. The inn looked much like those Annabelle knew in Oxfordshire. A lonely carriage in the courtyard suggested it wasn’t busy. As Mr Daniels arranged for food and rest for the horses, and Mrs Daniels went to powder her nose, Annabelle took advantage of their absence—she had new scenery to explore.

	She walked a small way from the carriage to where she could see the English countryside spread out before her. Whilst the inn was similar to Oxford, the view it overlooked was something entirely unique.

	She stood in what she called her best brooding heroine pose, staring thoughtfully into the distance, considering the fanciful adventures that might befall her during this holiday. She was put in mind of Susanna Smith in The Adventurer’s Granddaughter, a whimsical offering from Miss Sparrow, about a familial pair travelling across Britain in a hot air balloon, seeing all the sights and partaking in many splendid adventures along the way.

	Annabelle felt as though the whole world was at her feet. She breathed in deeply, allowing the fresh air to fill her as she considered her future.

	This is your time. You can be whoever you want. There’s nothing stopping you.

	Her reverie was broken by the pealing shriek of Mrs Daniels. Annabelle hurried towards the inn, where the noise had come from, to learn the cause of the commotion. Her aunt was in a veritable fluster, frantically searching the halls. The older woman was so excitable that even the tight blonde curls of her coiffure bounced, twitching like stalks of grain in the wind.

	“Annabelle? Annabelle! Oh, there you are, dear,” she cried when she saw her niece. “You must come with me. Oh, it’s the happiest thing. Come, come, I’m overjoyed.”

	She grabbed Annabelle by the wrist, and the girl had no choice but to follow as she was dragged through the hallways and brought to a stop in front of a woman and two girls, who, from appearances, were a mother and her daughters. There was a striking family resemblance in the brown hue of their hair, their small turned-up noses, and the extra height with which they towered over those around them.

	“Here we are, you see,” Mrs Daniels exclaimed, as if this explained everything.

	Annabelle stood silently for a moment—a polite, if somewhat awkward, smile curled her lips. She had no idea who was standing in front of her. Was she supposed to? Perhaps she’d met them when she was younger and didn’t recognise them? All she could do was wait for her aunt to make the necessary introductions.

	“Oh yes, of course, how silly of me,” Mrs Daniels chattered. “Annabelle, this is Mrs Evans, an old school friend of mine. We haven’t seen each other for many years now. She moved to Wales, you see. Anyway, here she is, isn’t it wonderful!” She paused briefly, giving Annabelle a chance to take in what she’d said before she launched into more rapid, rambling introductions.

	“Mrs Evans, this is my niece, Miss Annabelle Knight. Well, she’s not exactly my niece. My husband is her maternal uncle. You know what I mean. Anyway, Annabelle is accompanying us to Bath for the season.”

	“Oh! How wonderful,” Mrs Evans cried loudly, turning to her daughters. “Look, girls, how sweet she is. How lovely, look at her curls. Oh, just darling.” She didn’t pause for breath, reaching out and grabbing a ringlet of Annabelle’s hair. Mrs Evans’ tone was the kind one might adopt with regard to a small puppy, which, to these large women, was the way Annabelle must have seemed. They were practically as wide as they were tall, and they loomed over Annabelle. The girl let out a small, nervous laugh.

	Oblivious to Annabelle’s discomfort, the ladies continued with their assessment. Mrs Evans’ daughters, who had been tittering behind her, giggled at their mother’s appraisal and added their own.

	“Just wonderful,” said one.

	“So darling,” chimed in the other. They both regarded Annabelle with the same shrewd eye with which one would appraise cattle at a market.

	While the girls had clearly inherited their looks from their mother, from the brown eyes to the light dusting of freckles over their noses, their accents most definitely came from a Welsh father. It was strong and thick. Annabelle had never heard anything like it, and it took her a considerable amount of concentration to discern what they were saying.

	Their mother spoke with a softer English accent that was peppered with small Welsh moments, indicating a good amount of time spent in the country. “These are my twins,” Mrs Evans announced. “Carys.” She gestured to the girl on her left. “And Gwennyth.” She motioned to the other. Annabelle wondered how she was going to remember which twin was which. They were identical, even, unhelpfully, down to their choice in clothing. Both girls dutifully curtseyed.

	One of them leant forward and added, “Most people just call me Gwen.”

	Right. Annabelle noted. So Gwen is the one with the beauty spot beside her right eye. She curtseyed again to each girl as she searched for other unique identifiers.

