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À la Murder: The Couturière’s Tale

 


 


Yvonne, Suzy, Jo, and
Stephanie became friends over a shared affinity for misadventures,
gluttony, the occasional book, and a lot of bickering. Although not
entirely without intelligence or redeeming qualities, they
displayed the usual giddy girlish interests in pretty things and
fun, and had little else on their minds besides the blissful
prospect of the upcoming Renaissance Ball and holidays. Nobody
expected—least of all themselves—that these unprepossessing
children would grow up to become the founders of a fashion empire
or that they would fall into so many scandals along the way, in
their public and private lives, with such far-reaching, sometimes
fatal consequences.

 


Many years later,
another young woman receives a letter advising her of an
inheritance and an apparently innocuous invitation. Summoned to a
meeting at the offices of the House of Laurel with its three board
directors, she proceeds to unravel the history and the untold
secrets surrounding the inheritance, the Thomson & French
invitation, and what happened to Stephanie Laurel.

 


But secrets and
stories—like choices—are complicated things. As the truth is
revealed, the tentacles of that tangled past reach out into the
present, and they are all confronted with another fork in the
road...
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 To my friends and family,

With thanks and
apologies for so many, many things.

 


 



PROLOGUE

 


 


Where
does a story begin? Where is the strand of bright golden wire
lodged between all the random and interlacing fragments which form
a narrative, amongst the goings-forth, the reverses, the
criss-crossings, the seams of tangential diversions and ramblings
of sorrow and beguilement? A place, a time, a name, from which the
djinn may emerge and spread his magic flying carpet...

But which place? What
time? Whose name? Whose story? There is an infinity of choices and
a multitudinous ocean of combinations and permutations. Bystander,
pawn, villain, usurper, friend, or hero? The threads of the
universe run a different colour according to who plucks the lyre,
changing and intertwining and unravelling, like the vistas at the
end of a kaleidoscope at each turn, each flick, each tremor. The
magnificence of coral reefs and the storm-tossed shipwreck ruins
hidden in underwater caverns lie worlds apart and yet a small
distance from each other, waiting for the deep-sea diver plunging
for pearls, a swim in the same vast ocean.

Place, time, name.
Whose tale is to be told? The storyteller’s? The listener’s? Or the
thief’s, hiding beneath the windowsill?

Place, time, name—such
arbitrary touchstones.

The difficulty—if it
is indeed a difficulty, for are not all stories beguiling whatever
their purpose or meaning?—lies in the choosing of the tale,
divining the moment suspended in amber which contains the true
essence of Scheherazade, knowing where to find the roc’s egg, the
particle of gold dust, the source of the enchanted spring. But if
all stories are tales of enchantment, what does it matter where
Chance leads? Place, time, name. Close your eyes, make a wish, spin
the wheel, cast the dice and follow where it lands...

So where does a story
begin?

For four girls, the
mists cleared around a path through the woods via a school built
over formerly consecrated ground. The girls’ preparatory school,
whose name is unimportant and has long since faded into the annals
of history, once stood upon the grounds of an old Ursuline convent,
a crucible idealistically devoted to the moulding of young minds
and souls. Under its auspices, the pupils were instructed, cared
for and polished off to a beautific shine before being sent forth
as young ladies into the world (or another receptive, unsuspecting
institution) to wreck chaos and mayhem with the very best of
intentions.

Imagine, if you will,
an old sepia photograph taken, according to the tradition, before
the midsummer holiday. Imagine four young girls hidden in the sea
of faces, smiling self-consciously against the sun, a moment caught
and suspended, between the jostling and squabbling and scowling
into the camera, like the curl of a wave seconds before it crashes
ashore. Movements, blurred expressions, identities frozen in time.
Look closer. A baby face, Suzanne Prescott Saintes-Knight’s baby
face, in fact, may offer a clue to the unaffected, candid sweetness
of her nature. Next to this pretty girl, on her left, notice the
strong, determined eyes and features, not yet grown to their full,
arresting, individual prominence, in the face of the high-spirited
madcap of the school (her category was ‘naughty child’): bold,
brash, Eton-cropped Yvonne Ellsworth. (Who else could make that
tomboy hairstyle—that tawny mix of dark and fair—so dashing?) She
had smiled devilishly, a supreme insolence, a secret shared only
with the camera. What thoughts had crossed her mind when she had
posed? Was she thundering victoriously down the polo field,
stealing the final chukka, or savouring a different sort of
victory, dancing the samba with the local boys at the bus stop? Or
perhaps, like the bubbly, amiable and gentle Josephine Kenric, she
was wondering when the day would finally be over so life at the
Café Marceno could begin. Behind the ebullient smiles, guilelessly
charming alike, rippled the merciless spirit of youth which shines
through the windows to the soul notwithstanding any efforts to defy
their age, their heritage, or their world in general, just as
mutiny animated the musingly serene china-blue eyes of the young
Stephanie Laurel, ordinarily so full of timidity and, on occasion,
laughter.

Four faces, four souls. What spark
caused their trajectories to collide and knit into a friendship?
Some might argue that it was a roll of the dice, a random
propinquity which determined their fates. Somewhere in that sea of
faces they met in the lottery of a shared dormitory room allotment,
found each other not distasteful company despite their disparity of
temperament, borrowed a motto, and set forth to conquer new worlds
as so many had done before them. ‘The game is afoot,’ said Jo
Kenric, unveiling the boxes of forbidden mille-feuille and frosted cupcakes which were
shared in their dormitory room. ‘Well, come on—contra
mundum—all
for one, one for all,’ pronounced the gallant Yvonne against the
deafening silence of a shocked auditorium—grand, civilised, full of
dignitaries, headmaster, teachers, the school’s entire board of
governors—rising to her feet to lead a raucous, nay, roaring,
stomping, caterwauling applause at a piano recital of their Laurel
chum which was gradually picked up by the audience awakening from
the stunned outrage of a jettisoned recital programme which had
promised an evening of Rachmaninov to a realisation of having
witnessed something, musically, quite extraordinary. (Stephanie
Laurel, though grateful for the moral support, suffered even
greater agonies of mortification. There had been emotional tempests
on the preceding night when Stephanie had learnt that she was to
replace a rival student’s scholarship-winning performance piece in
the gala recital for the school’s alumni and benefactors due to an
unfortunate motor vehicle accident which had crushed not only their
classmate’s bicycle but also her right arm and hand. The doctors
said she would never be able to play the piano again. Stephanie had
been ordered into the limelight despite her raging, ‘It isn’t
right. I won’t do it! I can’t do it!’ and retching miserably from
stage fright nerves as Jo, Suzy, and Yvonne took turns holding her
head above the toilet, but the devil got hold of her when she
stepped onto the stage and faced that piano. For an agonising
moment, it looked like she would bolt; then she removed the sheet
music, put her right hand behind her back and launched into
Chopin’s etudes with her free left hand. It was to be the last time
that she would ever perform in public.)

Aglow with youth, irrepressible
puerile humour (doubling over in guffaws regarding parson’s nose
jokes and classroom pranks), the promise of an expectant world
dancing before their eyes, a bond as delicate and sustaining as a
spinal’s web grew out of the raillery and bickering and banter that
echoed down the cloistered ambulatories of the old Ursuline
convent. Life was a leisurely meandering river, passing along in a
steady current of happy, uneventful contentment. The drone of
lessons and the strict discipline were as vital to its ebb and flow
as the romanticism of the old convent grounds where, after classes
ended, the pupils would emerge to the sound of the school bell
(responding, opined one satirical young lady, like Pavlov’s dog) to
run down the venerable stone cloisters to hockey, tennis, polo, or,
in the few weeks during spring, rowing practice. The better
performing senior girls were granted the special privilege of
leaving the school grounds on selected afternoons each month for
external study sessions and training exercises whence they
invariably exercised their ingenuity to escape their bonds to go
exploring in town, ice skating, trips to the cinema, and giggling
at the boys from neighbouring schools playing soccer. There were
jokes to be orchestrated, time to be frittered away in boredom and
badinage, study to be taken over by vigorous whisperings, note
passing, smuggled chocolates, books and candy (their hiding place
was nearly discovered when Suzy and Stephanie were caught bawling
over the deaths of Porthos and D’Artagnan with mouths stuffed with
gob-stoppers), and card games. The girls looked for little more
than a good adventure or mouthwatering treat, and they met with
droll amusement, at least initially, the news that they were not
considered dunces but quite bright, étoiles filantes, they were told, and destined for an
exceptional matriculation for it would have been a sin to neglect
or waste such ferocious intellects. It would mean more lessons,
more expectations, more demands, more work, no more to seek carefree laughter in the
groves of happy ignorance... (Nevertheless, Yvonne muttered darkly,
one must not be ungrateful for any compensations offered to
counterbalance the curse of one’s dynastic inheritance.)

