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         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter I
   

         

         The room was very warm despite the fact that all the windows were wide open and a somewhat overrated system of air-cooling and conditioning was being reinforced with old-fashioned whirring fans. Louise, who had been hanging about beside one of the most widely opened windows without being noticed by anyone for the past ten minutes, was wondering whether she might disappear into the garden and still escape detection when her hostess, Fenella Kershaw, came rushing up to her and seized her determinedly by the wrist.

         ‘Oh, so there you are, Louise!’ she exclaimed. I do wish you’d circulate a bit, although I’ll admit it’s a bit awkward when you know hardly anyone to speak to.’ She looked distinctly harassed, for this was a very large party she was giving, and there were some very influential and quite useful people present …. But hardly the sort of people, she thought wryly, who would be charmed to meet a shy young girl like Louise.

         The Navy was well represented, and a pretty young thing would go down well with a second lieutenant …. But she didn’t appear to have invited a surplus of second lieutenants, and the only youth who caught her eye was already very much preoccupied with a beautiful blonde who was some sort of a connection of the Admiral’s wife.

         Mrs Kershaw sighed, and then caught sight of Captain Wentworth … standing alone as he usually was when someone managed to decoy him to one of their gatherings. She had never known a man who could look so nakedly disdainful as he did, and who never made the smallest effort to conceal the fact that he was utterly and supremely bored. He had a dark distinguished face with tight lips that tightened still more as he stood crushing out a half-smoked cigarette in a porcelain bowl that was intended for quite a different purpose altogether—but apparently he scarcely noticed the pot-plant that was unlikely to be improved by his attentions—and the action of crushing out his cigarette got rid of a certain amount of the frustration he was so obviously feeling.

         Mrs Kershaw had a bright idea … and then dismissed it as soon as it was born. But the idea swept back and she found herself quite intrigued by it, and she looked at Louise whose face was so extraordinarily smooth and naïve, and whose silken fair hair was actually caught back with a ribbon on the nape of her neck.

         The dress she was wearing was quite well chosen, but it was ridiculously youthful, and her eyes were so big and questioning, yet she simply hadn’t the courage to open her mouth.

         ‘Darling——’ Fenella began. Then she changed her mind again. No; it would be oil and water, an impossible experiment.

         ‘You don’t have to worry about me,’ Louise assured her, in her soft anxious voice. ‘I’m all right——’

         Her hostess bit her lip.

         ‘Why didn’t I include a few more people of your age group?’ she lamented.

         A slight twinkle appeared in Louise’s dove-grey eyes.

         ‘Because I’m over twenty-one, and I suspect that quite a few of your guests are somewhere around that age, too,’ she hazarded. ‘But they all appear to know one another.’

         ‘And that’s the trouble.’ Mrs Kershaw cast her eye around the room again, and as if attracted by a magnet it alighted once more on Captain Wentworth.

         ‘Of course, he’s a fearsome snob, and everyone here knows his record, and that they’re expected to kow-tow when exchanging a few words with him. But he can’t actually bite … not a girl like you, anyway, and I think we ought to risk it!’ She took her charge by the hand again. ‘Come on, my dear, and let’s see if he dares to be rude——’

         But Louise hung back.

         ‘I’d rather not,’ she pleaded. ‘I’d rather go out into the garden and get some air ….

         ‘Ask Captain Wentworth to take you out into the garden. You can show him the new summerhouse.’

         ‘I don’t even know the name of his ship.’

         ‘It’s the Falcon … that big fellow that put in a day or so ago. I believe it’s due for a re-fit, and that means Plymouth. Some say the captain is about to be retired.’

         ‘Then he must be terribly old!’

         ‘Don’t be silly, child.’ Mrs Kershaw looked startled—she was forty-five herself. ‘He’s quite young for such a senior rank, but there are so many big men milling about at the top, expecting promotions that never come their way, and Wentworth happens to be a man of means, so he can afford to retire. But of course, it may just be gossip.’

         She was slightly breathless when she reached the Captain’s side, but her years and her training enabled her to smile disarmingly upon him. She produced her young friend like a rabbit out of a conjurer’s top-hat, and more or less thrust her at him … and that despite the fact that he was frowning more distantly than ever, and yet another half-smoked cigarette was being added to the collection inside the plant container.