	“Don’t you just love Bath, Miss Knight?” Carys asked as though she thought every young lady in the world should have an intimate knowledge of the place.

	“Actually, this is my first time,” Annabelle admitted timorously.

	The twins looked at each other in horror.

	“Your first time!” Carys exclaimed, completely aghast, her tone bordering on offended.

	“We go every year,” Gwen continued, shocked.

	“It’s just the best place.”

	“Oh, the very best!”

	“Especially for eligible young ladies.” At this, both girls dissolved into giggles, laughing at their own insinuations.

	Annabelle nodded along, though she couldn’t truly empathise. She knew that Bath was, aside from London, the best place for a young woman to be. But her parents had strictly forbidden her to travel there until she attained the age of eighteen because of its less than sparkling reputation.

	“I can’t believe you’ve never visited,” Carys said contemptuously.

	“How is that possible?” Gwen questioned.

	Annabelle made the quick assessment that Gwen was definitely the nicer twin. While that didn’t help her immediately, knowing that would help her distinguish which one was speaking.

	“I’ve never had the opportunity to go before now,” Annabelle replied simply. “It’s something I’ve always wanted to do. I’m very excited to be visiting. I’ve read everything about it. There are so many things I would like to do while I’m there.”

	Gwen seemed satisfied with the answer, though Carys looked more sceptical. Suddenly, the sterner twin was seized by an idea, or at least Annabelle hoped she was—that, or she was having a fit. Carys turned to her sister and began to whisper theatrically. More giggling ensued, and they finally faced Annabelle.

	“We have decided,” one twin—Carys?—said, with much grandeur.

	“That, as it’s your first time in Bath...” the other added.

	“And you’ll need someone to show you around...”

	“And we’ve been many times before...”

	“We are the best people...”

	“To take you under our wings...”

	“And show you how to do Bath.” They nodded in unison and eagerly awaited Annabelle’s reply.

	Annabelle was so confused by all the sentence-sharing and the back and forth that all she could do was smile weakly and say thank you, though she didn’t know exactly what she’d agreed to.

	“What a clever idea,” Mrs Evans exclaimed, reminding the young girls of her existence. “Don’t you think, Moira?”

	“Marvellous.” Mrs Daniels nodded. “Of course, Colin and I know the area substantially,” she added quickly. “We know it better than anyone, but I’m sure Annabelle would prefer some younger companions to keep her company. Though, of course, she adores us. Don’t you dear?”

	Annabelle nodded vigorously. Her aunt didn’t like to be contradicted and hated even the remotest implication that she wasn’t the best at everything.

	“Well then, it’s settled,” Mrs Evans beamed. “Girls, tell Miss Annabelle about the ball.”

	In the deserted inn, it wasn’t difficult for the young ladies to find an empty table. Once they were sat down, Gwen began to tell Annabelle about the upcoming event.

	“Oh, it is the best ball,” she announced, her boundless enthusiasm giving away her identity. “They have it every year and it is the most wonderful thing. There’s tea, and dancing, and card tables, and so many eligible bachelors.” Gwen began to giggle girlishly then stopped suddenly. “I know!” she declared. “We must all get ready for it together. Where are you staying? You may be closer than we are.”

	“I think my uncle said it was St James’ Square,” Annabelle replied when Gwen stopped to draw breath.

	Carys looked disdainful. “Hmm...” She paused, her nose turning up at the thought. “It is closer to the ballrooms, but I’m sure it’s nowhere near as comfortable as our accommodation in Sidney Place.”

	Annabelle quickly decided that arguing with Carys would be a bad choice and instead nodded her head in agreement. “I’m sure.” she said sweetly. “But we risk less damage to our dresses if we are closer to the halls.”

	Gwen’s head bobbed enthusiastically. “Quite so. And”—she spun on her toes to face Carys—”St James’ Square is rather lovely.”

	The other twin gave no response to this. Instead, she raked her gaze over Annabelle’s appearance. “What will you wear?” she asked in a belittling tone.

	“Well, I have one dress that’s my favourite. I’ve worn it for years,” Annabelle replied fondly. “It’s yellow with—”

	“That will never do,” Carys cut in harshly. “This is the ball of the season, you know. You can’t go in wearing old clothes!” She said this with such a tone one would have thought Annabelle had suggested she would make an appearance wearing just her under-things.

	Annabelle was too stunned to make an intelligible reply. Luckily, she was saved from having to find a rebuttal by the arrival of Mr Daniels.