On a clear, crisp
afternoon, sunny but possessing an invigoratingly cold chill in the
air, the four girls sat to steaming cups of hot chocolate (with
just the right amount of delicious froth) at a table on the raised
terrace of the Café Marceno overlooking the street. They were an
idle, motley group, warmly bundled up in the sartorial affectation
of Oxford shirts and jodhpurs, cashmere scarves, gloves, silk lined
suede waistcoats, silk cravats, soft quilted parkas, brushed tweed
jackets, new riding and desert boots—a jumble of clothes mildly
evocative of an English country house weekend and, as it happened,
none too few items purloined from the wardrobes of unsuspecting
elder (male) cousins. It seemed like an afternoon of leisure like
any other to be whiled away on a pleasant sortie into town, with
the additional fillip of upcoming holidays to fire up their
spirits, but exams—life altering ordeals—had recently crashed
through their lives like tidal waves. These battle-weary maidens
were emerging for air, reviving like desert flowers on the
sustenance provided by the Marceno’s kitchens and more
light-hearted cares such as the Renaissance Ball and holiday
plans.

‘I don’t see the point,’ Yvonne was saying, ‘we all
know Jo is going to be royal consort all evening. Why would you
even bother with a dance card? What boy is going to oppose His
Royal Highness, Crown Prince Christian’s royal will?’

‘His Grace, an hereditary Grand Duke might,’ said
Suzy before Jo could open her mouth.

‘Really? Guillaume? Jo, where do your guardians
find these—oh for heaven’s sake, Stephanie, will you stop that
blubbering, you’re diluting a perfectly flawless hot
chocolate!’

Stephanie threw up
blooms of crumpled tissue paper, stained in the ink of a rapid
girl’s handwriting and wet splotches of tears. ‘Look at these! So
much superfluous exam time left over, so bored out of her brains
that she wrote me a serialised novella—one chapter per exam!—on
tissue paper!’ She burst into fresh tears.

Yvonne picked up one
crumbling snowflake-white bloom. ‘Was the ending a happy one?’

‘No,’ (violent, vigorous blowing of nose) ‘she
killed off her best character. It was a beautiful tragic
death.’

The three girls tried
to encourage their friend’s spirits to rise from the depths of her
post-exam depression. Sicilienne was a fast writer, she flourished
under exam conditions, she had stories bursting out of her skull.
Stephanie sobbed even harder into her drink.

‘Stop torturing yourself, Stephanie, you don’t know
that the universities are not going to accept you. It’s such a nice
afternoon. We should—’

Stephanie groaned as
if in physical pain. Jo and Suzy hastily ordered more rations,
hoping that Stephanie would brighten up a little at the prospect of
comfort in the form of something warm, fragrant and freshly baked.
Yvonne told her to stop being so Wagnerian about it, she was
tempting Fate.

‘If I am not accepted into university, I am going
to be despatched to finishing school. Finishing school! To be finished off!’ she
wailed.

‘Steph—’

‘If I fail, if I don’t get in, I’m going to run
away,’ she said in a defiant tone, ‘—to—to—’

‘How about Santorini?’ said Yvonne.

‘What?’

‘Santorini,’ Yvonne repeated, eyeing the
croque
monsieur as
perhaps a slightly healthier choice than the Portuguese tarts. A
tan, on a Greek island idyll, she felt was definitely in order this
year. Which was more than what was in store for Jo. Poor Jo was to
be dragged off to—Cortina?—no, St Moritz for the holidays. So very
dull.

‘There is polo on ice, you know, at St Moritz,’
retorted Jo. ‘And I like skiing at St Moritz.’

‘Especially the ski instructors at St Moritz,’ Suzy
chuckled into her fragrant cup of Earl Grey tea into which she was
dunking madeleines, tea cake and buttered crumpets indiscriminately
(following the example of the rapacious young glutton Stephanie in
her less despondent moods).

‘Really?’

‘No ski instructors for me, thank you,’ Suzy
hastily added, now liberally spreading thick clotted cream and
strawberry jam on scones and handing them to the others. ‘And what
about you, Stephanie?’

‘I’m to attend my cousin’s Oxford graduation.’
Stephanie sniffed. ‘Salt in open wounds.’

‘You can’t be staying there for the entire
holiday?’

‘No. We head off afterwards for the usual classical
road to ruin, then Egypt, Turkey, Petra and—’

‘Oh!’ cried the romantic Suzy, dropping the half
scone and cream-encrusted knife. ‘Egypt. TurkeyPetra. Oh, rose-red city half as old as time... The pillars of
Karnak... living it up in mysterious Cairo... sailing down the
Nile... playing draughts in the shade of sphinxes... While I’m
stuck visiting relatives and sheep.’

A long Ellsworth
eyebrow was raised. ‘In Majorca?’

‘What happened to lapping up the culture and
convivial civilised life in Seville?’ Jo weighed in.

‘Ugh, salt in wounds! Eleventh hour change in
plans: only a week now in Lisbon and Seville. I’m the one who
should be drowning my sorrows, Stephanie, not you.
Egypt, Turkey,
Petra...’
Suzy, gazing with radiant eyes, sighed tragically.

‘But you will be free,’ Stephanie persisted, inconsolable. ‘I
might as well be locked up in a prison cell. Can you imagine
dragging my god-parents through the Grand Bazaar? Let me assure
you, you do not want to trade places. Ethan’s doctors have not
deemed him fit to travel,’—her cousin was recovering from a mugging
outside his college digs—‘so, a day trip up to Oxford for ceremony
and tea with all his college friends, masters, etc. to be followed
by eastbound chaperoned Grand Tour purgatory. Very much the
antithesis of the sublime.’

‘Better chaperoned than not going at
all.’

‘You try having to step past tantalising forbidden
fruit being flaunted brazenly at you every day, see how that tests
your fortitude. Bet you wouldn’t last a—’

‘I’ve no doubt of it. But rational beings don’t
believe in forbidden fruit.’

‘Oh, that’s—’

‘How far eastbound?’ Jo asked at the same time that
Yvonne said: ‘Oh, silly me, you weren’t speaking metaphorically,
were you?’ and Suzy asked: ‘So, chaperoned to tonight’s Renaissance
Ball, too?’

‘Marco Polo, Somerset Maugham, the Far East,’ began
Stephanie, and Suzy squealed in piteous sentimental agony as images
of the Orient rose and swirled about her head in an enchanted mist:
tigers, black leopards, elephants, pythons, the deadliest snakes,
monkeys, orchids, ruins, temples, and butterflies...

‘Hunting tigers in the dark depths of the jungle
paradise?’ Yvonne teased, smiling askance at the familiar dazed
look clouding Suzy’s eyes. ‘Tiffin and cocktails at sunset on the
colonial club verandah?’

‘You’re not listening to me. I said
chaperoned. Tigers and jungle, my foot! There will be cocktails, but not for
me.
Just tea and adults gossiping. Wouldn’t be so bad if we visited one
of the local hillside tea estates or a night market or... I’ll run
away.’

‘Yes, bag yourself a cicerone for the Grand Tour: a retired colonel on
the passage there or perhaps a nice local boy—’

‘I don’t need a guide. I can—’

‘“I am the master of my fate, I am the captain of my
soul”,’ Yvonne intoned.