         ‘I’m so terribly sorry that you’re being neglected, Captain,’ she gushed at him. ‘I’m horribly conscious of failing in my duties as a hostess. But Louise will look after you now, and I feel that I can safely leave you in her hands. She is the daughter of a very dear friend—dead, I’m afraid, several years ago!—and is staying with me until she can find herself a job. Louise, my dear,’ she added in a breathless rush, ‘this is Captain Wentworth!’

         Louise parted her lips to say something, but absolutely no sound emerged from between them.

         The Captain looked almost startled.

         ‘I—er—forgive me,’ he exclaimed to his hostess, ‘but I was just about to take my leave!’

         She pretended to be badly shocked.

         ‘But, Captain,’ she protested, ‘the night is yet young, and you can’t possibly rush away and leave me when lots of people haven’t even arrived yet!’ She made a mystical pass with her hand, as if she was conjuring up further marvels for him. ‘Who knows, before the night is out you may find that you’ve enjoyed coming here!’

         Louise was appalled when she saw her disappear quite deliberately amongst the throng. There was so much noise, and so many people on all sides of her were talking at once that it was small wonder the Captain had to repeat himself twice before he managed to make it clear to her that he had not the least idea who she was, since the close friend of her departed parent had not even bothered to disclose her name.

         ‘Oh,’ she blushed, ‘it’s Louise—Louise Falls.’ He bowed with some stiffness.

         ‘And I’m Nicholas Wentworth, Miss Falls. I—er—I suppose it is Miss?’ searching obviously for some sign of a ring on her hand.

         ‘Oh, yes, of course.’

         He spoke drily.

         ‘I suppose it’s just possible you could have been married, but to me you look about sixteen.’

         ‘I’m twenty-two,’ she informed him, not really expecting him to believe her. She was well aware that most people thought her distinctly juvenile.

         His eyes flickered over her—sailor-like eyes that were withdrawn and remote, and could have been darkly navy-blue or even hazel in the daylight—and took in the fact that she was all pink and spun-gold, and even her hair-ribbon was rather like an extension of the delicate blush in her cheeks.

         He was not accustomed to girls who blushed—not nowadays; and the ones he met when he was ashore had an approach that was anything but mid-Victorian. Once they realized that he was a captain of a destroyer, liberally encrusted with gold braid on strictly naval occasions, a bachelor and the possessor of a private income that would cushion his retirement most pleasantly, their intentions where he was concerned became so obvious that it was not really surprising he had developed a kind of allergic mistrust of them. He avoided them whenever possible—and it was blissfully possible at sea!—and had been dubbed a woman-hater because of his ability to turn smiling glances away from him. Nothing annoys a woman so much as contempt, and ten minutes or so of Captain Wentworth’s society aroused a dull fury of resentment in most feminine breasts.

         There were the one or two hopefuls, who liked to deceive themselves by calling him shy. But Captain Wentworth was not shy. Louise was not deceived about him in the very least from the very moment that she was introduced to him. He was not even in the ordinary sense of the word reserved. He was just supremely sure of himself and completely untouchable, a man who liked to be left alone, and was probably not even popular with his own sex.

         At no stage of his existence could she believe that he had been the life and soul of the wardroom, and as a cadet he must have been positively priggish and unfriendly. A nasty little boy whose sole purpose in life was to get to the top.

         Her own brother was a cadet, and he was very friendly and most unlikely to get to the top. She felt sure her new acquaintance would frown on him ferociously, so she decided to be careful and not mention him.

         Under his hostile eyes she sought desperately for something to say.

         ‘It’s hot in here,’ she managed at last.

         He nodded.

         ‘Horribly hot.’

         ‘I’m afraid the air-conditioning isn’t working very well ….’

         ‘Does it ever work well?’

         ‘I—er—Well, yes, it should—shouldn’t it?’

         ‘Should it?’ He gazed at her as if she was not really there, and he was wondering how soon he could escape. ‘I imagine it all depends upon the quality of the installation.’ And from the tone of his voice he suspected that Mrs Fenella Kershaw, who had been a widow for five years, might go in for the most inferior type of installation she could find … and as he wasn’t drinking anything it could be that he suspected the quality of the refreshments, also.