	“There you two are. I’ve been searching for you. Bath is still a fair way away, and we really should get going.”

	Annabelle nodded and rose from the table, happy to escape this odd, insulting conversation. As she left, Carys fired her parting shot.

	“Don’t worry,” the Welsh girl called out. “We’ll look through your clothes to find the least terrible gown. And if there’s nothing suitable, I’m sure Gwen has something you can borrow.”

	Annabelle curtseyed politely and followed her uncle out of the room, trying to stop the flush she felt rising in her cheeks. She sat in solitary embarrassment whilst her aunt bid farewell to Mrs Evans and they made plans to meet for lunch the next day.

	Annabelle waved from the carriage as the Evanses shrank into the distance, but as she sat back in her seat, once they’d completely disappeared, she wondered just exactly what her aunt’s introductions had gotten her into.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The rest of the journey to Bath was—by comparison—much more unremarkable. One long lost acquaintance reappearing was enough for this trip.

	Annabelle, though, was finding joy in everything. She barely sat on her seat for the majority of the journey. Instead, she leant out of the window, trying to see everything as they trundled through the countryside.

	“What is that?” she would frequently ask.

	Mr Daniels always gave her an answer, but Annabelle was sure he was making it up as he went along.

	“He didn’t! Really?” she cried at one statement.

	“I swear it,” her uncle replied, grinning like a jester. “This is the very road that Dick Turpin took with the Gang of Gregory.”

	“Oh, Uncle!” Annabelle hid her giggle behind her fan, but as ever, her attention was soon captured by something else.

	When they reached Bath, even though it was dark and hard to see, Annabelle was hanging out of the window trying to take in as much as she could.

	Mr Daniels chuckled. “Relax, my dear. You’ll have plenty of time to explore the city on our trip. Tonight, we’ll settle into our accommodation. Tomorrow, I would be delighted to take you on a tour of the area. How does that sound?”

	Annabelle could think of nothing better. “Oh! Yes, please!” she responded, her eyes gleaming.

	“And I have no doubt,” her uncle continued, “that Moira will want to take you to all the best social places. The Pump Rooms, the Upper Rooms, the Lower Rooms. Lots of... rooms.” He chuckled and winked at his wife. “Why, my dear, you even made arrangements to meet your friend at the Pump Rooms tomorrow, yes?”

	“Quite so! Why I—”

	Annabelle knew that tone and knew that her aunt wanted to begin one of her long speeches where she would talk about how wonderful she was for coming up with such an idea. Luckily, her uncle seemed to sense the same thing.

	“Splendid.” He quickly cut his wife off, which caused Annabelle to giggle. “Look, we’re coming to St James’ Square now.”

	Annabelle looked up at the impressive residence that would be her home for the duration of this trip. It was an imposing structure, built from the stone that made Bath famous. Timidly, she exited the carriage. As she walked towards the unfamiliar place, she was met by a very strange man.

	“Evenin’, Miss.” He came out of the shadows and tipped his hat before he was stopped by a horrendous bout of coughing. He looked as though he’d seen better days, and Annabelle was concerned he might be a beggar.

	“Good evening,” Annabelle replied politely, but she couldn’t hide her unease. She turned away from the man to follow her uncle, but when she reached the front door to their apartment, she saw the beggar had followed her. She whispered to Mr Daniels, who looked back. He stepped down from the front porch and jovially shook the old man’s hand.

	“Mr Terry! How are you, sir?”

	“Can’t complain,” the withered man replied slowly. “I’ll have ‘em bring up yer stuff straight away.”

	Mr Daniels nodded and led Annabelle inside. “Mr Terry is the butler,” he explained. “He’s older than this building, I’m sure. But he does a good job. Well ... he does a job.”

	Annabelle could hear the butler shouting outside with his thick West Country accent, pausing to let out more loud, wrenching coughs. She said no more about, or to, Mr Terry. She did feel rather guilty for thinking him a vagabond and resolved to be extraordinarily nice when she greeted him the next morning.

	By the time everything had been settled into their new accommodation, the hour had grown late. They’d successfully reached Mr Daniels’ goal of arriving before midnight, though only by about an hour.

	Mr Daniels offered Annabelle some food that had been readied by the staff in preparation for their arrival. She accepted a small amount. However, she didn’t eat much of it. She really was too tired.