Jo laughed. ‘You lot,
you’re as bad as one another!’

‘No, the only loopy one here is
Stephanie.’

‘Tigers are said to be addicted to the fruit of the
durian tree,’ Suzy explained earnestly. ‘They have been known to
keep watch for weeks under a durian tree, waiting for the fruit to
ripen and fall.’

‘You don’t need a chaperon or guide. Take
Suzy.’

The suggestion was
offered in jest but both Suzy and Stephanie stared.

‘If your maman could be persuaded...’ Stephanie’s eyes began to
light up; the wallow in despond was over. ‘I shall put Ethan to
work right away on my god-parents—he owes me for sticking me in
this hole—and he did finally manage to talk them around to
my unchaperoned attendance at the Renaissance Ball.’

This unexpected
announcement was met with awed delight. Four unchaperoned friends
to their first important social event. The possibilities... A short
silence followed, pregnant with the building of rosy juvenile
dreams. (Yvonne’s eyes shone with that rare wonder which only the
most horrible schemes of mischief could inspire.)

‘Well, to start, clearly, you need a Sandhurst man
on your arm,’ began Yvonne.

‘And what would Stephanie do with him? Make him
fetch her books and slippers?’

‘But Sandhurst men take precedence,’ decreed Yvonne
in a gesture of grand arrogance. (Yvonne was bringing Knox, a
Sandhurst officer.) ‘And not all of us are destined to have
royal partis trailing retinue upon retinue of minions amongst all the
other illustrious admirers jostling for an audience.’

‘And it took all of five seconds to lower the tone
of the conversation.’ Jo released a voluptuous sigh. ‘Why must you
perpetuate those vulgar rumours? I’m not attached—’

‘No chance for Philippe either? Not doing
everything that is expected of you? Not toeing the line? Defiance!
What would your guardians say?’

‘—not attached to any specific partner for the
ball.’

‘Footloose and fancy free? Suzy should take a leaf
out of your book.’

‘Jake is devoted to ice hockey. If he focuses and
follows his coach’s strict regime, he has potential for a serious
athlete’s career, and I’m supportive,’ said Suzy nobly. ‘Besides,
he has a tournament against—Chelmsford Academy, I think. I don’t
have to find another dance partner to enjoy the ball. It will be
fun just to be there.’

‘Sacrilege!’

‘Save your breath for finding a blushing bridegroom
for Stephanie.’

‘An impossible challenge. However: “Nothing is too
high for the daring of mortals—we storm heaven itself in our
folly”.’

‘Perhaps a Saint-Cyr officer instead of a Sandhurst
one,’ whispered Suzy with a coy smile.

‘I will give the matter my prompt attention. Let’s
see... How about the allure of a dangerous, altogether too
charming, devil-may-care bad boy—’

‘No, no, no smut, please. And on the side of the
angels please. No mad, bad and dangerous. Stephanie isn’t ready yet
to completely lose her innocence.’

‘I beg your pardon, one should always be ready to
lose one’s innocence, it is the privilege and charm of youth. But
that rules out Harry for our lovely addlepated milksop.’ Yvonne
sighed heavily in martyrdom. ‘So who is it to be then? To which
poor sap shall we deal out this joyless Herculean task? Whose
company would not be stultifying punishment for
Stephanie?’

‘And vice versa,’ Suzy giggled.

(Stephanie was too
busy with her incremental nibbling—she had a long way to catch up
to the others—and had too much of a mouthful to huff in protest,
annoyance or ruffled dignity.)

Stellan, Elliot, Tristan, Roswell,
Dom... Too urbane, too good-looking and coquettish by half—God
forbid that Stephanie should be inspired to impure thoughts and do
her brain an injury!... Hans, too ploddingly noble, not enough heft
to float the Titanic. Cazenove, engaging and swarthily handsome enough but no
sanity to spare... Berthe Rutherford’s cousin Damian knows lots of
people and she would certainly have the Lord Lieutenant’s ambitious
nephew and the Rosey boy in tow... Victorine promised to the—oh,
what’s his name?—Brigadier-General Swithin’s grandson, the
sixteenth Lord Montfort—Jason? Joshua? James? Bah! Ham’s nemesis...
Sir Lionel, the shipping magnate’s son, he had some interesting
friends... The impecunious student of philosophy (or was it
engineering?) that Celeste met the other day—Ned Gerard? Ned
Grenville? I wonder if Riley knows him. Mathilde said the gallant
old Harrovian twins Armand and Corin were on their way (unlikely
they would live up to her Byronic ideal)... I wonder if Tony...?
Lucas? No? Rowena has broken up with her charming Monegasque—the
one from the viceroy’s ball—no successor apparent yet announced and
very probably bringing along a large party, full of possibilities
with the bohemian crowd she attracts... Charlie’s true love has a
brother who isn’t a cad, wastrel or despoiler of innocents, and
seems like a nice enough boy... Freddy and Tom were bound to bring
an interesting group... Donna claimed to be having a torrid affair
with a waiter from the Renaissance Hotel, though how could this be
possible if she was, for all intents and purposes, practically
inseparable (according to Ginny, Claire and Cressy) from the
offspring of a Boston legal clan, Rhodes scholar, soon to be
distinguished man of letters... Former Coldstream Guards officer,
diplomat’s son, with the sweetest stolid nature and eyelashes a
girl would kill for (Paloma swears they are longer than a camel’s)
and long elegant tapering fingers (it’s so unfair that a man should
have such beautiful hands!), despatched out here to do hard labour
for a misdemeanour... Or the Cambridge educated aide-de-camp
to—

‘Do any of these paragons have names or am I to
only be informed of their social status and family lineage and
their pretty, pretty hands and eyelashes, O Great Snobbish
One?’

‘I’m not violating your high-minded democratic
principles,’ said Yvonne, ‘but—’

‘Oh, imagine the horror of accidentally speaking
with a peasant! A fate worse than Boredom!’

‘Right, it is beneath your dignity to talk to
anyone lower than a mighty potentate,’ said Yvonne, rolling her
eyes, ‘but you cannot expect me to remember all their names and the
glory of their disreputable deeds.’ She added: ‘With such an array
lined up for you, I hope you’ve brushed up on your
dancing.’

‘Why?’ asked Stephanie, now devouring macaroons and
muffins with abandon. ‘Won’t my scintillating conversation be
sufficient?’

‘Ah yes, your snappy patter, your little sunbeams.’
Yvonne threw her a withering glare. ‘Only if you want to be
examining the specimens at a distance. It won’t be at all
troublesome finding you a partner with your winning personal
charms.’

‘Splendid! I should hate to be of any
trouble.’

‘Fine.’ Yvonne’s eyes snapped. ‘How about a name
with more bohemian leanings: rumour has it that Jeremy Langford is
coming here on holiday before he starts shooting his next
film.’

‘Not really!’ Suzy and Jo gasped.

‘I have heard that he is to take the role of
Javert. That would suit Stephanie, wouldn’t it?’

‘Who is Jeremy Langford?’

An outrageous
question! What species of ignoramus was she? But Stephanie, who was
at that tender yet enlightened age where she had eyes only for
Robert Donat’s Count of Monte Cristo, (and who was between
mouthfuls of macaroon—restraint was a word conspicuously absent
from the glutton’s lexicon—but she could have rivalled even
Thackeray’s ‘guttling and gorging’!) wanted to know.

‘Don’t you remember the classically theatre trained
thespian who cut such a dashing figure in RSC’s Twelfth
Night,
Stephanie?’

‘Do I? Did he have any redeeming
qualities?’

‘And in A Tale of Two Cities.’

‘And in The Importance of Being Earnest.’

‘And Hamlet at the Old Vic. Hamlet is the litmus
test, isn’t it?’

‘Those Jules Verne flicks.’

‘“Prodigiously gifted, a rising star to watch.”
“Versatile.” “Outstanding breakout talent.” “The one who burns the
brightest.” “Flawless—a devastating performance.”’

