

  

    

      

    

  




  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  Ten days after Britain had signed peace with France in 1802, she began to disarm at an almost indecent speed. While Bonaparte continued to maintain vast armaments and to replenish his empty dockyards, Great Britain disbanded the Volunteers and halved her Army. Lord St. Vincent, the First Sea Lord used his immense prestige to secure drastic economies in Naval administration and within a few months forty thousand sailors were discharged and hundreds of experienced Officers relegated to half pay.




  While every ship needed repairs after a long war, dockyard heads were dismissed, contracts with private yards withdrawn and surplus stores sold off – in some cases to French agents.




  But such optimism was short-lived. On 18th May 1803 Britain was forced, once again, to declare war on France. Fortunately the war Napoleon had wanted and intended had come too soon. By forcing the issue before his Navy was ready, the English regained half the ground they had lost in the peace.




  All through the centuries an Admiral took his own servants to sea, usually his valet, his chef and his first footman to wait on him at meals. He paid them himself. It was not until 1914 that the Admiralty ordered that these servants should wear uniform and be put on the Naval payroll.




  



  CHAPTER ONE 1802




  The Marquis of Veryan woke and had the uncomfortable feeling that he should not have been asleep.




  Then he was aware that his head was throbbing and he had a dry bitterness in his mouth and remembered that last night he had imbibed too freely.




  It was something that, unlike his contemporaries, he seldom did, but it had been an extremely entertaining evening and his friends had been toasting his very successful season on the turf.




  It was a toast he was obliged to reply to and the wine, which he had chosen himself, had been exceptional.




  Now he thought with almost a groan that he would have to pay for his enjoyment and was aware as he did so that he recognised the room he was in, but it was not his own.




  It was then that he heard a slight snore and turned his head – a movement that hurt him – to see that Rose was lying beside him and that she was still asleep.




  He found himself looking at her and something stirred in his memory but at the same time remained irritatingly elusive.




  It was something she had said – what was it?




  As he looked at her now, he realised that she did not look her best, nor was her beauty at this moment at all ‘Goddess-like’, which was the way he and every other man in the party had extolled it last night at dinner.




  Now the mascara from her long eyelashes had run onto her cheeks and the crimson of her lips, which had seemed irresistibly inviting had smudged onto her chin.




  She snored again. It was only a very slight snore, but still a snore and the Marquis turned his head from his contemplation of her to look up at the ruched satin of the four-poster over his head.




  Now he remembered what he had been trying to recall and it came to him almost with the force of a thunderbolt.




  “You will marry me, dearest Justin?” Rose had said to him and he could not remember his reply.




  He only knew that elated by the champagne and claret he had been drinking all evening and by the fact that she had surrendered after what had been not a long but definitely an arduous pursuit on his part, he was not responsible for whatever it was he had said.




  Lady Rose Caterham had been the toast of St. James’s and voted the ‘Incomparable of Incomparables’ among the bucks and beaux for the last two years.




  Her husband had been killed in the war and as a widow she had dazzled the Social world that centred around the Prince Regent. The prestige of her successive lovers had increased until finally she had caught the Marquis.




  It had been no mean achievement for, while he was known to be the protector of the most desirable and expensive ‘Fashionable Impures’, after remaining more or less faithful to the intelligent Lady Melbourne for many years, he had declared himself uninterested in the Social beauties.




  He thought the majority of them were too pretentious and too artificial for his liking and found the frankness and the easy-going habits of ballet dancers or women of the calibre of Harriet Wilson much more to his taste.




  Lady Rose had been determined to get the better of him and had used every allure and fascination in her repertoire, which was considerable, to entice and enslave the Marquis.




  But she had been clever enough not to allow his conquest to be too easy.




  She had given him ‘a run for his money’ as the Marquis had described it to himself and he had enjoyed the chase even while he knew the inevitable end only too well.




  Perhaps he was being singularly obtuse, but it had never actually struck him that Lady Rose wanted him not as a lover but as a husband.




  The idea of marrying her had never so much as entered his mind. In fact marriage, as far as he was concerned, was a subject so far removed from reality that he never discussed it except with his relatives.




  Then it was only the older members of the family who took him to task for not providing an heir to inherit his vast possessions.




  Now with a sense almost of horror he remembered Rose’s lips seductively near to his saying,




  “You will marry me, dearest Justin?” and he had no idea what he had answered.




