

  

     

  




CHAPTER 1


There was a sudden crash followed by a slow rumble overhead and Lady Lambourn, who had been dozing, started up in her chair.


“Good gracious! Whatever can that be?” she asked apprehensively.


Her daughter rose from the window seat where she had been sewing, crossed the room and laid her hand on her mother’s shoulder.


“I am afraid, Mama, it is the ceiling in the tapestry bedroom,” she answered. “After the last rains the water seeped in and discoloured the plaster. Old Wheaton warned us it might fall, but nothing was done to repair it.”


“That is the third ceiling!” Lady Lambourn exclaimed. “The house seems to be collapsing about our very ears.”


“Repairs cost money, Mama,” Camilla said quietly, “like everything else.”


Lady Lambourn looked up at her daughter and there were tears in her tired eyes.


“Camilla, what will become of us?” she asked. “Heaven knows we have nothing left to sell and I said before he went that your father’s journey to London would be fruitless.”


“I was afraid too, but dear Papa is always optimistic. He was quite certain that he would encounter someone who would help us.”


“Sir Horace has been optimistic all his life,” his wife said with a deep sigh. “He never gives up hope even when the odds seem most against him. But things now are desperate and when Gervase returns from the sea he will find us in a debtors’ prison!”


“No, no, Mama, that will never happen,” Camilla said consolingly.


“I dream about it every night,” Lady Lambourn insisted pathetically. “If only I was not so weak and so helpless, I could perhaps appeal to someone who used to know us in the old days. So many people came to our house when your Papa was an Ambassador. I thought I had more friends than any woman in the world, but now where are they?”


“Where indeed?” Camilla echoed with a note of bitterness in her voice. “But we were not the only ones to lose money when the country Banks closed last year. It was a terrible time for thousands like us. In fact Papa says that the date 1816 will be engraved on more tombstones than any other date for centuries.”


“We are at least alive,” Lady Lambourn murmured, “but sometimes I wonder for how long.”


“You must not be depressed,” Mama,” Camilla begged her, kneeling down beside her mother and putting her arms round her. “Perhaps Gervase will come back rich and then you can go to Bath and get well. I know the hot springs would make all the difference to your legs.”


“I would much rather we had the money for you to visit London and have a gay time such as you should be enjoying at your age,” Lady Lambourn replied. “It is wrong that you should be cooped up here, Camilla.”


“Don’t worry about me, Mama,” her daughter interrupted quickly. “You know that, when I was in London at the beginning of last year, I did not enjoy myself, even though Aunt Georgina was as kind to me as anyone could possibly be. All I want is to live here in peace with you and Papa and to know that we are able to have a decent meal on the table and a roof over our heads.”


“That hardly seems likely at the moment,” Lady Lambourn said miserably. “I feel so ashamed that the servants have not received their wages for over six months. I can hardly look at Agnes when she brings in my tea, struggling with the silver that used to be looked after by a butler and three footmen.”


“Agnes does not mind,” Camilla declared with a smile. “She has been with us all her life, and you know as well as I do, Mama, that she is part of the family. Why, she said to me only last night, ‘when we get rich again, Miss Camilla, we will be able to laugh about all this’. Our troubles are Agnes’s troubles, and our joys, when they come, will be hers as well.”


“When they come!” Lady Lambourn exclaimed. “What can be keeping your father? Let’s pray that he has not borrowed gold from some kind friend and thought to increase it at the tables.”


“Father is not a gambler,” Camilla assured her mother. “You know that any money he saved when he was in the Diplomatic Service was invested. It was just unfortunate that he put a great deal of it into French francs.”


“We lost nearly everything we possessed because of that monster Napoleon,” Lady Lambourn cried. “Then came the shock of the Banks closing last year when we all expected victory to make us much richer. It is cruel, Camilla! I feel so helpless.”


“So do I,” Camilla said, rising from her feet and bending forward to kiss her mother on the cheek. “But there is nothing we can do now but pray. Remember, Mama, you have always believed that prayer can help us when all else fails.”


“I have always believed that in the past,” Lady Lambourn admitted, “but now, my love, I am afraid.”