They heard her
unimpressed grunt amongst the muffins.

‘Who are you quoting?’

‘“Mesmerising from his scene-stealing stage debut as
Mercutio before he had even graduated from drama school”—a plague
on both your houses!’

‘Ivanhoe’s arch rival, the fierce black Knight
Templar Brian de Bois Guilbert. Dorian Gray. CoriolanusThe Sun Also Rises, and half a dozen others.’

‘Was he the leading man or supporting? Or the
scenic background? Isn’t he too young to be playing
the—’

‘You dunderhead of an ostrich, don’t
you—’

The reminders got no
further as the eruption of raucous, derisive laughter broke into
their midst like the terrible squawking of a murder of disturbed
crows.

At a corner table of
the Marceno, two girls in the dark Ursuline winter uniform were
examining a small leather-bound book which was the apparent cause
of their mirth. The taller girl, more assured in manner than her
companion, wore the navy blazer of a senior girl. Her name was
Carmel Nivola. She had a reputation for cruelty, in the vein of
little boys who like to pin insects and overturn turtles, and had
clashed on previous occasions with Yvonne who had casually
challenged and contributed to the waning of her tyranny. The burst
of taunting sniggering had evidently served its purpose of drawing
the attention of the four friends.

‘Stephanie,’ Carmel called out, ‘I haven’t been so
entertained in days. So many secrets! Tell me, does your
mathematics tutor, Monsieur Bênoit, know that you’ve had such a
touching admiration for him for over a year?’

‘I—I don’t know what you’re talking about,’
stammered the poor girl.

‘Don’t you?’ Her eyes gleamed with a faint
malice.

Carmel held up the
book: a diary, pale blue, with Van Gogh’s sunflowers framed on the
cover, bound in a deeply tanned leather folio, filled with an
impatient hand—doodles, algebraic and chemical equations, scraps of
musical palindrome composition, sketches of architectural motifs,
prose and poetry scribblings, loose pages tucked into the spine
sleeve, outpourings of a schoolgirl’s heart and soul.

‘I’ll tread softly, shall I, lest I tread on your
dreams?’ the villainess cooed. ‘Let’s see... How about this: “If
one cannot be decorative, I suppose one must settle for being
useful. But what if—”’

‘Oh!’
came the strangled whisper.

‘“...still there is always a warm welcome at the
Village Idiots’ Guild...”’

‘Carmel, you and your creature may have time to
waste reading tortured schoolgirl prose, but the rest of us are due
for the ball with—’

‘Are you sure about that Ellsworth? I’ll bet your
Sandhurst cadet finds the flavour of tramp distasteful.’

‘Sticks and stones, Yvonne,’ said Jo.

Yvonne clenched her
fists in silence.

Carmel smiled, a more
effective taunt than her words. ‘And he will definitely think twice
before squiring a girl with the stamp of a common street brawler.
But I’ll tell you what, if you apologise nicely, I’ll let you off
with just a—’

There was a scramble
of limbs, balled fists flying, agitated dust. Several waiters came,
passers-by and diners stared. Yvonne was pulled back, roaring like
an angry racehorse. Carmel emerged from the scuffle with minor
battle scars: torn stockings, pulled hair, scraped knees, a
bleeding nose. The two girls lunged again at each other, fired
up—no fierce spirit of maiden pride here, no ladylike demeanour,
just a discordant, ugly brawl and oaths which would have made a
sailor blush. But Carmel’s flunky was plucking at her sleeve and
the Marceno crowd was growing; the prospect of Headmaster Villard
finding out loomed. They felt Carmel’s stony stare boring into
them. Then, she hissed at Yvonne: ‘You’ll be sorry, Ellsworth!’ and
vanished, leaving the four girls to attend to the aftermath.

‘Are you all right, Yvonne?’ They asked, leaning
over her, looking pale and frightened with concern, after everyone
(from the maître d’hôtel to the accumulated crowd of passers-by) had been
pleaded with, placated and generously bribed.

‘Fine. Grand,’ Yvonne replied brusquely. ‘Never
better. Oh, look, I apologise for my short temper, now stop
nannying me! It wasn’t as if I was defending Stephanie’s honour, it
was pure self-preservation. One more page and you would have had
our social lives and her Rochester fantasies spilling over the
pavement—you can’t undo trade secrets like that! Can you think of a
better excuse to do violence?’

‘How did you—I would never—Rochester fantasies—’
Stephanie choked.

‘Reading doodles upside down is a useful talent,
far less effort than trying to pick a lock. How’s the
diary?’

The diary was
retrieved from where it had been dropped during the scuffle. The
lock had been broken. When placed on their table, the spine of the
folio snapped; as the diary fell open, pages fluttered briefly into
view, like the glimpse of a lady’s petticoats, of some exquisitely
drawn sketches of ball dresses and tea gowns and fur-lined
pelisses, and were met with the sound of several sharp indrawn
breaths. Stephanie coloured up to her eyes and snapped it shut. She
was too late.

‘You read Stephanie’s diary and didn’t tell us
about these?’ demanded Jo.

‘I didn’t see them. It was during study session. I
only got through two pages—hey, I was bored, not desperate! I have
my own schemes to scheme when I should be practising Latin grammar.
How many wonders did I miss?’

‘Miss? These are incredible,’ Suzy breathed rapturously. She
pressed Stephanie to open the diary again to show
more.

Wave after wave of blushes swept over
Stephanie’s face but she finally relinquished the precious blue
diary. Her friends were gushingly, profligately generous with their
praise over the wondrous gowns and day suits—an achingly luxurious
camel-coloured herringbone tweed coat, the splendour of a sky-blue
cloak edged with swansdown—and ensembles and confections of
multi-coloured silk which were equally marvellous to their eyes.
Here was a revelation indeed that amongst them existed an
artisté, an originale, a possessor of the sacre feu.

‘This—you—will guarantee that we will always be the
best dressed anywhere in the—’

‘That’s not possible. There can only be one best
and this is not—’

‘It’s an expression not a mathematical thesis, you
goose! Oh, these are divine!’

‘Oh, well, er—it is an ode—of sorts—to beauty, to
the patron saint of fashion,’ said Stephanie, quite red in the
face, scoffing shortbread and scones to cover her embarrassment.
‘And naturally, we are destined for greatness. I can see it now:
tycoons of a fashion empire, launched into the artistic firmament,
rolling in glory, adventure, a surfeit of ease, riches and
adoration, luxuries lapping all around, endless parades of
beautiful women shimmering with loveliness... My name is Ozymandias, king of
kings, look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!
You have saved me
the trouble of having to place an advertisement in a
newspaper à
la Shackleton: “Men wanted for hazardous journey. Small wages,
bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, constant danger,
safe return doubtful. Honour and recognition in case of
success.”’

‘Don’t be daft. It’ll be a riot. Just make sure the
provisions are up to scratch. One cannot subsist on—’

‘Ladurée in every room and without fail for
meetings every morning?’

‘That will do. We need more time—and a bit more
privacy—to pore over all this.’

‘Let’s go for a picnic.’

Stephanie
protested.

‘Oh, finish off your cake then, you dolt. We’ll get
some more supplies and head off. Plenty of time to get back for the
ball. Why didn’t we think of this in the first place? Shall we put
in our last orders? Petit pains au Chocolat... Moelleux au Chocolat... Chocolate-coffee-hazelnut
pots de
Crème... Oh,
look, Berliners—jam doughnuts!—and chocolate crepes with chestnut cream!’

‘I feel sick,’ said Stephanie.

Forbidden from taking
any of ‘old Villard’s nags’ out of the convent grounds after Yvonne
had trampled his precious chrysanthemum borders during training,
the girls hired a docile farm horse and cart from a friendly
villager, loaded it up with a wicker basket (filled with cold
turkey and ham, cheese, pickles, bread, salad, fruit, lemonade and
soda, eclairs) and took to the lesser trodden paths.