  He turned his head once again to look at her and knew as he did so that the attraction she had had for him was over.




  He had a sudden revulsion for her, a feeling he had experienced before in his life and which he remembered had extremely unpleasant repercussions, involving tears, tantrums and scenes that he loathed and detested, but which never, however traumatic, forced him to change his mind.




  ‘I am no longer interested in Lady Rose Caterham.’




  It was almost as if someone said the words aloud and they impinged sharply on his brain, telling him he had to do something about it.




  Very very gently, moving with the suppleness of a man whose body was trained to obey his will, the Marquis slipped out of bed.




  Picking up his robe from where he had flung it on an adjacent chair, he walked with the stealth and quietness of a Red Indian across the thickly carpeted floor towards the door.




  Then he glanced back at the bed to see if his departure had disturbed the sleeping woman.




  To his relief she had not moved since he left her and again he could hear the slight snore, although now it was barely audible.




  He managed to open the door without making any noise and, stepping out into the passage, he closed it again without a sound.




  Then he hurried towards his own bedroom.




  As he did so, he looked down into the great marble hall and realised that the light of the rising sun was shining at the sides of the curtains as it had done in Rose’s bedroom and he guessed from the strength of it that it must be well after four o’clock.




  There was only one tired footman in the carved and padded chair provided for those who had to endure the long hours of the night on duty.




  The Marquis knew that at exactly five o’clock the household would be awake and the maidservants and the under-footmen would swarm from the back premises to start cleaning and tidying the mess that he and his friends had made the night before.




  There would be a large number of wine-stained crystal glasses, some of them broken, empty decanters, wine coolers in which the ice would have melted and soft cushions that had been creased and thrown about.




  Perhaps there would also be a satin slipper to be retrieved, a forgotten diamond earring and maybe even a crumpled cravat or two.




  It was difficult for the Marquis to recall what actually had happened. He only knew it had been one of the rowdiest parties he had given for some time and now he regretted the fact that it had encroached on the dignity and beauty of his ancestral home.




  He reached his bedroom more acutely conscious of his aching head than he had been before and decided what he needed was a cold bath.




  His first action when he entered his bedroom, which was an extremely impressive chamber where his father and his grandfather had slept before him, was to jerk the bell that rang in his valet’s room.




  Then he pulled back the curtains to stand at the window looking out on the lake below him and beyond it at the Park with its ancient oak trees around which the early morning mist was swirling, looking almost like dancing nymphs.




  The sky was translucent above the first radiance of the sun and there were still one or two wayward stars to be seen in the rapidly receding sable of the night.




  It was time, the Marquis thought, when everything was silent and still and had a strange magical beauty that always stirred him with its promise of a new day.




  Then he told himself sharply he had something more important to think about and that was Rose.




  Now he was concentrating fiercely in an attempt to remember what he had replied to her plea that he should marry her.




  Could he have been fool enough to have agreed to do so?




  He was aware that she had spoken when desire was burning through him like a flame and a man might say anything and he could not help suspecting that she had chosen her moment well and carefully.




  She had known exactly what she was about, while inflamed by her beauty and half-drugged by the wine, he was not completely in control of his brain or himself.




  ‘I could not have been so foolish – or could I?’ the Marquis asked.




  As he asked the question, the door behind him opened and his valet came into the room.




  “You rang, my Lord?”




  The valet spoke with no indication in his voice that there was anything unusual about being awoken so early, which was actually the truth.




  He was a wiry little man who had been with the Marquis ever since he became old enough to have a valet and who tended to him with a mixture of adoration and the protective severity of an anxious nanny.




  “Stop fussing over me, Hawkins,” the Marquis would say time after time.




  But he knew that Hawkins was essential to his comfort and he too had an affection for the little man that was different from his feelings for any other servant he employed.




  “I want a cold bath,” he said now.




  “I thought you might, my Lord,” Hawkins said laconically. “In fact I prepared it for you last night.”




  He opened a door leading off the bedroom into a small room which, in the Marquis’s father’s time, had been used as a powder closet.




  It contained a large bath that took an abnormal amount of hot water, which had to be carried upstairs in brass cans by stalwart young footmen, but which was now three-quarters full of cold.