Camilla gave a little sigh and turned again to the window. The April sunshine coming through the lattice panes was warm on her small pointed face and Lady Lambourn, looking across the room, caught her breath at the fragility of her child as she saw her silhouetted against the light.


‘Camilla is too thin,’ she thought and yet it was not surprising as their food supply had diminished week by week, day by day.


They owed money to the butcher in the village and there were no gamekeepers now to bring in the rabbits and pigeons that had been their main diet during the hard winter. Everyone had gone except Agnes and old Wheaton, who had been with them over fifty years and was half-blind and so rheumaticky that he could only crawl about his work.


Lady Lambourn closed her eyes for a moment and remembered the distinguished guests who had thronged their house in London when she and Sir Horace had returned from Europe just before the War.


As an Ambassador he had been persona grata with all the Diplomats at the Court of St. James’s and they had flocked to greet him, eager for news from Europe and proffering an almost extravagant welcome to the popular Sir Horace and his lovely wife.


They had brought presents for Camilla, expensive trifles, but she had often found them far less interesting than her old toys, which she had treasured since she was very small. She had been beautiful even then, a fairy-like child with golden hair and deep blue eyes, which would study seriously everyone who spoke to her.


“She will be the toast of the town,” the Diplomats told Lady Lambourn. “In a few years’ time your house will be besieged by ardent beaux.”


Lady Lambourn had accepted that they spoke the truth, and Camilla’s childlike loveliness had developed over the years into a breathtaking beauty.


But now there was no money to spend on fashionable gowns and there was no house in London, only a crumbling Elizabethan Manor and an estate that lay rotting, its fields full of weeds and nettles because there were no labourers to work on them.


“Oh, Camilla, I had such plans for you!” Lady Lambourn exclaimed and the cry seemed to come from her very heart.


Camilla was not listening to her mother and she held up her hand as if to ask for silence.


“I think, Mama, I am almost certain, it is the sound of wheels,” she cried and turning she ran from the room.


Lady Lambourn heard her footsteps cross the hall and the sound of the latch being raised at the front door.


Unable to move in her wheelchair she could only clasp her hands together and pray almost fiercely.


‘Please, God, let my dear one have brought some hope for the future.’


There was a sound of voices and then the drawing room door, which Camilla had left ajar, was flung open and Sir Horace stood there.


Notwithstanding his years he was an extremely handsome man with iron-grey hair brushed back from a square forehead. An exquisitely tied cravat, still spotless and uncrumpled despite his journey, and his many-tiered riding coat, which he had not yet discarded, made him seem almost unnaturally tall and at the same time elegant.


There was something triumphant in the way he paused at the doorway and he did not need to speak because his wife saw the expression on his face.


“Horace!” and her voice deepened, “Horace, my love!”


As her husband walked across the room and bent to kiss her, she raised her trembling hands towards him. Her fingers, some of them misshapen, still had some resemblance of beauty and her care of them showed in the polished nails and the crisp exquisite lace that veiled her wrists.


“Have you been successful?”


Lady Lambourn could hardly speak the words for the beating of her heart.


“More than successful!” Sir Horace declared and his voice seemed to ring out round the room.


“Oh, Papa, tell us!”


Camilla was at his side, her eyes upturned to his and her fair curls seeming to dance with excitement.


The depression had gone and the whole room seemed to vibrate with a new tempo from the moment of Sir Horace’s arrival. There was no longer an atmosphere of anxiety and despair now, almost as if a light illuminated every corner, there was hope and a rising faith.


“You are all right, my dear?” Lady Lambourn enquired.


It was a question she never failed to ask whenever Sir Horace returned from one of his journeys.


“I am all right,” Sir Horace assured her. “Everything is all right and I want above all things to tell you about it, but first, Camilla, instruct the servants to bring from my travelling carriage the presents I have bought you both.”


“Presents, Papa? What sort of presents?”


“A pâté for one, a shoulder of mutton for another,” Sir Horace replied. “A whole case of the best cognac besides some of the finest Indian tea for your Mama.”


“How wonderful!” Camilla exclaimed, running from the room, knowing that Agnes and Wheaton would require her assistance in bringing the packages into the house. The coachman would be too concerned with the horses to be of much help.


When she had gone, Sir Horace put his wife’s hands to his lips.


“Our troubles are over, my dear.”