The bustle of the café
gave way to an open hillside of clover and lush grass. The sky was
still a perfect enamel blue crossed by stray puffs of cloud and
sweet breezes. The view from their gentle slope down to the
blueness of the lake shore was a beautiful one, deserted, tranquil,
almost floating above clouds. The hillside had on frequent
occasions quaked with the fearless laughter of the schoolgirls,
ballyhooing into the valley, hoping for a successful echo and
laughing with uninhibited mirth when the valley answered. But today
they were a less unruly procession, camping in a sweet dewy patch
of green, unhitching the dobbin, Sancho, to nuzzle peacefully
nearby on the clover-clad lawn.

‘Come on, Steph, we want to see more of your
concoctions. To gaze upon them with wild surmise—silent, upon a
peak in Darien—you might’ve designed our gowns for the Renaissance
Ball tonight! Still, save the best for all those Oxford Commem
Balls and Cambridge May Balls and—oops!’—at Stephanie’s fallen
face—‘Sorry! Oh, look at this heavenly riding dress coat—velvet
collar and cuffs—does it have discreet inner pockets as men’s
jackets have? Mustn’t forget the practicalit—’

The spine of the blue
diary which had already been damaged in the stoush at the Café
Marceno was arched open beyond its forbearance and disgorged its
pages, bleeding out like rose petals. The girls sifted through
them, one by one, lured by the glittering trail, and devoured their
beauty.

‘Jo, these gowns!—organza and tulle and jewelled
arabesque detail—look at that waist—and décolletage—and the swish and shimmer!—you
wouldn’t need a tiara—vivid scarlet silk—your crown prince’s eyes
would pop!’

Yvonne stepped astride
the cart, pressing a sketch of a piquant black velvet cocktail
dress against her chest, striking a ludicrous pose to affect a
fashionable lady in precious furs making an elegant turn of ankle
in French heels. The others, with their feet in gentians,
giggled.

‘It’s true. Beautiful clothes are the world’s best
cure for a broken heart. Indolent beauty versus...
dash?’

‘Brio. Panache. Élan—’

‘You haven’t got a broken heart,’ Stephanie
observed.

‘Everyone has a broken heart, they just don’t know
it.’

‘That’s bosh.’

‘Mathieu for instance—’ It was as far as Yvonne got
before she had to dance away with the diary to keep it out of
Stephanie’s reach.

Suzy was still
gushing. ‘Can you imagine anything so beautiful?’ she exulted.
‘These make you feel like—like a swan with the sunset on her—like a
water sprite—’

‘Sabrina fair,’ Jo finished. ‘Was it a vision or a waking
dream?’

‘The Snow Queen. Fled is that music—do I wake or
sleep?’

‘Anna Karenina.’

‘Lily Bart. Ellen Olenska. Nellie Bly. Amelia
Earhart. La
Pucelle d’Orleans. Gertrude Bell—the Khatun goes riding by.’

‘A toreador.’

‘Immortalised in bedazzling head-to-toe Klimt gold
leaf.’

‘Reinette—La Pompadour!’

‘Princess Odette.’

‘“The beautiful Lady Marguerite Blakeney, always
dressed in the very latest vagary of fashion.”’

Stephanie frowned. ‘I
wish everyone would all stop acting so strange and giddy,’ she
complained.

A sudden gust of wind
swept through the valley, catching the loose pages of the diary in
its clutches and scattering them helter-skelter. Shrieks filled the
air as the girls went rushing pell-mell after them, running here,
there and everywhere to rescue the leaves sailing on the teasing
wings of the breeze, the liberated pages darting and fluttering and
looping above their heads and out of reach like butterflies.

They were not alone.
Their voices and the echoes of their cries carried a fair distance
over the hillside to more level ground where horses were being
taken out of their stables for their afternoon exercise on a farm
estate in the dell. A young man was riding on Sultan, a
honey-coloured steed, trotting about the turf, but his mount, like
the other horses, was becoming increasingly restless, disturbed by
the echoed clamour which reached their ears as if it presaged the
oncoming rush of Valkyries.

A stray piece of paper
came fluttering down on the breeze and stuck to the front of the
young man’s equestrian jacket; it continued flapping haplessly
until he took it between his fingers and glanced down at its
contents.

The shrieking cries
continued.

‘What in heaven’s name is that noise?’ cried his
aunt.

The rider reined his
horse and turned towards the grass path, leading away from the farm
up the hillside, patchily obscured by the trees and undergrowth. He
rode his golden horse to jump over a fallen tree branch and
gradually disappeared out of view.

‘Oh dear, it had better not be the gutter press
again... Hetherton!—Hetherton, you’d better go with him to make
sure he is all right.’

Turning around and
through the sun-speckled greenery, Stephanie ran, chasing those
elusive winged squares of white. There were trees and soft long
grasses everywhere and the blue vault of sky above, and far away,
back in the clearing, was the cart and picnic basket and the
grazing little dobbin. Another flicker of white—she leapt back to
her feet, running into the shrubbery, trying to hold her beret on,
hair, scarf and everything else streaming. She narrowly missed
colliding headlong into Jo as she burst through the green.

As she was apologising
and brushing herself off, she became aware of how oddly her friends
were behaving: frozen, agape in dazed, hurtled, wide-eyed
astonishment and awe, clutching each of their captured hoards of
loose white pages in their hands.

‘What’s the matter?’

Behind her came the
sound of equine snorts and a low voice murmuring to calm them. She
turned and saw a honey-coloured horse with a beautiful, arrogantly
curving mane and flashing eyes... and the rider.

The young man
dismounted, picked up a white page flailing at the leg of his
horse, stood up, strode over and handed the page along with several
others in his groom’s possession over to her to add to her
collection.

‘I take it these belong to you?’ His eyes swept
over the band of girls.

Abandoned by her wretched, stunned
speechless friends (who were far more au fait with the social graces than she would
ever be), Stephanie was forced to express their thanks as
graciously as she could, but she was hampered by meekness,
mystified by her friends, intimidated by the rider’s polite silence
and his unsmiling groom, and not a little distracted by that
wonderful amber-coated horse. How marvellous it would be to ride
such a creature, like this silent man was doing, wearing such a
smart riding coat and breeches and boots, with such an enviable
deportment... She caught her attention wandering and hurried to
correct herself, compelled to make the calamitous introduction even
worse by adding in a modified, respectful voice: ‘We are so very
sorry for disturbing your afternoon as much as we are grateful for
your assistance. If there is any way we can return your kindness,
Monsieur...? I don’t think we’ve seen you in the village before.’
(Usually, they remembered details of their paths of destruction and
the long-suffering villagers, terrorised by their antics, to whom
they had made many contrite reparations, only a fraction of which
were known to Headmaster Villard.)

They were on the estate, the groom
informed them shortly, of his master Sir Jeremy Langford’s aunt,
the second Countess of—

‘Hetherton!’ the rider hastily called to the
groom.

Immediately upon hearing this, the
girl’s terror melted away. ‘You can’t possibly be related to
the
Jeremy Langford?
The actor?’

The rider, though
acknowledging the groom’s words with an inclination of his head,
seemed displeased by the disclosure and, regarding her down the
length of his aquiline nose, returned with some hauteur: ‘You have
me at a disadvantage. You know my name but I don’t know yours.’

It was all too much.
Stephanie could not help herself; she burst out in smiles, bubbled
over with mirth. It was by the blessing of the gods that the young
glutton did not collapse into helpless laughter or lose her grasp
of coherent speech, although the words she did gurgle out were not
much of an improvement.

‘Oh, Sir Percival Blakeney, Bart., at your service,
sir.’ Gosh, was he offended or merely surprised? Or
both?

‘Do Pimpernels usually intrude onto private
property like bulls in a china shop?’

The stunned friends
had been gradually returning to life, witnessing this cringingly
painful exchange, and it was at this juncture, at last, that a
reanimated Yvonne jumped into the fray before something even more
imbecilic could erupt from Stephanie’s lips.