  The valet glanced around the small room to see that a large enveloping Turkish towel was laid over a chair, that the Marquis’s soap and flannel were handy and the bath mat emblazoned with the family crest was in its place. Then he said,




  “Everything’s ready for your Lordship.”




  The Marquis did not reply, but merely pulled off his robe, handed it to Hawkins as he walked past him and climbed into the bath.




  As he always took cold baths in the spring and summer, it did not give him the shock it would have done to a softer-living man.




  His athletic body, which he kept slim from hours of riding obstreperous, often half-broken horses, was merely stimulated and invigorated by the water into which he also dipped his face and the whole of his head.




  As he pulled himself out, he already felt better, but the question as to what he should do about Lady Rose seemed more insistent.




  Suddenly the words of his Commanding Officer when he first went into the Regiment came to him,




  “Only a fool is not ready to retreat in the face of an overwhelming or unconquerable enemy. To do so, in certain circumstances, is not cowardice but common sense.”




  ‘That is what I must do,’ the Marquis told himself, ‘retreat!’




  Still rubbing himself dry with the towel he called through the open door,




  “What is the hour, Hawkins?”




  “Just on five o’clock, my Lord.”




  “Go and wake Sir Anthony and tell him I want to speak to him.”




  “Very good, my Lord.”




  As Hawkins went to obey his instructions, the Marquis thought that, if Anthony was not back in his room by this time, he should be.




  He had obviously last night been enamoured of a very pretty woman whose husband had unavoidably been prevented from joining the house party.




  The Marquis had wondered a little vaguely, because he was not really interested in anybody’s love affairs but his own, if it was not a possibility that Lord Bicester, who was notorious for cadging off his friends to pay his gambling debts, might be using Anthony, who was ‘warm in the pocket’ to bail him out.




  It would not be the first time that his pretty wife had been useful in providing him with funds to continue gaming, although such an unpleasant and ominous word as ‘blackmail’ was never mentioned.




  Then the Marquis thought that Anthony could look after himself. At the same time, as it was his house and his party, he supposed that he was, in a way, responsible for what happened at it.




  Anyway, he wanted simply to ask Anthony what his feelings were when he told him his own plans.




  He threw his wet towel down on the floor and started to dress.




  As Hawkins had obviously expected him to go riding, he had already laid out his exquisitely cut riding clothes and a pair of highly polished boots having the wide contrasting leather band at the top which had been introduced by Beau Brummel.




  The Marquis had no wish to be a dandy. At the same time, like the Prince Regent, he found that Brummers’ innovations on the Social scene were all overdue.




  Brummel’s axioms on cleanliness, that a gentleman’s linen must be spotless and changed twice a day, his decree that a coat must fit without a wrinkle and a cravat high and spotless, certainly improved every man’s appearance.




  The Marquis himself had always been fastidious as his father had been before him, but he realised that a great number of his acquaintances had been not only slovenly but definitely dirty and the change was certainly for the better.




  He was dressed except for his cut-away coat with its long tails and was brushing his hair in front of the gold-framed mirror on the chest of drawers when his friend Sir Anthony Derville came into the room.




  Anthony was tall and good-looking and every woman thought he was one of the handsomest men she had ever seen until her eyes fell on the Marquis.




  Together they were overwhelming and as one enraptured lady had exclaimed,




  “It’s just not fair for us wretched women to be offered not one ripe plum but two, each as delectable as the other!”




  “Why the devil did you have to wake me so early?” Sir Anthony demanded now, as he crossed the room towards his friend. “I had only just got to sleep!”




  “And I have only just woken up,” the Marquis replied.




  He waited until Hawkins had closed the door behind his friend to wait outside in the corridor until he was wanted before he added,




  “I am leaving, Anthony – are you coming with me?”




  “Leaving? But why?”




  The Marquis lowered his voice and told the truth.




  “Rose proposed marriage last night and I cannot for the life of me remember what I said in reply.”




  “Good God!” Anthony ejaculated. “You must have been more ‘foxed’ than you appeared.”




  “She asked me when I was not in full possession of my faculties,” the Marquis replied.




  Anthony groaned.




  “I always thought that Rose was up to snuff when it came to getting her own way.”




  “I am not going to marry her, if that is what you are implying.”




  “So you are running away!”




  “I prefer to call it a tactical withdrawal in the face of superior odds,” the Marquis replied.




  Then he smiled.