“But how? What has happened?” Lady Lambourn demanded. “And if it is a loan, will it not have to be repaid?”


“It is not a loan,” Sir Horace began and then broke off as Camilla returned.


“Papa!” she cried. “There was a footman on the box of the travelling carriage and he tells me that you have engaged him. Is that correct?”


“Yes indeed,” Sir Horace replied. “I had no time to find other servants, but doubtless many of our old employees can be re-engaged from the village. This footman was available, so I brought him with me.”


“Where does the money for all this come from?” Camilla asked and now the first excitement had gone from her voice and her eyes looked troubled.


Sir Horace took off his riding coat and threw it on a chair.


“I am ready to tell you all about it, Camilla, but first may I have a drink? I assure you I have come here at such breakneck speed that I did not stop, even to water the horses. I was so anxious to relate to you and Mama what has occurred.”


“I will fetch you a bottle of your new brandy,” Camilla smiled.


“No!” Sir Horace said sharply. “Tell the footman to bring it. There is no need now for you to demean yourself as you have done these past months.”


A little smile dimpled Camilla's cheeks.


“I have never thought it was demeaning myself to wait on you, Papa,” she answered softly.


Sir Horace, forgetting his thirst, put out his hand to take hers and draw her close to him.


“My dearest, my most beloved daughter,” he said. “The reason I am so excited about the news I bring is that it concerns you. That is what matters more than anything else to me.”


“It concerns me?” Camilla looked surprised.


“Come and sit down.”


Sir Horace seated himself in the winged armchair, which was close to Lady Lambourn, and Camilla sat on a low stool facing him.


“Tell me, Papa,” she begged, “I cannot bear the suspense any longer.”


“Nor me,” Lady Lambourn interposed, “but, Horace, you have no idea what it means to me to see you smiling again. You went away miserable and grey, an old man, but you have come back to me in looks and voice as young as your son.”


“That is how I feel,” Sir Horace told her.


“But won’t you tell us why?” Camilla prompted.


Sir Horace cleared his throat and leant back in his chair.


“You remember that I have often spoken to you, Camilla, of Meldenstein.”


“Yes indeed,” Camilla said, “and the Princess, my Godmama, has remembered my birthday every year since I was a child. Last year she sent me the most adorable lace cloak, most useful for wearing at the opera, but unfortunately I have no chance of attending an opera.”


“That is now changed,” Sir Horace said. “You will need your opera cape, my child, or indeed a far finer one.”


“Why, what do you mean?” Camilla asked.


“I will start at the beginning,” Sir Horace said and then paused as the door opened.


The footman, over six feet tall, wearing a claret-coloured livery with brightly polished buttons, came into the room carrying a tray.


“I thought, sir, you would wish for a glass of wine after your journey,” he said respectfully.


“Thank you, James,” Sir Horace answered and, turning to Lady Lambourn, he said,


“My dear, this is James. I have already informed him that for a few days we shall be short-handed in the house. After that we shall be able to fill all the posts that have been vacant for so long.”


The footman set the salver with the decanter beside Sir Horace, filled the glass and bowing, first to Lady Lambourn and then to Camilla, left the room.


“Excellent fellow,” Sir Horace commented as he closed the door quietly behind him. “He has been in the service of the Duke of Devonshire and is well trained.”


Lady Lambourn said nothing. She merely stared in bewilderment at the door that had closed behind the footman and turned her face towards her husband.


“I will start at the beginning,” Sir Horace began again. “When I reached London, I was in despair. You know, dearest, although I tried to put on a brave face, I felt as though we had reached the end of everything, and there was nothing, nothing I could do to save us all from disaster. I went to my Club as I thought that in White’s there was certain to be one friend who had known me in the past and to whom I might humble myself sufficiently to ask for a helping hand.”


“Poor Papa, how you must have hated the thought of having to beg,” Camilla murmured.


“I was thinking only of you and your mother,” Sir Horace replied. “Well, I saw a few acquaintances but no one I knew well and I was just wondering whether I dare spend the little money I had on ordering dinner when a voice behind me exclaimed, ‘Sir Horace, the very man I want to see!’”


“Who was it?” Lady Lambourn enquired eagerly.