         ‘I was thinking about slipping out into the garden,’she admitted.

         ‘Were you?’

         ‘It—it might be cooler there.’

         ‘Almost certainly,’ he agreed.

         A woman thrust an elbow into his side, and he winced and frowned, as if she had committed an outrage. Someone else trod on his toe, and although a laughing voice apologized and a pair of over-bright eyes swung round in his direction he bit his lip in a sort of contained fury. The room was suffocating with perfume—conflicting feminine perfumes as well as the fresh flower variety—and he produced a handkerchief from his pocket and held it to his nose.

         ‘Why people have to indulge in orgies of this sort——’

         And then he caught sight of a boy approaching with a tray of drinks.

         ‘Would you like something?’ he asked his companion stiffly. He signalled autocratically to the white-coated boy. ‘There doesn’t appear to be much on that tray except sherry—and tomato juice!’

         ‘I’ve already drunk two tomato juices and a lemon squash,’ she admitted. ‘I’m afraid I’m not much of a drinker.’

         His raised dark eyebrows informed her that he was amazed she should consider such an admission necessary—at her age. She added hurriedly:

         ‘If you want whisky, I’m sure there’s plenty left!’

         He took her by her bare forearm and guided her towards one of the open French windows.

         ‘I don’t want anything,’ he told her, his voice icily furious. ‘I’ve just been douched with a revolting beverage that smells like a very sweet sherry ….’ And he was mopping the front of his white shell-jacket with his apparently highly necessary handkerchief as he propelled her forcefully out on to the lawn. ‘And if there’s anything more revolting than sweet sherry I’d like to know what it is!’

         She peeped at him with an instant’s impishness.

         ‘Dry sherry,’ she offered. ‘It tastes and smells like paint!’

         After the heat of the room they had left behind the garden was as cool and fragrant as a dew-drenched rose.

         Louise thought it an enchanting garden, although the borders were a little dried up and the lawns had a certain yellowness that would not have passed for perfection in a vicarage garden at home in England. But under cover of the night the yellowness of the lawns was not a cause for irritation, and the borders were simply indistinguishable patches of increased velvety gloom in a world that was all bat’s-wing shadowiness and silvery gleams of light.

         The silvery gleams of light came from the stars overhead—stars that seemed to be hanging so close above the earth that they could have been jewelled lanterns suspended by invisible threads from an immense void of indigo mystery. Later that night there would be a moon, and the whole of the island of Singapore would be flooded by it … But as yet the revelations that would take place then were no more than barely remembered promises that failed to excite because they were still hours away.

         Alone, Louise might have felt excited, and watched for them. She would have taken up her position near the new summerhouse, that was already covered in flamboyant growth, and with her flimsy sandal-shod feet drawn up under her on a bench, her hands clasped on the back of the bench and her chin resting on them, gazed out across the night-enshrouded garden with expectancy and even eagerness in her eyes. And when the moment arrived that the silver moon slid into sight between the branches of an umbrella pine overhanging a positive chasm of blackness she would have drawn in her breath and pinched herself slightly, because it was exactly like a Japanese print … and in after years she would hang that Japanese print upon the wall of her mind and have the benefit of seeing it at any time that the fancy took her.

         For moonlight in that part of the world was very different from moonlight at home. It was breathtaking, unbelievable, as it spread in all directions, and under its magical touch ordinary shapes like houses and waterfronts and ships became invested with the aura of pure romance. She was not quite sure what pure romance was, but it was something special—out of this world.

         Prosaic people refused to touch it, because it was so difficult to relate to their ordinary lives. But Louise wanted one day to become lost in it, and to have the feeling that the earth—the solid earth—had become blotted out by the blinding white radiance.

         Of course, it would be purely temporary … a white knight riding down a rainbow towards her, gilded towers in an unclouded heaven alight with stars. But it would be an experience she would always cherish, like the Japanese print of Singapore, and in a humdrum world it would be something to hug to herself, a sensation of elation that she could call up at will, while her feet were firmly planted on the ground.