  “Actually you are right, Anthony. I am not brave enough to stay and face the music. If she remembers what I promised last night, and I am quite certain she will, there will be a hell of a row if I make it quite clear that I have no memory of what I said.”




  “Only what you did,” Anthony remarked dryly.




  The Marquis did not reply and after a moment he added,




  “You might do worse than marry Rose. She is damned attractive!”




  “Not early in the morning.”




  “So that is the rub! Well, it’s best to find out before the ring is on the finger!”




  “There is going to be no ring on anybody’s finger as far as I am concerned,” the Marquis said sharply. “As you know, I have no wish to be married and, if I have to be shackled to some woman, I can promise you it will not be to Rose Caterham.”




  “All right! All right!” his friend said. “There is no need to be truculent!”




  “I feel truculent!” the Marquis said. “I know I made a fool of myself, but I have been in worse situations and forced my way out of them.”




  Anthony threw back his head and laughed.




  “Do you remember the time you shinned down a drainpipe when the woman’s husband returned unexpectedly? God, how I laughed when you told me about it! But it must have been pretty unpleasant at the time.”




  “It was!” the Marquis agreed briefly.




  “Then there was that pretty little piece at Newmarket, what was her name?”




  “Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Anthony, stop reminiscing and go and get dressed, unless I am to go off alone.”




  “It will not take me long,” Anthony said. “Tell Hawkins to arrange for one of the footmen to pack my things. I did not bring a valet as you know.”




  “Hawkins will see to it,” the Marquis replied. “I will go and order breakfast.”




  “Brandy for me,” Anthony said, “and I had better have coffee as well, if I am to keep awake.”




  He followed the Marquis towards the door.




  “Where are we going?”




  “I have not decided,” the Marquis said, “but doubtless I will think of somewhere while we are eating.”




  “Well, for Heaven’s sake, choose somewhere with comfortable beds,” Anthony replied. “I shall need one by the time we reach our destination.”




  The Marquis did not reply because he was giving Hawkins instructions.




  “Pack for me, Hawkins, and arrange for Sir Anthony’s clothes to be ready when mine are. I will take my phaeton and you can follow in the travelling chariot with Jem.”




  “Very good, my Lord,” Hawkins replied quite unperturbed at the sudden upheaval.




  “Arrange to have Mr. Bradley awakened,” the Marquis went on. “I will tell him what to do about the rest of the party after we have gone.”




  “I’ll do that, my Lord,” Hawkins nodded. “Where are we going, if I might ask? So that I may know what clothes to pack for your Lordship.” The Marquis put his hand up to his head as if it still ached.




  “I have not really decided, Hawkins. What do you suggest?”




  “I was only thinking yesterday, my Lord, when your Lordship remarked that it was unconscionably hot for September that I personally could do with a touch of the sea breezes, such as His Royal Highness must be enjoying at Brighton.”




  The Marquis stared at his valet and then gave an exclamation.




  “You are right, Hawkins, of course you are right,” he said. “We will go to Heathcliffe.”




  “A good idea, my Lord. We’ve not been there for, let me see now, it must be four – or is it five – years?”




  “It is five,” the Marquis said, “although I drove there two years ago from Brighton for luncheon.”




  He stopped, then murmured beneath his breath,




  “Heathcliffe will be the perfect place to hide.”




  Then in a louder voice he said,




  “That is where we shall go, Hawkins, but keep the information entirely to yourself. I have no wish for my guests to follow me with the misguided idea that I need their company.”




  There was a knowing look in Hawkins’ eyes as he replied,




  “I understand, my Lord, but I think your Lordship would be wise to send a groom ahead to alert them.”




  “I have always made it a rule that my houses, wherever they may be, are ready to receive me without notice,” the Marquis responded sharply.




  “Of course, my Lord,” Hawkins said soothingly, “at the same time – ”




  “Oh, very well, have it your own way,” the Marquis said. “I suppose you are thinking that there will not be a decent meal ready for us if we don’t give them notice of our arrival. But if everything else is not in order, I shall be extremely annoyed, make no mistake about that!”




  Hawkins did not reply, he was hurrying down the corridor to carry out his instructions.




  The Marquis, as he walked slowly down the stairs, had a feeling that it would be good for the servants at Heathcliffe to be awoken out of the lethargy into which they had doubtless succumbed after such a long absence on his part.




  As it happened, this was the second time he had thought of Heathcliffe in the last twenty-four hours.




