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         Lady Burlington was more intensely distressed than she had ever been in the whole of her life, and – worse – she was unable to conceal this fact, even from herself. She liked life to be tranquil and placid, to be free, as far as was possible, from challenges and moments of awkwardness. She did not expect to be shaken by emotional storms, and now she was not merely being shaken. She was shattered.

         Her favourite grandson – her only grandson – to have been treated in such a way. Just twenty-eight, and with a blossoming career ahead of him… and such a delightful young man. To be sure, it had struck her sometimes that he might be just a little inhuman, but that came from his obsession with the sea. If only he hadn’t met Sarah Craythorne! The stupid girl’s looks – and it could hardly have been anything else about her – seemed to have had the effect of knocking poor Oliver endways. It had been rather like a collision between two of his beloved fighting ships, and tragically, in the end there had been damage. Captain Oliver Westland, of his Majesty’s Navy, was one of Admiral Nelson’s most favoured young commanders; but he had allowed himself to be hurt and humiliated by an empty-headed chit.

         It was all too awful. A wedding had been arranged, whole hosts of relatives and friends had been invited to attend. The Church authorities had even been prevailed upon to allow a ceremony in Westminster Abbey…. And then this frightful elopement – and with an officer of Dragoons!

         “How am I to confront my friends after this?” Lady Burlington abandoned the task of arranging or attempting to arrange a bowlful of roses, and began weeping into her lace-edged handkerchief.

         Stepping forward and recovering a fallen bloom, Letty tucked it in at random.

         “I’m so terribly sorry, Lady Burlington.”

         The older woman’s shoulders wobbled.

         “Apart from anything else, how am I to explain such an humiliation? I honestly don’t know how one would put it into words! My grandson has been jilted – jilted! – by a conscienceless young woman whose upbringing must have been quite deplorable, to have led to this. And when I think of all the letters that must be written, the presents to be returned—”

         “At least I can help you with those, ma’am, if only you will let me,” Letty said earnestly, hoping her ladyship would not think it necessary to snub the offer. After all, Sarah was her sister, and she felt responsible. The whole family, at present, was under a cloud.

         Lady Burlington glared at her, very much as if she felt tempted to administer a resounding set-down; but she recollected, just in time, that it wasn’t the child’s fault.

         “No, my dear, I shall manage. Of course, if you had a mother to do these things…. Perhaps, if you had, Sarah might have behaved a little less unspeakably. Your father, I suppose, did his best when you were growing up, but quite obviously it was rather a poor best.”

         Letty remained silent.

         The Dowager Countess walked to a mirror and inspected the reddened tip of her own nose, the Patrician elegance of which ought never to have been disfigured by such an unsightly glow. It was a spectacle that upset her further, particularly as her outburst of weeping had caused the kohl she used on her eyelashes to run a little, and hasty attempts at repair had left unpleasant black stains on her handkerchief. Still, she had more important things than her own appearance to be concerned with just now. With a sudden upsurge of resolution, she squared her shoulders and walked back into the centre of her beautiful long saloon, a room frequently described as one of the loveliest in London.

         “This will never do,” she declared briskly, unaware of the fact that Letty was secretly and rather wildly wondering how soon she might effect her own escape. “One must simply regard the whole thing as a merciful deliverance. For Oliver, I mean. Obsessed though he may still be, he has, in point of fact, had a very fortunate escape, for if the marriage had actually taken place he might very soon have found himself a cuckolded husband. As it is, in his own nautical manner of phrasing things he will ‘come about’… Oh, yes, he will definitely come about before very long! Quite soon he may even meet someone else. Someone, I hope, more suitable than your sister. Then, he will be able to marry with some chance of happiness.”

         “Yes, ma’am,” with deceptive meekness.

         Not altogether deceived by such ready compliance, Lady Burlington eyed Letty with a touch of curiosity. She was such a pretty child, with her enchanting red-gold curls, not to mention that alabaster skin – over-laid, at this moment, by just the suspicion of a rose-petal flush. Her eyes, too, were not merely well spaced and exceptionally large, they were a clear, translucent green, much more appealing, in Lady Burlington’s opinion, than her sister’s equally large but blatantly untruthful reddish-brown ones. Sarah’s mouth, too, was far too nakedly voluptuous, and quite obviously its palpitating colour was boosted by the use of paint.

         “Sit down, child.” Lady Burlington’s voice was suddenly more human. She touched a little silver bell on the table beside her. “We’ll have some tea. And tell me – how is your father taking this terrible business?”

         “He is very much upset.”

         “Naturally, one would expect that. I have a great deal of sympathy for the poor, dear Admiral,” forgetting that she had recently criticised somewhat harshly his methods of childraising. “One does not expect a man who has spent so many years at sea to be capable of coping with situations of this nature. And the runaway pair?” a good deal more coolly. “Has it been established, yet, whether they are married or not?” “Oh, yes, they were married at Gretna Green. My uncle – my father’s brother – travelled to Scotland for the purpose of finding out what… how Sarah was circumstanced. I understand that Gerald” – she coloured slightly—“that my new brother-inlaw is to leave for India within a few days, so we are unlikely to see Sarah before they are required to embark aboard ship.” “And the girl has absolutely no shame? She does not express any regrets?”