         So far, Singapore had brought her nothing but the kindly condescension of Fenella Kershaw, who had been her mother’s closest friend and old school chum, and who had paid her fare from England, and had already provided her with her return ticket to her country of origin. There had been one or two parties supposed to be given to introduce her locally, but which had resulted in little or nothing because Service wives and daughters are not keen on competition—not when they have their own little coterie of friends and admirers—and the male population was almost a floating one. It was true she had met bank managers and merchants, but they were father figures. And she had acquired lengths of silk to take home with her to England, some fascinating ivory novelties, a Manchu ladies’ exquisite fan, a bottle or two of perfume and a cedarwood box to keep her trinkets in.

         She had found Singapore colourful—brazenly colourful under the hot noon sun—conventional, in some curious way, and a little frightening if one happened to wander off the beaten track. It was true she had been warned against wandering off the beaten track, but she was curious by nature and she liked to prowl about on her own, particularly when it was all so worthwhile and promising.

         She had been rescued on two occasions by acquaintances of Mrs Kershaw and returned to the spot where she was to have met that good lady. And a friendly petty officer had stood her iced coffee in a restaurant after settling an argument between her and a local taxi-driver. She had been sure the taxi-driver was asking far too much, and she had been right … the petty officer had even been willing to punch the fellow’s head for her if she had said the word.

         But naturally she had not said the word. She was a vicar’s daughter, and she was alarmed by the very thought of violence. But she liked her new escort’s amiable grin as he explained the local monetary system to her over the iced coffee, and warned her not to carry too much money about in her purse when she was making excursions on her own.

         As she trod the silent paths of the Kershaw garden with Captain Wentworth, and a string of lights like a string of pearls marked the presence of ships in the harbour, she wondered as she glanced up secretly at his face whether he would be rather more than faintly shocked if he knew about her lower-deck friend.

         And as the starlight highlighted his grimly set mouth, and disclosed the outline of his most determined jaw—in fact, quite a relentless jaw—and the level black line of his eyebrows, she knew without any doubt whatsoever that he would be considerably more than rather faintly shocked. He would look upon her as some sort of oddity.

         Trying to keep pace with him and his long strides over the unseen ground, and at the same time keep trailing branches out of her eyes, she made the remark she had not intended to make.

         ‘I’ve a brother at Dartmouth. He’s in his first year.’

         ‘Oh, yes?’

         He could not have been less interested, and she realized it.

         ‘He’s my only brother. I—we—we’re orphans ….

         The navy-blue eyes pierced the navy-blue dusk, and a distinctly cool expression flashed into them.

         ‘Indeed?’he said.

         She giggled for no reason that she could think of.

         ‘That sounds slightly melodramatic, doesn’t it?’ she murmured awkwardly. ‘As if we’d been thrust upon a hard cold world with no one to take care of us? But in actual fact we’re not terribly badly off … I mean, I’ve got a little income—a tiny one! — and all Nigel’s expenses are taken care of. One day he’s going to be an Admiral and we’re going to share a cottage together—when he retires, of course,’ giggling afresh. ‘That’s a joke,’ she added, more soberly.

         Captain Wentworth stood absolutely still in the middle of a tiny square of lawn.

         ‘I’m glad to hear it,’ he observed, as if there had been one moment in which he had been inclined to suspect she might be slightly simple. ‘If you were serious I’d feel a little anxious for your future, since by the time your brother has qualified for the rank of Admiral you could be a very old, old lady, according to present methods of promotion.’

         She peered up into his face with sudden interest, because it struck her that there was a certain amount of feeling behind his prediction.

         ‘Mrs Kershaw says that, too, she confided. ‘In fact, she goes farther. She says that the Admiralty is axing all the best men, and by the time Nigel has passed all his exams and is a second lieutenant that’s about as high a rank as he’ll ever achieve, which doesn’t look like a very hopeful future for him to me.’

         ‘Mrs Kershaw talks too much,’ the Captain remarked curtly.

         Louise defended her friend … although she could have told him that Mrs Kershaw had already predicted that he was due to be axed very shortly.

         ‘Oh, Fenella is great fun, and I’m very fond of her,’ she told him. ‘She has been more than kind to me, and but for her generosity I wouldn’t be out here in Singapore now.’