“Do you remember Ludovick von Helm?” Sir Horace asked his wife.


Lady Lambourn wrinkled her brow.


“Ludovick von Helm,” she repeated, “I seem to recall the name. Yes, of course, he was at Meldenstein, a rather ambitious young Courtier. I remember him now.


“His ambitions have been realised,” Sir Horace said, “he is now the Prime Minister.”


“Indeed,” Lady Lambourn remarked. “Is anything left of Meldenstein? I thought Napoleon had overrun all those Principalities.”


“Von Helm tells me that very little harm was done to Meldenstein compared with the other States,” Sir Horace replied. “They made no effort to resist Napoleon and therefore nothing was damaged. They were forced to billet a large number of soldiers as they passed through the country en route to Russia, but, amazingly enough, financially Meldenstein is as rich as she was before the War.”


“How is that possible?” Lady Lambourn asked.


“Because, my dear, as you know, the Princess is an English woman and the State funds were invested in England. They must have had some bad moments during the War when they thought that at any moment England would be defeated by a Napoleonic invasion. Now we are the victors and Meldenstein’s money is not only intact but has multiplied during the War years.”


“Well, I am glad someone could benefit by the war,” Lady Lambourn commented bitterly.


“What was more, Prince Hedwig, you remember him, my dear, was not in the country. Von Helm tells me that he was travelling in the East when the War broke out. Only after the Battle of Waterloo could he return to his own land, which was administered during his absence by his mother.”


“She is English,” Lady Lambourn pointed out. “How could Napoleon tolerate an Englishwoman ruling over a State he had conquered?”


“Apparently the Princess charmed him. The stories of Napoleon’s susceptibility to a pretty woman are not exaggerated. He allowed the Princess to remain, placing, of course, some chattel of his own in supreme command, who was also charmed by our dear friend to grant her and the country many concessions that less fortunate Principalities did not enjoy.”


“I am glad everything has turned out so well for them,” Lady Lambourn said, “and Elaine was always a true friend. But tell me how this affects us.”


“Well, intimately,” Sir Horace said, “for von Helm had come to England with a mission, which was to find me and ask if my daughter, our daughter, my dear, would accept the hand of His Supreme Highness Prince Hedwig of Meldenstein.”


There was a moment’s utter silence after Sir Horace had spoken and then in a very small voice, so low that he could hardly hear it, Camilla asked,


“You mean, Papa, that he wishes to marry me?”


“That it what he has requested,” Sir Horace replied, “and I need hardly say what this offer meant in a moment when I was in the deepest despair. Meldenstein has always been my second home, I went there when I was young as Third Secretary in the British Legation, my first diplomatic post. The Prince and his beautiful wife were kindness itself. I was sent to Rome, Paris and then back to Meldenstein again as Minister. It was the happiest time of my life.”


“But I have never seen the Prince,” Camilla protested.


“Is he coming to England?” Lady Lambourn asked.


Sir Horace looked uncomfortable.


“You must understand, my dear,” he replied, “that it would not be possible for His Supreme Highness to leave his country at this particular moment, having been away all through the War. There is a great deal for him to do and he has to meet his people. Their loyalty and, I am sure, their adoration of him is undiminished. At the same time von Helm explained that it would be impossible for him to undertake another journey so soon upon his return. That is why von Helm came himself, the Prime Minister! You can understand that it is indeed an honour that a man in such a position should come in person to present his Prince’s suit.”


Camilla rose to her feet, walked to the mantelpiece and stood looking down at the unlit fire.


“Did you – accept, Papa?” she asked quietly.


Again Sir Horace seemed a little uncomfortable.


“Naturally I did not jump at the suggestion without discussion,” he answered. “But the Prime Minister had everything cut and dried. He had details of the Marriage Settlement with him. Shall I tell you what they are?”


Camilla did not reply, so looking at his wife Sir Horace continued,


“His Supreme Highness is prepared to settle on his bride one hundred thousand pounds on the day of the marriage. As he realises that the preparation of her trousseau will involve heavy special expenses, the Prime Minister was empowered to hand me immediately ten thousand pounds.”


“Ten thousand pounds,” Lady Lambourn repeated faintly. “Oh, Horace! What an immense sum!”