	Her initial excitement was waning, and the journey was beginning to take its toll on her. She sat in an armchair in front of the fire and soon nodded off. She was startled awake when she dropped her toast into the teacup that was resting on her knee.

	“Go to bed, dear,” Mr Daniels advised. “You’ll need your energy for tomorrow.”

	Annabelle agreed and began to sleepily mount the stairs. Her aunt and uncle called after her, wishing her a good sleep.

	When she entered her room, Annabelle changed into her nightgown and climbed into the unfamiliar bedding.

	At that moment she realised just how far she was from home. Everything looked different. Everything smelt foreign. Everything sounded strange.

	Bath was a lot louder than she’d expected. Even at this late hour, she could hear people out and about, filling the night air with shouting and singing.

	For the first time, her stomach curled into anxious knots, twisting away at her resolve. You can’t be nervous. This is your big adventure! There’s no time for fear.

	She picked up her book, determined to inspire herself into bravery, but soon the novel rested against her chest as exhaustion won out over anxiety.

	 

	Annabelle and the Daniels’ had a full itinerary the next day. Beechen Cliffs was first on the list.

	They took a carriage up the hill. The city spread below them from their vantage point.

	Annabelle found the view breath-taking. She’d imagined how Bath would look so many times, but this was far beyond anything she’d ever hoped for.

	“It’s beautiful,” she whispered reverently, looking out over the cream-coloured city. “I’ve never seen such a wonderful place. It’s easy to see why so many writers use it as a setting. It’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever seen.”

	“You wait until we’re down in it all,” Mr Daniels suggested temptingly.

	However, Annabelle gave her aunt and uncle great difficulty in getting her to move on from the Cliffs. She repeatedly asked for just one more moment to look at something and only finally agreed to leave with the express promise that they would return there every day of their trip.

	With each new attraction, Annabelle’s attention was completely diverted, and everything she saw was the best of that thing she’d ever seen.

	She was also excited to see the city that had inspired so many writers, such as Fanny Sparrow, who liked to use the bustling streets as a setting.

	When they arrived at 5 Sidney Place, the address the Evanses had given them, they were informed the family had already left for the day.

	“We’ll see them at the Pump Rooms,” Mrs Daniels said cheerfully.

	As she walked about the city, Annabelle noticed that everybody was dressed very fashionably, just as Carys had mentioned. She looked down at herself. She was wearing a plain brown dress that was a few years old, at least. She nervously picked at her clothing, attempting to smooth out parts and hide the worst of it.

	Her uncle must have noticed her fixing her appearance in the reflection of a fountain. He put a hand on her shoulder.

	“You look fine,” he assured her.

	She looked up at him doubtingly. “Miss Evans said my clothes are too old for Bath. I don’t want to embarrass myself, or you.” She began picking at a loose thread on her sleeve, wishing she could pull the whole thing away and reveal a new, exciting outfit underneath.

	“Yes...” Mr Daniels answered with annoyance. “I wondered what that comment was about when we left them. But let me assure you, you look lovely.”

	Annabelle’s look clearly let him know she knew he was only saying that to be kind.

	He sighed. “Well. It’s clearly important to you, and I’d hate for you not to enjoy this trip over something as trivial as clothing. I would be happy to have your aunt take you to a seamstress, to have a new dress made. As fun as I’m sure it is to share fashion with your girlfriends, those Evans girls were twice as tall as you. And twice as wide! You’d be better off in a bed sheet than one of their dresses.”

	Annabelle’s eyes lit up. “Really?” she asked excitedly, images of the many beautiful displays they’d passed on their walk flashed through mind. “Although my parents did give me some money before I came away, I’d hate to think of you spending yours unnecessarily.”

	“Nonsense,” her uncle replied. “It’s no more than I did for your sisters. It’s only fair.”

	Annabelle remembered Agatha and Mary returning from their respective eighteenth birthday trips with the Daniels’, showing off their new clothes and parading through the house in their exquisite attire. Annabelle had been enormously jealous and was only able to continue as she always had by knowing she would receive her own trip one day.

	Then a thought occurred to her and her smile dropped. “But nowhere will we be able to have a dress ready for this evening.” Her excitement left in a rush.

	“We can only ask.” He smiled in encouragement. “After lunch we’ll go to the dress shop.”

	Annabelle hugged her uncle tightly, thanking him over and over. Then she ran off to find her aunt to tell her the exciting news. Mrs Daniels was trying to find the Evanses, who had promised her they would meet for lunch.