         “Not – not so far as I know. But I believe your grandson has received a letter from her.”

         “I see.”

         Letty had never felt so uncomfortable in her life, or quite so unhappy. She sympathised with the Countess, but the person who worried her, really worried her, was Oliver Westland himself. His face had struck her as strangely frozen, when she saw him last, and she had an uneasy feeling that someone should be doing something about him.

         “May I ask you a question, Lady Burlington?” she requested earnestly, when the tea had arrived and she was being required to nibble at a macaroon, possibly to be followed by a sliver of rather heavy-looking Madeira cake. Outside it was beginning to snow, the winter dusk closing in more rapidly than usual, and somehow it was a combination that made her shudder a little, deep down inside herself.

         “Yes, my dear, of course. What is it?”

         “Well, I wondered…. How do you think your grandson – how do you think Captain Westland is really feeling?”

         “My dear, no man likes to be left standing at the altar, and that, after all, is what almost happened. Mercifully, it was not quite that. But, as I have said, he will get over it.”

         “I have the impression, though – he seems quite shattered. I wondered whether you have talked to him. I am sure you could help him to become more reconciled.”

         Lady Burlington regarded her young visitor with up-raised eyebrows. “No, my dear, I have not talked to him, and I don’t intend to do so. For one thing, it would be an impertinence, and for another love is not, I believe, to be got over so very readily.” A faint gleam of humour invaded her eyes. “I must confess that I was never in love myself. At least, I cannot remember being affected in that way, but then, my husband was considerably older than I was, and not in the slightest degree romantic. I do not recall feeling any great sense of deprivation, and my life has been perfectly happy. I have two daughters and a son, and they have provided me with grandchildren. I’m extremely attached to them all – though I must own that Oliver is perhaps my favourite. He is a dear boy… a little too reserved, perhaps, but a dear boy.”

         “And you are not in the least afraid that he might – he might do something rash?”

         “Certainly not! Why on earth should he?” sounding genuinely startled.

         “But you have said yourself that love is not a thing to be got over very readily….”

         “Oh, tush!” An elegant white hand waved impatiently at the air. “That may indeed be so, but I hope and trust that Oliver is not cast in such a weak and sickly mould as to allow a little difficulty of the heart to affect his entire life! That would hardly become a Westland. We are a sturdy breed!”

         “I understand.” Letty rose somewhat hurriedly. “Now, I’m afraid I must go, Lady Burlington. My papa is dining out to-night, and I wish to have a word with him before he leaves the house.”

         She wasn’t thinking of her father, though, as she was borne away from Mount Street in Lady Burlington’s carriage. She was thinking of Oliver Westland, who was to have become her brother-in-law, and whose face haunted her.

         He could, she supposed, be experiencing a great deal of anger. That might explain the blank look in his eyes. It was a look that suggested a sleep-walker, not entirely conscious of what was going on around him. His eyes were a very dark blue, a blue that could become almost black at times, and they were fringed by extraordinarily long, almost feminine eyelashes. The eyelashes, though, were certainly the only feminine things about him. Generally speaking, he gave the impression of being extremely tough and masculine, and no-one could doubt his capacity for endurance.

         It must, she supposed, be one reason why he had just acquired his own ship, when he was still only twenty-eight years old. Even in the midst of the wedding preparations it had seemed to her that he frequently thought of the moment when he would be able to re-join his ship. True, he had loved Sarah and there was no doubt that he must have been looking forward to his honeymoon, but Letty was sure he had also derived great satisfaction from the thought that when it was all over his ship would be waiting for him, even though embarkation would inevitably entail a parting from his bride.

         So why was she so very concerned about him? Why was she worrying so much?

      

   


   
      
         
            II
   

         

         When Letty arrived back at the family’s town residence in Half Moon Street, her father was standing in the hall. He was looking distinctly fussed, as if he had expected her to return earlier and as a result his temper had become frayed. Not known for the easiest of tempers, he was inclined to fret over small things and minor frustrations, and today was one of those days when he had suffered from major frustrations as well. His valet was helping him into his great-coat and insisting that he wore a muffler, pointing out that the snow outside was already displaying a tendency to lie on the sidewalks, and the rumble of passing carriages was becoming steadily fainter, as wheels and hooves sank into the cushioning whiteness.

         Admiral Craythorne had no liking at all for mufflers. He had achieved his rank by surviving cold and stormy days, and blistering days, in some of the unhealthiest corners of the globe – to say nothing of dangerous affrays and leaky ships, some of which should have been scrapped before ever he set foot aboard them – and he had never grown accustomed to the idea of allowing himself to be cosseted. At sea one took whatever the weather chose to fling at one; and although he was no longer at sea, he still objected to the muffler.

         “For Heaven’s sake, Barnaby, stop trying to choke me!” he protested. He was just about to free himself from the offending garment when his daughter walked in, scattering particles of snow in all directions, and looking enchanting in a fur-trimmed cape and hood. “Letty, there you are! What in the world kept you?” He scowled alarmingly. “Not that Burlington woman? No doubt she feels she’s got a pretty good case against us – defecting future granddaughter-in-law, and all that! Though bless me if it’s any real concern of hers!”