‘Don’t mind her little jokes, sir. We really do
appreciate your coming to our aid in retrieving these precious
loose pages. There were so many caught in the wind, flying down the
valley, impossible for us to find them all. I don’t suppose there
are any more down your way—on your aunt’s estate...?’

It was a shamelessly
bold gambit delivered in Yvonne’s most silken voice. The rider
gazed inscrutably at them with his strange piercing eyes. At
length, he answered: ‘Hetherton and I will ride back to check.’ He
gave them a final long look, asked them to ‘Wait here, please’,
turned, and galloped away with the groom. It was an admirable
gesture of courtesy and trust which any well-brought up young lady
would have requited appropriately, but Sir Jeremy Langford and his
groom Hetherton had not reckoned with the cunning of schoolgirls in
avoiding persecution and prosecution. The moment that the pair had
vanished down the hillside, the girls scrambled over to check that
they had collected all the missing diary pages—‘It doesn’t matter.
It doesn’t matter, Let’s just go!’—then hurriedly began their
ascent up the slope, navigating their getaway back to their picnic
spot.

Afterwards, clambering gracelessly
out of hedges: ‘Stephanie, you clodhopping halfwit!’ hissed Yvonne
in a furious, sibilant whisper. ‘The Scarlet Pimpernel? That must be the most
asinine—you idiot!’

‘It’s a better alias than his,’ came the retort.
‘Far more imaginative. I would never have chosen anything so
commonplace as a name pulled out of the latest scandal sheet. Now
that I think of it, something elegant, the Count of Monte Cristo or
Edmond Dantés, for instance, would have been even
better.’

‘He didn’t give you an alias, you philistine.
Weren’t you listening?’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Stephanie declared with a look
of magnificent disdain: ‘He doesn’t look anything like Sydney
Carton or Brian de Bois Guilbert.’

‘How would you know? You don’t even remember seeing
the films.’

Yvonne reiterated that
she was an idiot.

‘No—no, no, no, it’s not possible.’

‘But he was,’ Jo smiled grimly.

‘It wasn’t an alias,’ Suzy confirmed.

‘Oh.’

‘You sweet idiot, you perfectly blithering fool!’
They laughed at her: in an offended sulk—embarrassed—hopelessly
aggrieved—‘mortified’.

They had almost
reached the clearing where the cart and the sweet-tempered Sancho
stood waiting. Yvonne went on ahead of the others and brought the
horse and cart around with a flourish, sweeping into a deep bow
before Stephanie—‘Your chariot awaits, milady,’—and burst into
howls of laughter. ‘Stop pouting and climb aboard!’

Jeremy Langford was
not likely to be so accommodating or speak to them so nicely the
next time. Did she notice his intense, smouldering eyes—remember
his Heathcliff, his Bois Guilbert (against whom the hero paled into
insignificance, too much the ordinary man)? And the ‘Sir’ sounded
grand, did it not? He was the only grandson of Lord Fortescue,
though the earl disapproved of the acting and—

‘Oh, complete rot! His eyes weren’t smouldering.
Just ordinary looking like everyone else’s.’

‘“Ordinary”? Oh please, don’t rush to smother him with gushing, you
might trip over yourself.’

In any case,
smouldering was just so passé...

‘Stephanie likes him something chronic. Only reason
for the antagonism. Not even bothering with veiled insults or
squandering any other subtle, poisonous darts.’

Stephanie rolled her
eyes, haughtily mangling Austen: ‘He was tolerable; but not
handsome enough to tempt—’

‘You’ve made a pretty study of someone you don’t
like and find only just tolerable.’

‘Well, he was! But—oh, didn’t he have the loveliest
horse?’ she said, getting flushed and excited all at once. ‘What a
beautiful creature! Did you see its golden coat? Do you suppose it
is a real Akhal-Teke?’

‘Oho! The not-so-white charger, eh? My kingdom for
a horse!’ They laughed with derision at her risible defence. ‘And
the rider we care not for, eh? In no humour at present to give
consequence to young men who are slighted by—’

‘All that waffling on about nothing—all that
stoopid
twaddle—admit it,
you are sweet on him!’

‘I don’t!—I’m not!’

‘Oh, pish and tosh, as if anyone would believe that
for one moment. Well, he’s all yours, Stephanie. He really is less
heroic (and villainous) out of character. Maybe you can be Jane
Eyre and make something of him... Andiamo!’

They returned,
arguing, to the hallowed convent grounds, to learning and gossip
and congratulatory queries on their rumoured skirmish with the
fearsome Carmel Nivola.

There was a ball for which to
prepare. They skipped supper (everything was a tasteless ritual
after Black Forest gâteau and strudels from the Marceno) to array themselves
honourably for the event, disarraying their dormitory room horribly
in the process. Stephanie again disgraced herself by holding up the
bus chartered to take the girls to the Renaissance Hotel for the
ball: she had gotten fed up with all the fussing about with nail
polish and make-up and curling irons, escaping to the bathroom,
locking herself in to read De Profundis. She was discovered—‘Oh, Stephanie, you are
incorrigible!’—blubbering over the manuscript with the smell of
singed hair and her make-up running down her cheeks, requiring
urgent, desperate, impossible repairs which, of course,
delayed everything...

It was, nevertheless,
a gala night. Young ladies glided like exotic birds of paradise
into the fairy-tale ballroom of the Renaissance Hotel, dazzling it
with the blurred colour of riotous youth and vitality as they
stepped forward to meet the young gentlemen who were courtly and
attentive, conscious of so much beauty on display, concentrated
into one room. The diligent liveried staff dispensed a steady flow
of refreshment and a lively orchestra swept the evening away in a
frothy whirl of romance. Exams were over, the holidays were
beginning and an indistinct but certainly rosy future hovered
alluringly out there, waiting beyond the horizon. Everyone felt the
occasion—some more so, perhaps, than Stephanie Laurel, whose
friends were snapped up almost as soon as they entered the
ballroom, and the nearest crystal punch bowl bore the brunt of it
despite even Jo’s valiant efforts to linger as long as possible to
give her protection, guidance and company, warding off the approach
of the scary male horde and the need to make vapid, dazzling
conversation. Unversed in civilised behaviour (preferring to be
distracted by less boring lessons), Stephanie admired the flowers
and raised a cup, watched the ball gowns twirl past, filled another
cup, studied assiduously the magnificent soaring architecture,
cosmatesque geometric inlay stonework on the marble floors, gold
tesserae on the archivolts and architraves, representations on the
intrados, friezes of cloisters and flutings of columns, intricate
quincunx tessellations spreading out in a rich carpet, and made
unimpeded progress on two cups more...

‘Delightful,’ remarked Yvonne with a wry arch of
her eyebrow, finding the ungainly child on the verge of tipsy,
recklessly mixing punch and fruit, and dashing the punch away to
Stephanie’s anguished howl. ‘When will you learn the meaning of
moderation? Slow down.’

‘It’s yummy. Look, symmetrical little pieces of
fruit... Would you like some?’

Yvonne grimaced. ‘As
tempting as that sounds—no, thank you. Here, try this instead, it’s
far nicer,’—cheering up a crystal goblet of orange juice with
sparkling champagne and handing it to Stephanie. ‘Well, at least
you’ll be thankful tomorrow morning you didn’t stick with that
lethal punch. This is called a Mimosa in the Americas.’

‘What is it called here?’ (The young glutton, whose
life was ruled by the strictures of her faith and who was not in
the habit of peering down a snooty nose at any edible novelty,
sniffed suspiciously at the cocktail.)

‘Buck’s fizz. Not quite as picturesque. But I’m
sure you’ll like it.’ (And Stephanie did, for the rest of her life,
far too much. It was her favourite cocktail until knocked off its
perch by a daiquiri, with its Hemingway connection and the not
inconsiderable advantage of being like an adult lemonade, so
refreshingly limey-lemony delicious, that is, until she became
acquainted with a mojito, with its more spurious Hemingway
connection, but that is another story. Whether mimosa, daiquiri, or
mojito, these cocktails never failed to make her a happy drunk,
when she was not otherwise sick from alcohol poisoning. Oranges and
lemons, los
Reyes of
fruit.)