	As they waited for their companions, Mrs Daniels informed Annabelle that the Pump Rooms were the social heart of Bath.

	Annabelle stood with her in the atrium of the grand hall, trying to keep out of the way of the mass of people greeting friends, chatting and eating, all the while trying to stay visible for the Evanses. Visitors to the Abbey, which lay no more than thirty steps away, mingled with those who were going to tea, and the overall effect was similar to that of a cattle market.

	“It is the place to see people and be seen,” her aunt remarked. Annabelle wondered how anyone could see anyone in the mad bustle of the crowds.

	The older lady was checking the lists of arrivals and happily clucked her tongue at the line-up. “Mrs Daverish throws the best parties.” She pointed out a name on the list to Annabelle. “We’ll be sure to get an invitation,” she added proudly.

	They didn’t have to wait much longer for the Evanses to arrive. Annabelle heard the twins coming long before she saw them, their raucous laughter chasing around the corner ahead of them.

	“I trust you had a pleasant journey,” Mrs Evans opined as she came towards Annabelle’s group. “Ours was diabolical. Halfway here, a carriage wheel came off and we were sent into a ditch. The driver was completely useless, and we had to wait far too long to be back on the road again. But here we are!”

	As Mrs Evans wove her tale of hardship, Annabelle saw Carys lean in and whisper in her twin’s ear. Annabelle was sure it was Carys, because the only thing different about these identical twins was their resting expression. Carys always had a general look of disgust about her, whilst Gwen wore a kinder, gentler expression. Gwen offered Annabelle a warm smile, but Annabelle noticed the second twin laughed with her sister as they found a table for lunch.

	Annabelle wrapped her arms around herself, discomfited. Just wait until I have my new dress. Let them laugh then!

	“So,” Mrs Evans babbled as they all sat down to take tea. “What are your plans for the rest of today? Excluding the ball, of course.”

	“Well,” Mrs Daniels said as she sipped her drink. “Colin suggested we take Annabelle dress shopping.”

	Carys looked at Annabelle with a knowing, smug grin.

	“Can we come?” Gwen practically shouted with excitement. “We know the best places and I have so many fashion plates, I know exactly what to look for.”

	Mr Daniels looked to Annabelle, seeking her permission. Not wanting to upset her aunt, she agreed.

	“Of course,” Mr Daniels said plainly, “once we have finished lunch, we shall all go together.”

	 

	Four times they visited dress shops. And three times, they were refused. They were told unequivocally dresses could not be made in an afternoon. The third dressmaker had openly laughed in their faces at the request.

	By the time they entered the fourth shop, Annabelle was feeling miserable. She asked her uncle—her aunt was busy with Mrs Evans—to speak to the shop assistant so she didn’t have to face disappointment once again.

	Annabelle’s glum attitude didn’t stop the twins almost splitting her in two as they pulled her in every direction to admire anything they deemed worthy of attention.

	“What lovely ribbon,” Gwen cried, dangling a gaudy strip of orange material in Annabelle’s face.

	“There’s some positively gorgeous lace here,” Carys announced a moment later.

	“This would make the best reticule.”

	“Oh, the best!”

	“Just look at this trim.”

	Annabelle once again found herself drowning in the back and forth between the sisters, not knowing who to answer first. Not that either girl paused long enough for her to be able to.

	Roll upon roll of silk, muslin, and satin were pulled out, appraised, held up against Annabelle’s face and unceremoniously shoved back. Annabelle tried numerous times to remind them they weren’t looking to have a brand new dress made, they needed something that would be ready for that night, but they carried on as though they had all the time—and money—in the world.

	“The hard part,” Carys announced bluntly, stalking around the specimen dresses, “is finding something to go with your hair.”

	Annabelle self-consciously tucked a curl behind her ear.

	“Oh, it’s lovely to be sure,” Gwen chimed in kindly. “It’s just a difficult colour to work with.”

	Annabelle was always receiving comments about her hair, ever since she was small. Her mother would assure her that her auburn curls were beautiful, but for some reason, there was something about her red hair that a large portion of people seemed to have a problem with. Her mother, though, with a neat head of blonde hair, could never really understand Annabelle’s trouble. Her sisters, too, were blessed with a common hair colour. Only her father really knew the problems having ginger hair created, but he had long since learnt how to shut it all out.

	She caught the eye of her uncle and sent him a desperate look, signalling for help. He came directly with a large smile.

	“We are in luck,” he told her happily. “It seems that a young woman no longer wants
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