         Letty regarded him anxiously. He was, she recognised, about to set forth into an inclement night without any thought at all for his physical inability to withstand such conditions. And apart from anything else she knew that both his gout and his cough had been troubling him lately.

         “Papa, do you really think you should go out? I thought – perhaps if you had an engagement for to-night, you might decide to cancel it. It would be wise—”

         “Nonsense!” With a very bad grace, he accepted the necessity of wearing the muffler. “I need to go out, m’dear…. Shouldn’t wish to get out of seeing him, but I’ve had more than enough of long faces, and that’s the truth. ‘Pon my word, I’ve seen nothing else for days now, and though I like Westland well enough I do wish he’d keep away from me for a bit. The fellow’s been ditched, and that’s all there is to it. No reasonable human being would think it was my fault!”

         “No, of course not, Papa.” But Letty’s feathery eyebrows had risen abruptly. “Do you mean that Oliver – that Captain Westland wishes to see you? I thought he was visiting an aunt in….”

         “That was his intention, but now, it appears, he means to come here again. And, dammit, I’m not going to see him!”

         “But—”

         “No ‘buts’, I won’t do it! M’mind’s made up. I’m going to the Club. If Westland wants a shoulder to cry on, he can cry on yours. The fellow’s bound to expect more sympathy, and I’m running out of that commodity at a rate of knots. All I know is, I’ve got two daughters, and one of ‘em’s as near angelic as any man could wish, and the other’s a bit of a hussy. Yes, I admit that! Should have seen that she got a few more good spankings, I daresay, but I left that sort of thing to your mother, and she – she received her orders to leave when we could least spare her.”

         He turned away, occupying himself with the muffler. He was anxious to conceal the fact that his face was slightly contorted, as it always was whenever he allowed himself any mention of his wife. Despite years of widowerhood he had never quite got over her early demise, and he did not enjoy linking her and her peculiarly fragrant memory with the misdeeds of a discredited daughter. He strode into the lighted drawing-room, and Letty followed him.

         “Of course I’ll see him if you want me to, Papa,” she said softly. “But I’ll have to offer some excuse—”

         “Tell him I’ll see him again in a couple of weeks’ time. If I’m feeling strong enough.”

         “You know I can’t say that.”

         “Then tell him I have only one piece of advice to offer him. He should get back to sea as quickly as possible. Tell him there’s nothing like a hurricane force wind, or preferably a typhoon, for putting all thoughts of love and broken hearts out of your head. I know, I tried it, once.”

         He stooped and kissed her swiftly on the cheek, and then she heard the front door close as he left the house. She realised he was almost certainly proposing to walk to his Club, but knew there was no point in worrying over-much because it could do little good, and in any case she was used to accepting the inevitable where her father’s movements were concerned. He was a law unto himself, just as he had been in the glorious days when, for most of the time, there had been a moving deck beneath his feet. He had made his plans for the evening, and she was fairly certain that Barnaby would already have received instructions to pick him up at a certain hour. Admiral Sir Roger Craythorne, Knight of the Bath, would not return home before the moment when he was ready to do so, and when he did return the usual procedures would be gone through.

         Barnaby, together with Jakes the butler and Tom, the youngest footman, would have been on the watch for at least half an hour, and when the moment finally arrived they would navigate the staircase with their master between them, leaving in their wake a trail of brandy and port wine fumes which would linger until the following day.

         When Letty went upstairs to change her dress for the evening her maid, Rebecca, was waiting for her; and Rebecca had some caustic remarks to make about the silly old gentleman, who should, as she tartly observed, have had more sense than to go out on such a night. Daughter of a much-prized sailing-master, tragically lost off Cape St. Vincent during a particularly vicious spell of weather, she had known her mistress for a very long time, and she usually felt completely free to express her opinions, particularly when they concerned the personal eccentricities of her employer.

         “At his age he ought to know better,” she remarked, frowning at the green silk gown spread out on Letty’s bed. “Still, they do say it makes no difference, when they’re as pigheaded as your Pa, and I say it’s not surprising Miss Sarah took off the way she did, when all her days she’s been led to do whatever she fancied doing. If ever there was a spoilt piece in the world, it’s your sister, Miss – as that red-coat she’s got fixed up with’ll find out afore very long, you mark my words! Then we’ll see the fur start flying! I’d give five shilling to see the pair of ‘em together, when a month or two’s gone by.”

         “India is a long way off, Becky, and I don’t suppose we shall see either of them back in this country for – well, five years, at least. By that time, Sarah is certain to be very much more mature.”

         “Certain to be very much more of a madam, I’d say. If she ain’t been eaten by a tiger, or some such,” darkly.

         “I’m not at all sure they have tigers in India. Isn’t that Africa?” sounding a little impatient as she struggled into the cool green silk. The gown had a brief, close-fitting bodice that emphasised her slim but curvaceous shape, and without Rebecca’s assistance it would not have been easy to put on. “No, of course it’s not Africa!” as if such a question really mattered, when she knew perfectly well it did not. “Actually, I believe they have tiger shoots in India, though I don’t suppose Sarah is likely to join in anything of that sort. Now, please hurry, Becky… I have to see Captain Westland, when he gets here.”