“That is the sort of generosity I should expect from Meldenstein,” Sir Horace said enthusiastically, but his eyes went towards his daughter standing with her back to him, her hands gripping the marble mantelpiece as if for support.


There was a moment’s silence.


Then Sir Horace said in a very different tone,


“You are pleased, Camilla?”


“He has never seen me,” Camilla retorted. “How can he wish to marry me?”


“Where Royalty is concerned, these things are always arranged,” Sir Horace replied.


“Surely the – two people concerned – should meet before anything is – decided?”


“Not always,” Sir Horace said “As you know, the Prince Regent had not seen Princess Caroline of Brunswick until she had crossed the English Channel.”


“And that has certainly been – a disastrous marriage,” Camilla commented.


“Of course, there is no comparison,” Sir Horace said, realising his error. “Prince Hedwig has an English mother, who has been a very good friend of ours for years. From all I have heard His Supreme Highness is a delightful young man,”


“How old is he?” Camilla asked.


There was a moment’s pause.


“Thirty-eight or thirty-nine,” Sir Horace said almost as though the words were forced from him.


“Why has he not married – before?”


“I have already explained that,” her father replied, a note of irritation in his voice. “He was in the East. You could hardly expect him to marry out there. Now he has returned and a Wedding will be exceedingly popular in Meldenstein.”


“And so a bride has to be found,” Camilla said in a low voice. “Anyone would do – so why choose me?”


“Camilla, I don’t like your tone,” Sir Horace replied sharply. “This is a great honour that has been accorded us. The same family has ruled in Meldenstein for nearly a thousand years and the fact that it has become a tradition in the last three generations for the reigning Prince to marry an English wife has formed very close links with this country. Indeed, there is no other foreign State where I would wish you to reign save Meldenstein.”


Camilla turned round.


Her cheeks were very pale, her huge eyes dark and fearful and they seemed almost too big for her little face.


“I do not wish to reign anywhere,” she declared passionately. “I am not suited for such a life, as you well know, Papa. What knowledge have I of – Courts? You and Mama are different. You have always held important Diplomatic posts, and have mixed with Kings and Queens, with Princes and their families. But I am different. I have lived quietly here ever since I grew up with the exception of one short visit to London, where I felt lost and insignificant. I should not be accepted in Royal circles. I should be out of place – and you would be embarrassed by my ignorance.”


Sir Horace rose to his feet.


“Camilla, you must not say such things.”


He walked across the room and put his arm round her.


“My dear, you are very beautiful. Wherever you go men will bow to your beauty and women will accept you as being undoubtedly the fairest of your sex. You will be happy at Meldenstein, I know it. Its Court is not subject to overpowering protocol like that of the Hapsburgs in Vienna or the Court of Spain, where one only has to breathe to do the wrong thing. People in Meldenstein are simple and happy from the Prince down to the lowest subject.”


“But how do you know that I shall be happy,” Camilla asked, “with a man I have never seen, a man who is nearly twenty years older than I am, a man who may dislike me as much as I may dislike him – when he condescends to meet me?”


Sir Horace stared at his daughter. Then he dropped his arm and his expression hardened.


“Very well,” he said in a hard voice. “I see that I have made a mistake. I thought that you would be pleased at the change in our circumstances. I believed you would have felt that to be the reigning Princess in a place like Meldenstein, one of the most beautiful little countries in the world, was preferable to starving slowly to death in this tumbledown house. I was wrong.”


Sir Horace walked across the room and back again to face Camilla.


”I imagined too,” he continued, “that you would be glad that your mother could go to Bath to relieve the suffering she has borne so bravely for so long, that you would have been pleased for our home to be repaired and the estate put in proper order for Gervase’s return, but I was under a misapprehension.”


Sir Horace paused and his tone grew sarcastic.


“You are concerned that you have not met this man, who is prepared to behave so generously towards you and your family. I will write to him and say that my daughter does not consider him a proper suitor for her hand because he will not throw over his Royal commitments to his country at this vital moment in its history to come posting across the Channel and kneel at the feet of a fastidious young wench, who for all her much-vaunted attractions has not yet received a decent offer of marriage!”


Sir Horace had not raised his voice, but his face was pale and his breath came sharply as if he had been running.