‘You know, a cocktail is not a magic potion. And
you don’t seem to be feigning sobriety very well. What are you
still doing here, standing by yourself? It’s a ball. You should be
dancing. Are you being choosy picking a partner? Not one of these
highly desirable young men takes your fancy?’

‘That’s right. No one light-footed
enough.’

‘You are an ass. Well, I come bearing news of salvation.
See that gathering of boys over there which is growing larger by
the second? You have caused that small sensation. See, you do scrub
up all right. They are all wondering who you are and from where you
have suddenly appeared and dare they approach such a vision. Do you
really need more prompting to lay waste to all that ready
foolishness? (Oh, never mind us, we don’t begrudge you these callow
youths. We’re old hands and our hands are plenty full already.) So
choose. You can’t skulk away to ignominy with a cocktail. The stars
look down, Stephanie, and they do not take kindly to lily-white
livers—don’t let them catch you in your cowardice. You’ll never
live down the shame.’

‘Isn’t Suzy—’

‘—is being virtuously loyal and not a cowardly
ninny. You’re putting off the inevitable. Stamp on his toes if you
like but just pick one.’

‘Don’t be absurd. I’m not responsible for that—that
pack falling into ridiculous flails—that’s Jo—totally besieged.
(Would it not be more orderly if they each took a number for a turn
at waiting upon the pleasure of la reine Josephine?) How does she manage all those
impatient worshippers? You’d think they had never seen a female
before.’

‘She has royal assistance. Between her and Suzy—oh,
forget it. I’m sure it would be interesting to watch a duel fought
in their honour. Now, you—you’ve come through the earlier debacle
unscathed, face repaired, not too bad without make-up—the nightmare
you put us through trying to scrub off the mess you made!—no trace
of fried hair, and that enchanting watered silk was the right
choice. You look—’

‘Less frumpy? Not a painted woman? Not entirely
repellent?’

‘Very becoming, very demure—as pure as the lily and
the driven snow. Quite the fashion plate. Mathieu won’t know what
hit—ow! Oh, have you heard? Two more couples have broken up, long
time beaus gone rogue. O tempora o mores! I’m betting my best bottle of perfume that
it was Suzy’s doing.’

‘Suzy?’ gasped Stephanie. ‘But you just said—Suzy would
never—’

‘Hush! You’ll scandalise the virtuous folk of the
Renaissance... I would’ve put my money on Jo, but where’s the
suspense in that? Rumour has it that Jake is not quite so worthy of
such devoted beauty. It’s a pity that Suzy can’t choose the calibre
of saps—sorry—swains who join her following of ardent admirers.’
She observed the group of young men with scornful amusement. (‘It
was the gown,’ Suzy was to explain years later. ‘I always knew it
was cut too low in the front.’) Yvonne paused. ‘On closer study...
It isn’t just Suzy and Jo receiving these burning glances and
setting hearts aflutter. Some of that congregation appear to be
making eyes at you.’

‘Why, of course they are—I’m the spectre at the
feast.’

‘Oh, is that why? I see. And it falls to me to warn
them and close their eyes with holy dread?’ Yvonne stepped swiftly
aside to dodge another smack following her wicked rejoinder. ‘What
an unnatural state of affairs! There the fair Suzy stands, batting
away admirers like flies. There Jo goes, my God, her merry band of
men, the internecine rivalry between her grand courtiers and
monseigneurs! And here you are, speeding infuriatingly on your way to
maudlin drunkenness for want of an ounce of gumption. I leave you
to your fates—for here I must take my leave, my Sandhurst prince
has arrived, and I must attend to my duty of enjoying his smiles.
Show some self-respect, Stephanie. Step into the ring, get thee a
partner.’ Yvonne held a sleek gloved hand out to Knox who led her
away into the dance.

The solitary figure,
left on her own and growing more faint-hearted with every passing
second, sidled self-consciously (but affecting an outward unconcern
and aloofness) over to hide behind the refreshments table away from
the looks which were being cast at her by the ‘congregation’. There
was a stirring amongst the group and a boy finally broke away and
began crossing the floor towards her. A waiter—the same obliging
young man who had served her punch earlier—found her (having
forgotten both her pretence at nonchalance and her resolution of
maintaining determinedly downcast eyes) staring at a window as
though she was preparing to climb through it to freedom. It was
certainly a more attractive and efficient alternative to rehearsing
polite demurrals and cutting setdowns.

‘Mademoiselle, some gentlemen wish me, on their
behalf, to make enquiries regarding your dance card. They are
anxious to claim you for the next dance.’

‘No—I mean, it’s full—well, I lost it—um—may I have
some more of the fruit punch, please?’

‘Certainly, mademoiselle,’ replied the amused
waiter.

(There had been
another amusing, beautiful girl trapped near the entrance to the
cloakroom, refusing the boys left, right and centre who were drawn
to her floating taffeta gown.)

From the glass double doors, into the
midst of all this, came a different contingent: a throng of
stony-faced men slipping into the sea of music and pleasure like
silently circling sharks. They were discreet and courteous but
their stern demeanour undermined what was intended to be an
inconspicuous entrance. They moved through the ballroom of
carousing youth, parting the crowds like the Red Sea. At the head
of the burly entourage walked the princes du sang, resplendent in full evening dress.
Their procession could not have crashed more violently into the
protesting merriment than if they had entered with a battering ram.
They headed straight for the court held by Josephine Kenric (a
court which she ruled—her friends observed—in the spirit of
patient, wise, gracious Penelope, wife of Odysseus, who held off
the importuning suitors and usurpers for ten years with charm and
guile until the return of her husband from the Trojan
War).

They were not the only
late arrivals. A slender, tall fellow followed quietly behind them,
trailing at the end of the comet tail with an equally unassuming
attendant. He cast his eyes over the crowd, penetrating into the
shimmering darkness, searching past gasps of breathless recognition
to... His attendant resurfaced from a reconnaissance of the
ballroom, shaking his head. ‘Keep trying,’ said the man.

‘No, Mathieu, really, it will only take a moment. I
have to—powder my nose.’

And hastily ducking
behind a cold, marble column, skirting around several potted ferns,
then a folding lacquer screen, and just as she was contemplating
the window against the alternative of diving under the covers of
the refreshments table, was Stephanie found by Yvonne.

‘Boo!’

Stephanie yelped.

‘Well, aren’t you the delicate
flower—oww!’

‘Put a bell around your neck next time!’

‘Thinking of taking the road less travelled? Or
hovering attentively over the punch bowl again?’

‘You are a bad, heartless, wicked woman, Yvonne
Ellsworth—a menace, a blight on civili—’

‘Of course, my sweet. But let me remind you that
the appropriate response to an introduction or an approach is
“Enchantée” and a smile, not vaulting past all and sundry for the
nearest exit. You must resist entertaining any such escapes until
at least the de rigueur pumpkin hour. What trouble are you in now, skulking
cravenly about like that? It is not attractive to lurk in shadows.
I hope you’re not holding out for a Georgette Heyer
hero.’

Stephanie passionately
declaimed her innocence.

‘I’m not skulking or lurking!’

‘Pfft,’ was the scoffing response.

‘I’m not!’ Stephanie insisted.

‘You certainly aren’t being carried out onto the
floor to a lilting waltz. Who are you running from?’ (Grinning
imperturbably and gobbling fruit tarts.)

‘I’m not running from anyone.’

‘Oh, right. None of those boys are marked for
heartbreak. None of this will end in tears.’

‘I’m not! You are being uncouth and odious. I—I
want to meet Donna’s waiter.’

‘But haven’t you already? (Hors d’oeuvres? No? Are you sure? Well, more
for me. But you really should stay away from that punch.) And stop
calling him “Donna’s waiter”! He is not her waiter and her intended is here. The waiter is an exchange student, soon to
be joining the navy. I hear he is a fan of Dostoevsky. He’s the
hale fellow serving the punch.’