         “Oh, lord, Miss, I don’t envy you! I saw his face last time he was here, and it struck me he was a gentleman who might do something. To himself, I mean!”

         But at that moment they heard a resounding clangour that echoed all round the house, and recognising the front door bell Letty grabbed a delicately scented handkerchief and flew down the stairs. By the time Tom appeared to answer a second vigorous summons, she was standing in the hall.

         Snowflakes blew in as the door was opened, and Captain Westland, long cape flying, uttered something that sounded like a half suppressed oath. He allowed himself to be relieved of his hat and short, silver-topped cane, but the cape was flung aside.

         And then he noticed Letty. His eyebrows ascended, and he bowed to her stiffly.

         “I came to see your father,” he told her, still more stiffly.

         “I know.” She tried to smile at him. “But I’m afraid—”

         “I do trust he is not indisposed?”

         “No, not at all,” she assured him, wondering what to say next. He was in uniform, and looked quite startlingly splendid. She was not at all surprised that Rebecca, who was still on the sunny side of thirty, had once pronounced him the handsomest man she had ever set eyes on, for he really was astonishingly attractive. He was tall, his skin was bronzed, as one would expect from a man who had already spent years of his life in close contact with the sea, and his shining mahogany brown hair had a slight but noticeable tendency to curl.

         “Then something has happened…?”

         Was there, she wondered, a flicker of hope in his expression? Did he really think it possible that Sarah’s familiar, beguiling shape might be about to appear before his eyes, right there in the hall? And would he welcome such a manifestation?

         “No, no, nothing of that sort. But most unfortunately my father recollected a prior engagement, something he simply could not ignore.”

         “I see.” Captain Westland’s voice was cold. “And he asked you to deputise for him? Well, it is extremely kind in you, but I’m afraid there is very little that I can possibly say to you.”

         “But you will come inside and drink a glass of Madeira? Perhaps you will stay to dinner! It is a very unpleasant night, and I am quite alone. I should welcome your company, and there might, after all, be something you would wish me to pass on….”

         “Oh, very well.” He followed her into the drawing-room, where everything spoke of a comfortable family life, and where callous jiltings, with all their horrific consequences, seemed part of another world. There was a soft glow of candle-light, and a fire was leaping brightly in the polished grate. Captain Westland moved instinctively to warm himself in front of the blaze, and then stood aside when he realised that the girl who was to have become his sister-in-law was standing close beside him.

         “Will you pour yourself a glass of Madeira?”

         “I’d prefer brandy, if you don’t mind. It’s a damned cold night.”

         “Of course.” She indicated the table on which, for her father’s convenience, an array of decanters was always kept. Oliver Westland disposed of the first glass with barely a moment’s pause, and then provided himself with another. He regarded Letty with some curiosity.

         “Surely,” he said suddenly, “a pretty girl like you should have better things to do than spend the evening entertaining rejected suitors? Your sister’s rejected suitors, at that!”

         She stared down into her own glass of ratafia.

         “I shall always think of you as the brother-in-law I would have been very happy to acquire,” she told him truthfully.

         “Instead of which you have a brother-in-law who wears a red coat. No doubt he’ll look very picturesque, on the field of battle – if he should ever find himself in such a situation. The Army’s had a slack time lately. At sea we’re always on the watch for trouble, every hour of the day or night. If it’s not human trouble, there’s always the weather to be reckoned with.” “Y-yes, I’m afraid yours is not at all an easy life – when you’re at sea, I mean,” she added hastily.

         “And thankfully I shall be at sea before very long. The extended leave I had applied for, and which had been granted, is now cancelled. Within two weeks I shall be taking over a new ship. Possibly, it may be less than two weeks. She is called the Vigilant, and she’ll await me at Portsmouth.”

         “Oh! That is good news!” But she looked a little startled. “My father will think it really excellent – for you, I mean!”

         “Get back to sea and forget your troubles, is that it?” His handsome mouth developed a wry twist, and he reached once again for the brandy decanter.

         Watching him, Letty hoped he was not going to acquire an addiction he could very well do without. He had troubles enough already.

         “Well, I suppose – something like that,” she admitted. “Not, of course, that we shall be happy to see you leave.”

         “Thank you.” He smiled suddenly, his teeth very white in the firelight. “Nevertheless, I shall be happy to go.”

         There was an awkward silence.

         “You have received your orders?” Letty enquired at last. “That is… do you know where you will be going?”

         “Not the least idea in the world – yet. I trust, as far away as possible from the shores of England.”

         “Oh!”

         The green eyes had widened, and they diverted him, just for a second. He went on, broodingly:

         “The opposite end of this earth will do, very nicely!”

         “Then we may not see you again for some considerable while?”

         “I imagine not.”

         “I—I shall miss you,” she confessed, adding, because it seemed necessary after such an admission, “your grandmother will miss you!”

         “Yes, I’m afraid she will. She is very much upset by – by everything.” The brandy had seemed to lessen his depression, to some extent – or it might have been the fire, or the soothing effect of Letty’s sympathy – but now it was back in his face. “She is not of an age to take such events very lightly. A thing like this contradicts all her beliefs about the proper way to live a civilised life.”