It was obviously with a supreme effort at self-control that he added more quietly, but in an icy tone,


“Perhaps, Camilla you will oblige me by ringing the bell and requesting the footman, whose wages I will now be unable to pay, to bring me pen and paper so that a letter expressing your sentiments may be conveyed at once to His Serene Highness Prince Hedwig of Meldenstein.”


Sir Horace stopped speaking, but it seemed as if his voice, almost like the lash of a whip, still echoed in the quietness of the room. Lady Lambourn gave a little sob and put her hands up to her face.


For a moment Camilla stood irresolute and then she said in a dull voice,


“It’s all right, Papa, I will do it. Of course I will marry the Prince. I have no alternative, have I?”


“The choice is, of course, yours, my dear,” Sir Horace said, picking up his glass of brandy and tossing it off as though he felt in need of sustenance.


“You are quite right, Papa,” Camilla went on, “it’s a great honour which I should be extremely thankful for At least the house will be repaired and there will be new ceilings that we can sleep under without getting wet.”


“That’s a sensible girl!” Sir Horace said, the colour returning to his face. “I thought you would see reason. Indeed we shall have to work quickly for the Prime Minister has already returned to Meldenstein. His Serene Highness will be arranging for proper representatives to come here next month to escort you and, of course, your Mama and me to the Wedding.”


“Next month!” Camilla echoed. “It’s impossible for me to be ready so soon.”


“The marriage is to be celebrated in June,” Sir Horace replied. “It is a beautiful month in Meldenstein and all their Royal Weddings have taken place there during the second week of the month. It is the traditional time of good fortune.”


“So the Prime Minister has already left with your acceptance,” Camilla said. “You never thought for one moment – that I might refuse, did you, Papa?”


It seemed for a moment as if Sir Horace would answer sharply. Then his Diplomatic training made him say coaxingly,


“My dearest child, I know only too well what you feel, but what other answer could I give? You are aware of why I went to London. Do you suppose that I was not in the very depths of despair at the position we find ourselves in. I was penniless, Camilla, can you not understand what that means? To have no money in the Bank and to have sold everything that was saleable!”


Sir Horace picked up his wife’s hand.


“Look at your mother’s fingers without a ring,” he commanded. “Look at the safe almost empty of silver and the spaces on the walls where the pictures hung, the furniture gone from the salon and the stables bereft of all our best horses.”


He flung out his arms dramatically like a well-trained actor.


“Do you not think,” he continued, “that I have not been ashamed of letting month after month go by and being unable to pay even Agnes and Wheaton, turning away labourers from the farm, the gardeners from the garden and the keepers from the woods? Old Groves, who has been with us forty years, retired without a pension.”


He then put his hands on Camilla’s shoulders and said softly,


“I have never been a millionaire, Camilla, but I have in the past lived like a gentleman. I am humiliated having my pockets to let, knowing that few people, apparently not even you, my dearest daughter, understand what agonies I am suffering from my impecunity. So when a chance came to right all the wrongs suffered inadvertently but nevertheless disastrously by those we have a responsibility towards, I could not believe that you would make me regret it.”


The gentleness and persuasion in her father’s voice brought the tears to Camilla’s eyes.


“I am – sorry, Papa,” she murmured. “Forgive me. It was just that for a moment I was frightened of what lies ahead. I would marry anyone, even if it was the Devil himself, to make you happy and Mama well. And I love my home, I want it to be repaired and in good shape for Gervase when he leaves the Navy. It was very selfish and wrong of me to speak as I did – I am sorry, Papa.”


She turned her face up to her father’s and now, as the tears ran down her cheeks, he saw, just as Lady Lambourn had done, how thin and fragile she looked.


He caught her in his arms.


“My dearest, my little girl,” he said and his voice broke. “You know that all I want is your happiness and believe me this will make you happy, I swear it.”


“I am happy, I am, Papa,” Camilla said, as if by repeating the words she could convince herself. “It was just the surprise and shock of what you had to say. Now everything is all right and please, before we do anything else, will you pay Agnes and Wheaton and give them much more than they expected.”


Sir Horace pulled her closer.


“I will do it this very minute and I will tell Agnes to cook the saddle of lamb for dinner. I vow that we shall all feel less emotional when we have had some food.”