  Last night one of his guests, Peregrine Percival, a somewhat dandified acquaintance he had not known for long, had offered him a pinch of snuff, which was actually something he abhorred.




  “I never touch the stuff!” the Marquis had replied.




  “Of course! I had forgotten!” was the reply, “but knowing your exceptional taste, I hope you admire my new snuffbox. I bought it only a few days ago.”




  The Marquis had taken the snuffbox in his hands and seen at once that it was not only valuable but unique.




  It was not the diamonds that encircled it which interested him, but the fact that in the centre, skilfully enamelled and ornamented with small gems, was a battleship.




  It was depicted with billowing sails and rubies to portray the fire coming from its guns, while the sea was encrusted with very small emeralds.




  The Marquis stared at it and then he said,




  “I am sure I have seen this before.”




  “You have?” Peregrine Percival asked curiously. “I bought it from a dealer, but he did not tell me who it had belonged to.”




  “I remember now!” the Marquis exclaimed. “It must be the twin of one I actually own myself.”




  He saw the surprise in the face of the man listening and went on,




  “My father collected a great many things that concerned the sea, for the house where he lived on the coast. The very replica of this box, unless I am mistaken, is among those he possessed.”




  “How interesting!” Peregrine Percival replied. “We must compare them sometime.”




  “Yes, we must do that,” the Marquis agreed.




  “I wonder what its history is. I imagine it was made some fifty or even a hundred years ago.”




  “Quite that, I should think,” the Marquis replied.




  “It would be amusing to trace it, especially as we are both interested.”




  Then Rose had claimed the Marquis’s attention and he had not thought of the snuffbox again.




  Now the conversation came back to him and he thought that if he went to Heathcliffe he would certainly look for his snuffbox with the ship on it and see if his father had listed anything about it in the very accurate catalogue he had made of all his possessions that particularly interested him.




  He suddenly thought how much he would enjoy being at Heathcliffe again. He had nearly forgotten, or rather it had not occurred to him for a long time, to think about the estate he owned on the South coast.




  The last three summers he had accompanied the Prince Regent to Brighton because His Royal Highness specially requested his presence, but three weeks had been enough to bore him with the same entertainments, the same gambling and meeting the same people night after night.




  That happened again this year and he had left Brighton at the end of July to come to Veryan Hall where he had been ever since.




  There was a great deal to occupy him on his large estate in Kent where he owned ten thousand acres. He prided himself it was a model of its kind that definitely impressed everyone from the Prince himself downwards.




  The Marquis entertained large house parties and he had been training a number of horses with which he intended to win every important Classic race for a great number of years to come.




  It was not surprising that Heathcliffe, like his estate in Cornwall and another in the North, had not recently had the pleasure of his company, but he had received reports on them and had left what he believed to be able agents in charge.




  When he had time, he went through the accounts of each establishment and made it his duty occasionally to query some particular item and ask for an explanation of it, just to keep those who represented him up to scratch.




  Heathcliffe was actually the smallest of his possessions, being less than two thousand acres in extent, a great deal of it unfarmable.




  His father had lived there the last years of his life, because the doctors considered the sunshine of the South was better for his health than the weather elsewhere in the British Isles.




  It would have been even better for him had he been able to spend his time abroad, but first the French Revolution then the war with Bonaparte had kept him in his native land.




  Looking back now the Marquis remembered how much he had loved Heathcliffe when he was young, how he had enjoyed swimming in the sea and being able to feel freer there than in any of the other houses his father owned.




  ‘Anthony and I will be on our own,’ he thought, ‘and that is what I want.’




  He felt himself shudder as Rose’s face with her smudged lips and running mascara appeared before his eyes.




  Long before the guests at Veryan Hall were awake the Marquis and Anthony were driving away in the phaeton, which had just been built for long-distance driving.




  The family colours of blue and gold made it exceedingly smart, but it was doubtful if anyone, after seeing the Marquis himself, would look at anything but the magnificent team of jet-black horses which drew it.




  They were perfectly matched and were the pride of the Marquis’s stable as well as of their owner.




  “Now don’t take me too fast,” Anthony admonished as they started down the drive. “My head feels as though it might crack open at any moment and, if you jerk me, I swear I shall fall to pieces at your feet!”




  “You should have more self-control,” the Marquis answered.
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