         “I know. I saw her just this afternoon, and I did my best to, well, to console her a little. At the moment, though, I’m afraid she is a little resentful of my entire family. In fact, we are quite outcasts.”

         His blue glance flashed towards her face.

         “It’s not your fault. In no way could it be your fault.”

         “Sarah is my sister.”

         “And as unlike you as one could possibly imagine. My grandmother has often said something of the sort. If she has started to think otherwise I must have a word with her, before I take my departure.”

         The butler came in, to inform them that dinner was about to be served. They entered the dining-room together, and as Oliver saw the flower-decked table, and the basket of fruit in the middle of it, she could almost feel him begin to relax. She had the distinct impression that he was hungry, and once the service of the meal commenced this was swiftly confirmed. He attacked the roast duck with vigour, and the sweetbreads garnished with mushrooms appealed to him, it seemed, even more. Letty was prepared to see him wave away the array of desserts that eventually appeared on a side table, but one glance at Cook’s Almond Delight – a complete and absolute delight, and one of Mrs Badcock’s genuine triumphs – and he was quite determined to sample it. Afterwards he went on to accept a large helping of fruit junket topped by mountains of cream, and his meal ended with a sizeable portion of Stilton. At this point, inspired by habit, Letty got to her feet; but Oliver protested that it would be absurd for her to withdraw just so that he could savour her father’s port in solitary masculine state, and she sat down again.

         “I’ve been growing a little tired of my own company,” he told her. “It’s astonishing how a man’s closest friends avoid him like the plague after – well, after the kind of thing that’s just happened to me. Mind you, I should very likely do the same, for I shouldn’t have the least idea what to say, and the whole thing would seem rather a bore. It does, of course, when some other fellow is involved. I should warn you, though….” He glanced at her across the decanter of port. “In case it should ever happen to you – which it won’t, of course! – being jilted is pretty devastating.”

         “I’m sure it is,” she murmured sympathetically. She added: “I’m afraid you have not been eating at all well, since it happened.”

         “If you mean that I’ve been absolutely famished, and didn’t realise it until you mentioned the magic word ‘dinner’, well yes, that’s true. But now I think I shall do very well until this time to-morrow night, when I shall be dining with my grandmother. Two days after that, I shall probably be in Portsmouth.”

         Once again, Letty’s eyes were brimming over with concern. “I do think it’s dreadful that you should have to – to leave us like this.”

         He smiled. He was feeling pleasantly replete, and he was deriving considerable satisfaction from the spectacle in front of him. He couldn’t avoid studying the exquisite texture of Letty’s skin, for it was right there before him, on the other side of the basket of fruit. And as for her shining curls, and the slender grace of her neck….

         “I shall think of you,” he assured her solemnly, “on many a dark night. When my barque is marooned on an inky black sea, and the moon hasn’t yet risen, and the stars are that much brighter because of it… and inland the palms are waving softly, and the air is very warm…. I shall think of you as the little sister-in-law I never acquired!”

         That, thought Letty, is the port wine talking, on top of all that brandy. One more glass with an alcoholic content and he’ll probably fall asleep.

         Later, though, when they were seated on opposite sides of the fire in the drawing-room, he looked at her very earnestly. Clearly he felt assured of her sympathy, and he wanted to talk.

         “It has occurred to me,” he said, as if he had been doing a great deal of soul-searching, “that I may have made the wrong choice. I mean, I should never have thought about Sarah. She’s a constant delight – she had me enthralled – but in the end she cast me adrift. Within days of our marriage, she cast me adrift! You, I feel quite certain, would never have done such a thing. You are sweet and kind, and your attitude to life is altogether different. My grandmother, I’m sure, is of that opinion, too. You would not deliberately hurt a fellow who might never recover from the blow, now, would you?” leaning forward to peer at her.

         Letty hardly knew how to answer him. She felt embarrassed, and she had no wish to embark upon a conversation along these sort of lines.

         “I…. No, having given my word to you I should not have broken it.”

         “Not even if someone else had been impudent enough to heave up on your port bow? Someone with the power to make you change your mind?”

         “He wouldn’t have had the power to change my mind.”

         “Ah!”

         “Not in such a situation. I wouldn’t have given my word in the first place if there had been the slightest chance I might be tempted to go back on it.”

         “That’s pretty much what your father told me. ‘My Letty’, he said, ‘would never have behaved in such a manner! She is her mother all over again, the very salt of the earth, the greatest comfort in my life!’”

         “Did he say that?” with a flush rising in her cheeks.

         “He did. And he told me I’d been a fool. I’d gone for the wrong girl.”

         Now her face was flaming.