He kissed Camilla’s wet cheek, gave her a last close hug and went from the room.


For a moment she stood looking after him and then, without speaking, she knelt down beside her mother’s chair and laid her fair head against Lady Lambourn’s breast.


“I am sorry, Mama, I must have – upset you.”


“No, darling,” Lady Lambourn replied, “I know full well what you are feeling. We all want to meet the man of our dreams and fall in love with him.”


She put one hand on her daughter’s soft hair.


“You have not already lost your heart to someone else, have you, my dearest?”


Lady Lambourn’s voice betrayed some anxiety.


There was just a second’s hesitation before Camilla replied,


“No – no – of course not, Mama.”


 




  CHAPTER 2


The tapers in the chandeliers were burning low when an exquisitely attired gentleman sauntered with a bored cynical expression on his face up the marble staircase.


The noise of the crowd thronging the Reception rooms was, he thought, not unlike the parrot house at the zoo.


He was unimpressed by the glittering jewels of the women in their transparent gauze and gold-threaded muslins or by the diamonded decorations that adorned the chests of the men, who reminded him of a crowd of peacocks preening themselves as a prelude to mating.


Several people spoke to him, but with a brief nod the gentleman passed on until finally he found his hostess holding court to a dozen or so of her male guests, every sentence uttered by her lilting voice bringing a guffaw of laughter or exclamations of flattery to their lips.


Lady Jersey knew every feminine trick to command the admiration of the other sex, to entice, entrance and to enthral. Petite, and not unlike a small over-decorated bird, she had held for years the Prince Regent’s attention and his affections by the sheer persistence that she had pursued him with.


For the Prince Regent it had been a wholly new and exciting experience to find himself not the seducer but the seduced. When finally their affaire de coeur ended, Lady Jersey, still looking younger than her daughters, but far older in experience and infinitely more cunning, had many other lovers eager to fall victim to her charms.


Although her place at the Prince Regent’s side had been taken by Lady Hertford, Lady Jersey was still undoubtedly the most powerful of the leaders of Society and one whom it was social suicide to ignore or to offend.


It was therefore with a more pleasant expression on his face that the gentleman who had just arrived stepped forward to bow and kiss the small hand held out to him.


“Hugo Cheverly!” Lady Jersey exclaimed, “I declare I am going to give you a scolding. Have you any idea what time of the morning it is?”


“Pray forgive me,” he answered, “I was delayed.”


“At some gaming hall, I presume,” Lady Jersey said tartly. “Well, I am distressed that what I can offer you in the way of hospitality is not more interesting than the excitement of losing what little money you have on the green baize tables.”


“Your Ladyship is mistaken. I have come here with all possible push from the country. If my horse had not been so inconsiderate as to cast a shoe, I should have been here earlier. I am repentant, so I beg of you to be merciful to me.”


He looked down into her disbelieving face, which showed little sign of her years, despite the late hours she kept and the constant strain of scheming and intriguing that would have taken its toll of any woman of less vitality.


Now, with the quick change of mood that made her admirers find her so captivating, Lady Jersey tapped her guest’s arm with her fan and said,


“Of course, I forgive you, Hugo! What woman could resist that lazy indifference which, I swear, is a monstrously provoking challenge to any poor female?”


She smiled and Hugo Cheverly, bored though he might have been, found himself smiling back. There was something audaciously direct about Lady Jersey that never failed to appeal to his sense of humour.


As he bent and raised her hand to his lips once more, she said with quite a surprising tenderness in her tone,


“Now you have arrived, go and flutter the hearts of the simpering little doves who have been awaiting you. You will not find much competition when it come to countenance.”


“I want to talk to you sometime,” he answered in a low voice. “Not here, not with all this crowd to overhear. I will call on you tomorrow. When will you be alone?”


Lady Jersey laughed.


“When am I ever alone?” she asked. “But come about teatime and I will see what I can do.”


She dismissed him with a wave of her fan and, as he moved away, someone asked,


“Who is that? I do not recall having seen him here before.”


“He is Captain Hugo Cheverly and he has only just arrived in London,” Lady Jersey replied, “from the Army of Occupation across the Channel.”