A flabbergasted pause.
‘Oh,’ said Stephanie, not quite soberly. ‘I see.’

‘Seen Jo recently?’

Shake of the head.
‘Last seen with Arturo—oh, ages ago. I’m sure she’s around here
somewhere, fending off admirers. Is anything wrong?’

‘I can’t be sure... but it can’t be good if that
obnoxious swine Carmel is involved...’

‘What has she done?’

‘Well, I saw her with the Grand Duke—just for a
moment—whispering something—and he didn’t look pleased at
first—thunderous, in fact—but then he was positively rubbing his
hands together in greedy triumph—and now with the arrival of His
Royal Highness—you know what Guillaume and Christian are like.
“Jealous in honour, sudden, and quick in quarrel”. Brr! It’s an ill
wind.’

‘I’m sure it will be fine. Jo can handle
anything.’

‘That’s all very nice but does she have the heart
for it anymore? Seems to me she is tiring of always doing one’s
duty, of serving the gods of propriety and filial obedience, of
fawning adulation, sweet dullards and egotistic peacocks. Do you
see the straw on the camel’s back? Do you see a heart in revolt? I
know that something has begun to pall. Maybe she is ready for a
fling with a bad boy. Maybe ennui will drive her to find salvation in the punch,
like you. Just what this ball needs: another sozzled inebriate to
stalk the dance floor, spreading good cheer.’

‘The way you talk about Arturo and Lawrence is
disgraceful!’ grumbled Stephanie. ‘Running them down—’

‘And I love them dearly, but there really are more
suitable stopgaps until her next conquest. A susceptible heart is
quite as dangerous to a man’s health as any other congenital
condition. Cupid is a scurrilous foe, not to be taken on
ligh—’

At that moment, a boy
tumbled in between them, swung Yvonne around twice, singing, kissed
her drunkenly on the mouth and was pulled back into the crowd.

‘Elliot, what... Elliot!... idiot,’ hissed Yvonne.

Elliot Banastre would
have scorned the role, had anyone dared to make such a ludicrous
suggestion, as an instrument of Cupid and would undoubtedly have
blamed Stephanie for sealing her own fate by laughing. However, the
indisputable facts remain: that Elliot did make a fool of himself
and Stephanie—that restless, wandering soul desperate not to call
attention to herself—did unexpectedly begin to laugh.

The newly arrived
stranger caught the sound, saw her—mimicking Elliot’s swaggering
steps, flower-like under the lights. He spoke some brief words to
his attendant then turned back to watch the girl. She was laughing
again, sparkling in her wit. He smiled, and his face became
pleasant, boyish, almost wistful. But as the stranger moved towards
the place where she was standing, others obscured his path. Someone
else, another boy or one of her friends materialised beside her,
spoke a few words into her ear and whisked her away; she was lost
in the crowd. The attendant, seeing this and his master’s dismayed
frustration, hurried back, praying that a plan would present itself
to pacify him and sustain hope.

‘Have you seen him?’

‘Who?’ Yvonne was applying herself singularly to
the seduction of her Sandhurst escort by way of the stomach,
raiding the selection of hors d’oeuvres for the most tempting morsels brought back
arrayed on a plate. It was a task requiring focus and painstaking
care, not assisted by all these interruptions—recalcitrant
schoolgirls, princes of the blood, sirens, and Iago incarnate—when
was a girl to have some peace?

‘This rumour flying around that we have a movie
star in our midst,’ gushed the russet-haired Rowena with
impatience. ‘Is it true? Can you substantiate this? It would be
unforgivable to miss such a chance!’

‘Oh, I agree.’

‘Then you have seen him?’

‘No,’ Yvonne conceded with ornery reluctance. She
had been preoccupied with the thankless task of steering the love
lives of her friends away from the rocks, as if she did not have
her own young man to indulge. It was too much for one girl to
manage. She could not be expected to also be an authority on this
mysterious film star suddenly in their midst. Who did Rowena think
she, Yvonne, was? A Delphi oracle to consult without sacrificial
homage?

‘“Sacrificial homage”?’ Rowena scoffed. ‘You want me
to get you another caviar and foie-gras blini?’

‘The point is I am not his—or anyone’s—keeper. If
you want—’

‘Oh my God, perhaps that’s him!’ cried
Rowena.

A great ruckus had
broken out in the centre of the ballroom floor. A fight. (How
thrilling!) Rowena disappeared in the direction of the commotion.
Yvonne, dragging Knox along, belatedly followed. They arrived to
join the rest of the ballroom crowd who had rushed to the scene of
the excitement. The pushing and jostling of a wall of broad backs
and gowns stood between them and the discordant, angry sounds of
the fight—the violent collision of flesh, bodies rebounding against
breakable surfaces and hard stone, tearing fabric, shrill cries of
horror, fright and glee.

Knox tried to persuade
Yvonne to come away from the uproar but she resisted, hurrying to
locate a chink in the human wall to find out what was happening.
Edging around corners and obstacles, she arrived finally back
behind the refreshments table. The way was barred on all fronts, by
the table or bodies in the crowd; however, the cumbersome table had
one advantage, it gave her a view into the eye of the storm.

She and Stephanie had
been talking to a waiter—Suzy explained tearfully to Yvonne—and saw
it happen. Jo and Guillaume had been dancing when a bellicose
Christian had tapped Guillaume on the shoulder and tried to take
over, calling Jo unspeakable names. Guillaume had dismissed the
command to step aside from Mlle Kenric, who did not welcome his
attentions, remarking that a Crown Prince already betrothed should
not be trifling with other young ladies and should, in future,
direct his attentions towards self-improvement where they were
sorely wanting. Before anyone knew what was happening, Guillaume
was sprawled on the floor. Christian had then grabbed Jo, but was
knocked down by Guillaume and then—and then—

Yvonne stared down the table at the
pair of young men rolling back and forth about the floor, hurling
each other across the room and furniture, furiously wrestling and
punching, throttling and grasping, kicking, smashing, gouging and
biting at one another—the hard, laboured breathing, the bloody slam
of face against fist, the shattering crunch and crack of bone, the
reverberating weight of a body crashing to the floor. It was
immensely ugly. Suzy was helplessly wringing her hands, bleating
futile pleas to the entourages to step in and stop the appalling
fight. Yvonne looked on with disgust and a growing wrath—were they
men or mice? A room full of strong, able bodies and not one daring
to intervene, too terrified of the potential consequences of
manhandling royalty, too vain of their pride to back away; and so,
there they were, a circle of flippery puppets dancing hesitantly
about the edge of the fracas—

The knights come
riding two and two

She hath no loyal knight and
true.

Blockheads!

Brought to a standstill on the outer
fringe of the mêlée, Yvonne’s eyes fell upon the bowl of punch on the
refreshments table which had been the constant companion of at
least one of her friends that evening. It was curious because, at
the same time, Stephanie’s roving eyes had also alighted upon
it.

Stephanie was on the other end,
pinned down against the table on one side, hemmed in by the circle
of mayhem surrounding the fight at the other. She had pulled Jo
away when the first blow came and had been steadfastly shielding Jo
from the loutish behaviour of the two young men throughout the
violence—as well as diplomatically restraining Jo from her noble
impulse to intervene and getting walloped in the middle of
that—it would have been quite another story if they had been in
practical clothes instead of delicate, dainty ball gowns in which
they were more likely to trip themselves than be useful in a
fight.

They both looked up,
their exasperated, scowling gazes colliding over the bowl of
punch—Stephanie’s eyes held an expression as full of disgust as
Yvonne’s, growing increasingly out of patience with the ineffective
attempts to separate the royal pair—and the same idea flashed in
both. Yvonne whispered to Suzy and the two of them pushed the heavy
bowl of punch across the length of the table to the awaiting gloved
hands of Stephanie and Jo, who stepped together, holding the punch
bowl between them, aimed, waiting for the right moment, and tipped
the entire contents of the bowl over the two brawling royals.

Spluttering and choking in shock,
with garish coloured punch and ice and pieces
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