         “Oh! But Papa is very fond of Sarah. I’m surprised he didn’t say—”

         “He said that Sarah is a natural breaker of hearts. Furthermore, he thinks this fellow she’s married will live to regret it, but that’s not something I propose to worry about. Anyway, he advised me to look around for someone else, fairly quickly. Of course, I shan’t fall in love again, but I might marry, and be reasonably happy. Your father pointed out that there are any number of pleasant young women around, and in his opinion almost any one of them could put Sarah out of my head in no time at all….Naturally I dispute that, for I shall never quite forget Sarah, and indeed I am as much in love with her as I ever was, but I’ll admit there was a great deal of sense in what the Admiral had to say. A sailor needs a wife. Someone, you know, that he may come home to… a pretty-looking girl who knows how to set up a home. Someone sensible, who will rear his children. When it’s certain that you’ll be spending the greater part of your life at sea, a wife’s precise character is not as important as – well, as it might be if she were the wife of a landlubber! There isn’t the time, you see, to rub against each other’s nerves.” He tapped the arm of his chair, as if to emphasise this point. “It’s a great deal better, probably, not to be madly in love. This business with Sarah has taught me something, and your father understands that. We sailors can’t afford to be over-set by problems ashore, we haven’t the time for it. The thing to do is to find a truly nice girl, one who won’t let you down, then marry her as swiftly as is decently possible. Of course,” decisively, “I shall want to have children. It must be very pleasant, when you come into port, to find a growing family awaiting you.”

         Without quite realising what she was doing, Letty stared at him. For days, her whole body had ached with sympathy for Oliver Westland. She had felt sick whenever she thought of the years stretching ahead, and the lonely misery so heartlessly inflicted upon him by her own sister. And now, under the influence of a good meal, the warmth and comfort of her father’s drawing-room and a decanter of brandy, he was talking quite calmly of the ‘sensible’ marriage he envisaged for himself, of the ‘nice girl’ who would share it with him – even of the children they might eventually produce.

         True, he still maintained that Sarah was the only girl he had ever loved, but all at once Letty understood something. Oliver Westland had never, at any time, loved her sister. Like many men, he had become infatuated with an unusually beautiful girl, but now that his prize had been snatched away he would be reasonably happy to fill the void with thoughts of something altogether different. A tranquil, rational marriage, a home and a family of children. An affectionate relationship with a warmhearted, capable woman, but no splendour, and no danger. No love.

         She could understand why her father might have been keen to approve such an idea. Once or twice, she suspected, after her mother’s death, he had been tempted to seek solace in a second marriage. He hadn’t, in the end, brought himself to do it, but it might have seemed to him that something of the sort would probably be ideal, in Oliver’s case. In his blunt, unsentimental way, he had been doing his best to help.

         Oliver was lying back in his chair, studying her, and after a moment or two she found it necessary to glance away. His closely shaved, beautifully tanned skin was just a little flushed, but he looked more boyish than dissipated, and he was still attractive enough to represent a danger to any unguarded feminine heart. Every detail of his dress was elegant and immaculate, from the winking epaulettes attached to his broad shoulders and the small-clothes that made the most of his long, lithe figure to the silk stockings encasing his legs and the gleaming, silver-buckled shoes resting negligently on her father’s much prized Chinese rug. Oliver Westland, though, would be bewilderingly handsome in a labourer’s smock.

         What was wrong with Sarah, that she had actually let him go? She had been so close to marrying him, to becoming Mrs Oliver Westland, and she had let him go!

         Letty’s heart bumped a little as she acknowledged to herself that she could never have done anything of the kind. But then, her heart had done extraordinary things on the day she met Oliver Westland. It had turned a kind of somersault, and ended up at his feet. Of course, he hadn’t even noticed. That, at least, was something to be thankful for.

         She allowed herself to look at him again.

         “I’m sorry,” she murmured, a little vaguely. “You were saying–”

         “I’m afraid I was doing something unpardonable. I was boring you,” he apologised stiffly. “Your kindness encouraged me to burden you with my troubles.”

         “Oh, no!” with revealing eagerness. “I wasn’t bored! And I’d like to help!”

         “Would you?” He sat up very straight, “You see, the thing I am actually dreading is – well, returning to my old ship-mates and having to confess that I’ve been passed over in favour of some blackguard of a Dragoon, and that within days of the marriage ceremony. It’s not something any one of my friends would expect to befall him, and I don’t mind confessing that I’m still suffering from the shock of it all.” He passed a hand across his brow, as if he were suffering quite considerably, and his brow certainly did seem a little damp. “It’s an humiliating experience, and it’s hard to get over!”

         “Of course! I do understand!”

         “I’m sure you do. You’re so very… female. Somehow, you make everything seem not quite so unpleasant.” He stopped. “Of course, it is unpleasant, just the same!”

         “Of course.”

         His eyes flickered over her.

         “Why is it that you are not married?” he asked, a trifle huskily. “You’re charming, and very pretty….” He took another gulp of brandy. Are the men you know completely blind?”

         Letty smiled, “I don’t think so. There was someone who asked me to marry him not long ago, but I didn’t think he was right for me, and I knew I was not right for him, so I—” “Turned him down?”

         “Yes.”

         “Poor fellow. Did he blow his brains out?”

         “Not so far as I am aware.” Her smile became much more natural and relaxed. “In fact – no, his brains and everything else about him are definitely intact. Furthermore, he is now married. Quite happily, I believe.”

         “You astonish me.” He extended a hand to her, across the fire lit space. “Letty… the most extraordinary thought has just come into my head—” A log crackled in the grate.