“Cheverly!” the Courtier stated. “Is not that the Alveston family name?”


“Hugo is a cousin of the present Duke,” Lady Jersey explained, “but a poor one and with no prospects of succeeding, as Alveston has two sons and every likelihood of breeding half a dozen more.”


“I never did care for the Duke,” a bemedalled Army Officer remarked. “He instructed me once how to win the War. I never could abide these armchair critics!”


“You are lucky if you have to listen to them only from a chair,” Lady Jersey said mischievously. “Where a woman is concerned, it is far too often from the bed.”


There was a roar of laughter, which reached Hugo Cheverly’s ears as he moved out of one salon into another.


It seemed to him that London had not changed since he was here five years before. The same faces, the same flippant drawling voices, the same glitter which could often be intolerably tarnished. Even the same scandal repeated and re-repeated from mouth to mouth.


He could hear as he passed sniggering whispered asides that he knew only too well.


“Prinny’s debts.”


“Maria Fitzherbert’s tears.”


“The King’s madness.”


“Lady Hertford’s greed!”


It seemed almost incredible that there could be anything new to say about any of them!


For a moment Hugo Cheverly hated them. What did those frivolous scatterbrains know of War or the men who fought for them?


He no longer saw the expensive glitter or heard the high-pitched chatter, instead he saw and heard Montbrun’s splendid horsemen at the Battle of Fuentes, trampling, bounding and shouting for the word to charge and riding at times almost up to the British bayonets.


Outnumbered and trapped the Light Division had seemed doomed he remembered and yet Cotton’s Cavalry repeatedly charging had immobilised the French. With very few killed and more taken prisoner, Wellington’s Army had been the victors.


‘What had it meant in London?’ Hugo Cheverly questioned, recalling men blown to pieces, men parched with thirst, their faces blackened and scorched with powder and gore, and men marching on with blistered feet to another battle with a song and a rough jest.


Supposing he told this blue-blooded vapourish company of the horrors he had seen, of the agonies suffered by wounded men, of the dead lying stiff or dying still faintly stirring hillocks of soiled and blood-stained scarlet and blue amongst dismounted guns, shattered ammunition wagons and broken horse trappings?


Who would listen?


It was a warm night and the hundreds of lighted tapers and the crowd of guests continually moving to and fro made the salons almost intolerably hot.


Seeing an open window, Hugo Cheverly moved towards it and found himself on a small balcony overlooking the garden, which was discreetly lit with fairy lights.


Below him he could see several well-known figures perambulating round a sparkling fountain and beyond them in the shadows he noticed, with a somewhat grim satisfaction, several couples locked in passionate and indiscreet embraces.


Concealed from those near the fountain by shrubs and a profusion of flowers, they had forgotten that they could be seen from the upper windows of the house.


Yawning Hugo Cheverly decided that there was no one he wanted to speak to and he was just wondering if he could leave unobserved when a voice behind him asked quietly,


“Are you so very bored?”


He turned quickly to see a vision almost blindingly bedecked with rabies and diamonds. She wore a tiara of them on her dark hair, a great necklace encircled her swan-like neck and cascaded over the daringly low-cut bodice of her evening gown.


There were rubies and diamonds on her wrists and he thought that they looked almost like blood against the whiteness of her skin, a skin that he knew, as he carried her ungloved hand to his lips, was as soft and smooth as a gardenia.


“I did not expect to see you here.”


Her voice was low and her Russian accent gave the words much more than their conventional meaning.


Hugo Cheverly released the hand that seemed to cling to his and said harshly,


“I was convinced that you would have left by now.”


“Then you were trying to avoid me! I thought you might be. Is that why you have not returned to London for so long?”


“Anastasia, this conversation is exceeding foolish, as well you know,” Hugo Cheverly said sternly. “Five years have passed since we last met. We have nothing to say to each other.”


The woman facing him gave a little laugh that lacked any sound of humour.


“That, my dear, is where you are wrong, I have a great deal to say to you. We cannot converse here. Escort me home. I was just about to leave and have already said my farewells to our hostess.”


“No.”


The monosyllable was sharp and almost rude and Hugo Cheverly looked away across the garden, his clear-cut features silhouetted against the darkness of the sky.
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