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Dedication

 Abigail, Max and Freddie;

Much loved Grandchildren.
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Chapter 1

The quiet, uncrowded village streets of Stockleigh in Hampshire never failed to bring home to Harriet the new life her widowed father, Revd. Henry Gillmore had chosen for them just six months ago.

How she was to enter a society whose way of going on was truly unknown to her had early occupied all her waking thoughts.

Her father’s position as vicar, a position obtained for him from a distant relation, must secure a place for them in the higher society groups, while his sense of duty ensured his and Harriet’s care for the needs of others of his parishioners.

“My dear, I hope you may find time this morning to make a call on the widow Norton with fruit from our orchard,” had been his request to her that morning.

“She declines to ask for it, I know, but I am aware she will welcome such a gift, and I myself am unable to find the time just now for such a visit.”

“Of course, Papa,” was her reply, similar to that on most mornings.

Such visits, while she was ever willing to agree to any desire of her father’s, also gave her the opportunity to find out how the village life went on.

Mrs Norton, although she was not among the guests Harriet would encounter that evening at a soiree at the Manor House, had been married to a respectable tenant farmer and now lived alone in a cottage on that farm.

Harriet, walking through the village to that cottage, spent time enquiring of the welfare of the family of a passing barber’s assistant and exchanging greetings with a farmer’s son passing on horseback, as he seemed to do most mornings.

Such visits, while she was ever willing to agree to any wish of her father’s, gave her also the opportunity to find out more of the life of her new society.

And today, while Widow Norton was extremely grateful for the apples, as the manor crop was sparse this year, she was very willing to pass on items of village news she thought would be of interest to both Harriet and her father.

The cart of the peddler who traversed the village each week, she said, had not been seen, and there was speculation about why this was and also about the Manor family’s success in procuring a new cook after the scandalous departure of the former one to marry a blacksmith’s son.

And also: “That farmer was lax, in my mind, in his care of his lands to have poachers there, although he has finally employed labourers from his brother’s farm as night watchmen.”

Harriet enquired then into the health of an innkeeper’s child diagnosed as suffering from the measles but with the apothecary unable to help despite his best efforts.

And then she heard the village haberdasher had currently no fabric for sale, as the son, who travelled to the nearest town to supply it, had sustained a serious injury.

“But I expect, Miss Gillmore, you have no need for items of clothing, as you must have brought with you quite enough of the latest fashions to have all our local young ladies gasping with envy.”

Harriet smiled politely, not allowing herself to feel any regret over what Mrs Norton said about her previous life.

Certainly, she had early acknowledged to herself in the first days of her father’s removal to an English country village that social life where they now were could not compare to the elegancies of life in the courts of Europe.

Neither she nor her father often felt it appropriate now to refer to his life as chaplain to an embassy, although he currently divided his time between parish duties and the writing of a memoir on that previous time, which he hoped to get published.

She had been born 20 years ago in Madrid while her father was attached to the British Embassy there and also travelled in his situation throughout Europe. Her mother, passing away from a fever when Harriet was two years old, had early in her youth, under the care of first a governess and then a companion, gained experience of life in European society.

Now Harriet merely smiled at Mrs Norton’s suggestion that at the evening soiree she would have the opportunity to judge whether the skill of my lady’s new cook equalled or surpassed that of the one who had departed so shamefully.

She bid farewell to Mrs Norton and departed for home, meeting on her way once again the farmer’s son.

The six months since her father had assumed his current role had introduced Harriet to a way of going on in everyday behaviour known to her before only through the works of novelists.

The hours succeeding her father’s midday light refreshments would be spent on visiting parishioners or alone reading, seeking to acquire the gift of embroidery, writing letters or, as today, working on clothing for the poor of the parish. She had also very soon added to that her sketching and painting skills and removed from her father some of the task of keeping the household accounts and, of course, her horse riding.

From time to time a young woman from the village, Susanna Banyard, accompanied by her maid, would visit, wishing a change from similar occupations and glad to find a female in the village her extremely strict mother approved of.

Today the manservant had scarcely had time to announce, “Miss Banyard to see you, Miss,” before Susanna began her excited expectation of the evening’s entertainment.

“Such an appreciation as you received, Miss Gillmore, at that tea party last Friday fortnight for your piano playing – I am sure we will all be delighted for it to be repeated this evening.”

“I’m sure many others among the guests…” Harriet began. But Susanna’s hopes for the coming event were by no means completed.

“And you must know all of us are hardly able to wait to see what look you are to adopt. Here we must try to follow fashion such that we are able to learn of it.”

“All of you, I am sure…” Harriet began again.

“My friend Louise, just returned from a stay at Bath, tells us the short waist and thin skirt are all the rage, although her mother – and mine – believe the broader skirt and thicker material are more appropriate for young ladies.”

Harriet said nothing at the time but laughingly told her father of the conversation knowing that, as usual, he would leave such a choice entirely in her hands.

Preparing for the evening with the assistance of the village bootmaker’s daughter, Mary, whom she had early agreed to employ and instruct as a young lady’s maid, she was usually quiet and withdrawn, recalling times spent in far from similar places dressing for theatres and balls.

This evening’s event, one of only three such staged in the village since her arrival, may be, by those at this moment preparing to attend, quite able to match any in a town or watering hole but not so for Harriet.

Her father must have been experiencing similar feelings, but neither mentioned them both instead expressing a desire to partake in their new home’s social life.





Chapter 2

Their phaeton having carried them to the Sheptons’ hilltop manor, and Harriet and her father having been welcomed by the host’s eldest daughter Marion, they parted to participate in their own ways.

“Miss Harriet, I’m sure I am not among those seeking to become acquainted with him, but no one has aroused such interest for this age,” was Susann Banyard’s urgent greeting of Harriet.

“Who…?” began Harriet.

“Miss Stevens naturally has secured him for the waltz, a dance my mother feels inappropriate for ladies of our age and situation.”

“Who?” repeated Harriet.

“Oh, Miss, you cannot not have heard.”

“Indeed.”

“It is spoken of everywhere. Mr Preston and his widowed mother are the latest residents of the Manor’s Dower House since the marriage of Lady Shepton’s cousin, who used to live there.

“He is understood to be an attorney in London – for the most respectable clients, you understand, including Lady Shepton.”

“A most welcome addition to our society, I am sure,” said Harriet, giving herself the opportunity of observing that centre of attention as he left the general crowd to converse with fellow gentlemen, among them Harriet’s father.

His distinguished, but to Harriet, not particularly notable, appearance gave her to understand how he could arouse a stir among young males, the arrival among them of a gentleman not known to them, as most others were since childhood.

It was understandable; therefore, that his apparent disregard for the commencement of the dances Lady Shepton had
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