         “What is it?” she asked quietly.

         “Well, actually it’s more like a bolt of lightning. Sort of thing that blazes across your deck in the middle of a black night, showing up every blessed rat-line as if it were midday in the tropics.” He was gazing at her fixedly, and as his dark blue eyes met her clear green ones she felt an odd little shiver run down the length of her spine. “Letty, if my future is to have any purpose I must share it with somebody. I could go on searching far and wide – and being disappointed – but somehow… I would never have believed it, as I was walking here to-night, but – I have the strangest feeling that it won’t be necessary. I hope it won’t.” Again, he leaned towards her. “Letty – Letitia! – if your affections truly are not engaged, and if you don’t have a particular aversion to the idea of being Second Best – damn!” He rubbed a hand across his eyes. “I’m making a bad job of this, but what I mean to say is….”

         “Yes?” Letty whispered, her breath suspended in her throat.

         “You must know exactly what I’m trying to say. Letty – will you marry me? I won’t affront you,” he added, “by pretending to offer my heart. You know perfectly well what has happened to my heart! I loved Sarah, and I’m not at all sure that one can love twice. Not in the same way.”

         Letty was not at all certain she was hearing aright. She might, she supposed, be imagining things. Then again, Oliver probably didn’t know what he was saying. Suddenly, though, he seemed quite sober and alert.

         “Throw me out,” he begged, “if I have offended you! It was not my intention to do so, and I hope very much that you will at least consider – we are not two people in love, but we could be happy. I am willing to black the eye of that despicable fool who asked you to marry him and then settled on someone else, even if you did decline his proposal! And you can rescue me from – well, from myself. From a deep, dark pit!”

         Letty’s heart was pounding. She felt quite light-headed. But still she couldn’t believe he was serious.
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         Feeling bewildered, and by no means certain he wasn’t dreaming the whole thing, Admiral Craythorne gave Letty away; and when the ceremony was over Oliver’s grandmother was the first to embrace her.

         “My dear,” Lady Burlington murmured, “this is more than I could possibly have hoped for. He was so deathly miserable, and now—”

         And now, Letty could have responded, he seems a little abstracted. Only the least observant could have failed to note that the bridegroom was hardly ecstatic.

         It was a country wedding. The church, small and grey but filled with flowers, had a square Norman tower that looked upon the village green, and in the middle of the green there was a pond on which, for endless centuries, well-nourished ducks had drifted tranquilly. St. George’s banner streamed from the top of the tower, and a small group of village well-wishers were gathered in the vicinity of the lych-gate. The bridegroom wore full-dress Naval uniform, and his enchantingly pretty bride wore a velvet cape. The cape was a delicate and unusual shade of grey, and the ermine-trimmed hood that went with it framed her face most beguilingly, despite the fact that the tip of her nose was rather pink. The pinkness was unfortunate but not entirely surprising, for as the bridal pair set out to cross the green, heading for the Crown and Anchor on the opposite side – with thirty or so guests, most of whom were as confused as Roger Craythorne, following along behind – it actually began to snow.

         The occasion’s Naval flavour was augmented by the presence, not only of a First Lord of the Admiralty, but also of one Rear Admiral, two Vices and a clutch of captains and lieutenants. The Army was represented by the bridegroom’s uncle, Major-General the Earl of Burlington – the General’s wife, mincing along on painfully high heels, considered herself to be, beyond all question, the only fashionable woman present. Sir Bartelmy Mayhew, the Dowager Countess’s one surviving brother, was the wit of the party, and on several occasions his levity had to be restrained.

         When they reached the inn, where a lavish wedding breakfast awaited them, all was comfort and warmth. There were home-cooked hams and vast steak-and-kidney pies, hot roast chickens and an enormous saddle of lamb; and such a variety of sweetmeats that the ladies’ eyes glowed with anticipation. There were also generous quantities of champagne and, to combat the chill of the day, a bowl of steaming hot punch, not to mention several bottles of excellent Chambertin provided by Sir Bartelmy, who had discovered the vintage when, with a Naval deputation, he had visited France following the recent Peace of Amiens – an event, it seemed, which had opened the way for many such pleasing expeditions.

         It was all very pleasant and properly done, but it was hardly – as the General’s wife whispered to the General – the sort of thing that would have been planned for the nuptials of Captain Westland and Sarah Craythorne. That, certainly, was to have been on a far grander scale. The ceremony. for one thing, was to have taken place inside the Abbey of Westminster, and half of fashionable London was to have been at the ensuing entertainment. By comparison, this trifling affair was disappointing, to say the least.

         As for Letty, she hardly noticed any of it. For one thing, by the time she had nibbled at a small piece of chicken and swallowed two sips of champagne, she was very certain she had a cold coming on. She had sought to warm herself in front of the roaring fire that dominated the dining parlour, but nothing seemed to have the smallest impact on the tremor that was beginning to affect all her limbs. Sir Bartelmy recommended a sizeable draught of the hot punch, and when she declined – feeling slightly suspicious of its contents – her brand new great-uncle by marriage recommended that the bridegroom should think about other measures.