         ‘I can’t imagine what a young woman like you thinks she can gain from a visit to Singapore,’ Wentworth declared bluntly.

         ‘A husband, perhaps?’ she suggested, a soft little amused smile beginning to play about the corners of her charmingly pink mouth. ‘At least, that’s what Fenella hopes for me!’

         ‘How much longer are you staying here?’ he asked, gazing down broodingly at the lighted ships.

         ‘Another three or four weeks. It’s not very long in which to capture a husband, is it?’

         He dragged his eyes away from the ships—they plainly fascinated him—and subjected her to a somewhat uncomprehending look.

         ‘Are you seriously trying to make me believe that you really have come all this way from England to look for a husband, Miss Falls?’ he enquired in the tone of an outraged archbishop.

         She dimpled a little. She was beginning to enjoy herself, and he was fair game to be made fun of.

         ‘Well, why not, Captain Wentworth?’ she enquired in return. ‘Isn’t a husband the ultimate aim of every young woman of my age? And if I can’t find one out here I’m not likely to have much luck anywhere else, am I? At least there are always lots of males for cocktail parties in this part of the world, and at home hardly anyone gives cocktail parties any more.’

         ‘And the type of man you’re looking for is likely to be found at a cocktail party?’

         ‘He could be. He might be.’

         ‘I should say you’re rather over-hopeful, Miss Falls,’ he told her, not so much freezing her with the words as making her feel she could do with a good warm top-coat on top of her flimsy party dress. He glanced towards the lights that streamed from the house, and in them several couples wandered hand-in-hand towards their parked cars. ‘And you’ll find you’ve got quite a lot of competition, anyway!’ he added cruelly.

         She thought he was a thoroughly hateful and revolting man, unable to detect the fact that she was joking, and quite plainly itching to make his escape from her. She had the feeling that he was rather like a restless pony tossing its head.

         And deliberately she prevented him from leaving her for a little while.

         ‘When you retire what will you do, Captain?’ she asked, with the kind of curiosity that quite obviously filled him with repugnance. ‘I mean, I’m sure you’ll hate leaving the sea, and as you’ve just hinted the sea might not need you for ever!’

         ‘You are quite right, Miss Falls,’ he answered with surprising urbanity, as if the very thought of what he would do when he eventually left the sea was in some way comforting and soothing. ‘I shall go home to England and settle down in complete serenity. My house is far removed from the madding crowd, and my neighbours do not give cocktail parties … at least, they didn’t when I was at home last, which was five years ago. But of course one has to make allowances for changing times and trends, and it’s possible my kingdom will have been invaded by one or perhaps two undesirable elements. But I don’t think so, somehow.’

         The moon had swung aloft like a lantern and she could see the harshly symmetrical outline of his features; the derisive glint in eyes that appeared to be rather more agate than navy-blue … unless they were chameleon eyes.

         ‘For your sake I hope not, Captain.’ she said demurely.

         ‘Thank you, Miss Falls. As I have said I shall settle down with very little disturbance—I hope! — surrounded by my books, my dogs, my guns, my fishing-rods! And one enchanting female!’

         She put her fair head on one side, and her dove-like eyes mocked him openly in the silvery light.

         ‘You could be referring to one of your dogs,’ she murmured.

         ‘My dogs are both males, Miss Falls.’

         ‘There was another sudden exodus from the house, and this time it was no less a person than the Admiral’s wife, Lady Bailey, and she caught sight of the Captain and moved gushingly to greet him. He forsook his patch of moonlight and moved forward to greet her.

         Afterwards Louise could not be sure whether he said something barely audible over his shoulder, like ‘Excuse me a moment, Miss Falls!’ But she did know that the Admiral’s lady fairly fell upon him, and his attitude towards her and her plumpness and flowered silk gown was very different to his recent attitude towards herself. His sleek dark head was bent subserviently, and the harshness of his expression might never have been.

         Louise bit her lip and turned away. What a horrible man, she thought, for the second time … and made sure that he didn’t have to dance any more unwilling attendance upon her by disappearing into the shrubbery.

         And when at last she emerged from the shrubbery he had gone. Fenella Kershaw bore out her own impression that he was not exactly a party type.
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