         “Give her a kiss, lad!” he urged. “The girl’s yours, now, and it’s your business to see she enjoys her wedding day. Go on… buss her! You didn’t do so outside the church, so make up for it. Everyone’s busy eating and drinking, none of ‘em’s going to notice. There’s no need to be shy!”

         Oliver ran a finger down inside his cravat, and glanced doubtfully at Letty. Never once, during the brief period of their engagement, had he even attempted to kiss her, so it was not entirely to be wondered at that the immediate prospect of a public salutation seemed to be driving her, once again, into the fireplace.

         “Now I remember!” Sir Bartelmy gazed owlishly at his great-nephew. “It was t’other one you were to have been hitched up to! I’d forgotten that. Girl with a shape like one of those Greek women, and a mouth the colour of Worcester apples! Damme if I wasn’t flabbergasted when you let her get away. You can’t be up to snuff these days, my boy, and that’s the truth!” turning away to inhale a pinch of his own snuff and sneezing all over a gargantuan apple tart.

         Letty wondered absently whether the mysterious reference to Greek women had something to do with statuary, or whether it was a reflection of Sir Bartelmy’s personal experience. Then her own figure swam into his line of vision, and he started apologetically.

         “M’dear… not that you ain’t pretty enough. I don’t say that!” At this point he took out a large and somewhat startling handkerchief and began to mop his florid cheeks.

         Oliver muttered something under his breath, then with the air of a man resigned to the necessity of taking a bull by the horns, he placed an arm about Letty’s waist and planted a fairly firm kiss upon her cheek. Quite unconscious of the fact that he had been guilty of a sizeable faux pas, Sir Bartelmy chuckled, and Letty, withdrawing as hastily as decency would permit from her husband’s embrace, made yet another move towards the fireplace. Looking as if something about her had at last caught his attention, Oliver remarked that if she were not very careful she would set herself on fire. He added in an undertone:

         “Take no notice of my uncle. His mission in life is to shock anyone who’ll listen.”

         Letty made an effort to smile, but she could not help being only too painfully aware of the fact that without Uncle Bart’s intervention her husband would still be ignoring her, precisely as he had done since the moment they left the church. Inside the sacred building he had squeezed her hand, once – just after placing his ring on her finger – but since that moment there had been little to suggest that he was even aware of her presence beside him. True, he had ensured that she received a heaped up plateful of unwanted tit-bits, garnered from the long central table, but he would have done as much for any one of the women present.

         It had been arranged that the happy couple should spend one night – their wedding night – at the inn, then travel the next day to a more distant location. Captain Westland’s leave could not be extended beyond a week, at the very outside, so there was no possibility of a prolonged honeymoon, and rather to Letty’s relief it seemed to be accepted that once her husband had departed to join his ship she should, for the time being at least, go home to her father. During the forthcoming week Roger Craythorne’s domestic arrangements were to be in the hands of his widowed sister, Letty’s Aunt Nell, but though Aunt Nell was sensible and competent and did not usually have an irritant effect – in some ways, she might be good for him – Letty could not help being anxious. Her father needed rather a lot of looking after, and he could be difficult. Aunt Nell did not know him as she did, and quite possibly would be bullied into leaving him alone too much.

         She said, hastily, that she wanted to have a few words with her father. His carriage was about to be brought round, and in just a few minutes’ time he would be leaving, with one or two relatives, for Whitcorn, his country home a few miles away. Whitcorn was the refuge that had sheltered all Letty’s childhood years, and she might have remarked, quite truthfully, that she wished she could be going too, but she didn’t embark upon any further strained exchanges with Oliver. Before he could prevent her – or even suggest that he, too, might like a word with the Admiral – she had darted into the throng, grasped her father by the arm, and drawn him firmly into a corner.

         “Papa….” She looked up at him anxiously. “You will be all right, won’t you? It is only for a few days. I’ll soon be back to look after you!”

         Sir Roger cleared his throat, and his bushy eyebrows drew together.

         “If that’s all you have turning over in your head –!” His scowl deepened uncharacteristically. “I’m beginning to think, my lass, I should never have consented to this business. You look as pretty and bride-like a piece as ever I laid eyes on in my life, but there’s a great deal that ain’t right about the matter. The last time I saw a man look as Westland’s been looking this last hour or so, it was a fellow who had been hit over the head without notice. Your husband don’t know what he’s doing, that’s the truth, and the pity of it is no more do you….” He shook his head. “No more do you,” he repeated with emphasis. “Your sister was never anything but silly and muddle-headed, but you’re not either of those things, and I don’t understand why you’re doing – well, what you’re doing. Westland’s no more in love with you than I’m in love with his grandmother,” with a distinctly venomous glance in the direction of Lady Burlington, “which means he’s a numbskull, and I don’t want my girl married to a numbskull. Told you so the other day. It made no difference then, and I don’t suppose it’ll do so now, but I’d just like you to remember it’s still not too late to have the deal torn up. To-morrow morning, it will be too late. Unless, of course—” He checked himself and coughed. “Only think about it, that’s all I want you to do. Take a look at him, girl!”





OEBPS/9788726565096_cover_epub.jpg
Sca Change

MARGUERITE BELL






