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         The notepaper was rose pink and scented, the cramped handwriting had been blotched by tears. With some reluctance, Fanny Templeton passed her stepdaughter’s letter to the woman seated beside her.

         “You may see what she has written, ma’am.”

         “H’mm…. What age is your stepdaughter, did you say?”

         “She is nineteen. ma’am.”

         "Not very old, to be sure, but she’s married now and enceinte, and must put up with the situation. Now pray put the silly girl out of your head, it will soon be time for Pug to take his walk.”

         “Ma’am, I cannot put Justine out of my head.”

         “Why not? This young woman married against your wishes and will have to live with the consequences. In this world, my dear, we must all endeavour to support our own difficulties. As you are doing. You are a widow – at the age of six and twenty - and have been cast upon the world with nothing. I pay you a wage and so you survive. But do you whimper? Do you complain, and write begging letters to your relations?”

         "Justine’s situation is different, ma’am. She is living in a strange place, without friends. And she is not much more than a child herself.”

         “Nonsense! When I last saw her - two years ago, was it not? - she looked older than you do now. A hulking, long-limbed lump of a girl. That husband of hers must have been having problems with his eyesight. Now really, I have heard enough of this!”

         She tossed the letter aside, and it fluttered to the floor. As Fanny gathered it up the scent caused her nose to wrinkle, and she wondered why her employer had not commented on such a manifestation of vulgarity, but that was typical of Lady Mapleforth. Sharp-tongued and out-spoken as she could often be, she was also capable of astonishing tact. She was kind-hearted, too – though it had never been likely that she would feel much sympathy for Justine.

         Poor Justine. It was not easy to imagine Giles’s carefree, cosseted daughter living in some hovel of an apartment in Bath. With a half-pay captain for a husband and tormented by all the unpleasantness of a difficult pregnancy – morning sickness, palpitations, weakness and a shocking loss of figure – it was hardly surprising she was so distressed.

         As if thinking aloud, Fanny said: “If only poor Freddie had not been wounded. It’s an injury that refuses to heal.”

         Lady Mapelforth sighed. “Practically every decent young officer has been wounded during the last few years, and no doubt quite a lot are not healing up very well. In time, I daresay, the young man will make a complete recovery, but until that happens his wife must learn to manage. They did not have to marry in such tremendous haste - why was there so much hurry, I should like to know? Why did they not at least wait until the poor boy’s leg was nearly well?” A lorgnette was lifted to piercingly bright grey eyes. “Did they not elope together…? Quite probably the stupid girl was already in an interesting condition.”

         “No, no.” In spite of those two years of marriage, Fanny felt herself blushing. “The whole thing was arranged without proper discussion, but that was mainly because Freddie had been ordered back to his regiment. Did… did you know, ma’am, that Freddie is a younger brother of Lord Ordley?”

         “Yes, I have heard that, and I must say I feel very sorry for men who find themselves burdened by troublesome younger brothers.”

         It was now or never. Fanny had made up her mind to be strong for Justine – she owed that much to her late husband – and this was her opportunity. Freddie, apparently, had made several appeals to his brother already, but so far these had fallen upon deaf ears. She herself had written to the Marquis, but had received no reply. If she were to confront him, though – and she was, after all, his sister-in-law’s stepmamma – he would surely have to do something.

         “I am sure,” she said firmly, “Lord Ordley would wish to help Freddie, if only he understood all the circumstances. I think, ma’am, you said he is coming to dine here this evening.”

         “Yes, that is quite correct - ” Lady Mapelforth broke off, and the lorgnette slipped. “No! Fanny, I forbid it! The Marquis of Ordley will not be troubled while he is under my roof. It is unthinkable! Unthinkable, do you understand?” There was a pause, broken only by the rhythmic snoring of Pug, and she went on more gently: “I understand that you feel a sense of family obligation. Perhaps I should not say so, but I disapprove very strongly of men who leave their wives and daughters unprovided for. After barely two years of wedlock you were made a widow, then almost before you had been fitted for your weeds you were obliged to go out and seek your own living. To tell the truth it is a thankful thing that girl insisted upon marrying against your advice, for otherwise you would be supporting her as well as yourself. Now you really must abandon her to the husband she was so determined to acquire, and put your own concerns to the foremost.”

         "But you see,” Fanny said quietly, “I have an affection for Justine, and I am afraid her health is in danger. Also the health of her infant.”

         “Why?” Lady Mapelforth demanded.

         “Well, they really have very little to eat. I am quite certain about that. I understand that you would not wish Lord Ordley to be approached while he is dining here, and naturally I shan’t speak to him – on that occasion – if you don’t wish it. I shall simply go to his house.”

         “You will not do anything of the kind. Every woman needs to be careful of her reputation, and young widows should be warier than most. If you go to Ordley’s house people will imagine they know very well what to think, and that kind of thing, believe me, is not to be lived down.”

         Fanny was silent, and Lady Mapelforth spread her plump fingers in a gesture of despair.

         “Oh, very well! Since you are so obstinate, you may speak to Ordley when he comes here. I suppose you had better take him into the library. Just in case you should be observed by anyone, I will make it known there is family business between you. Just don’t remain alone with him for too long, and for heaven’s sake don’t make him angry.”

         As Pug’s snoring reached a crescendo, Fanny’s eyes lit up.

         “Thank you, Lady Mapelforth! Now, shall I take Pug for his walk in the Park?”

      

   


   
      
         
            II
   

         

         When Fanny returned from the Park she would have liked very much to spend a little time thinking about the evening ahead, but there was too much to be done and as soon as she had finished re-stringing her employer’s pearls – not for the first time – she made her way down to the kitchens.

         Since the death of her own husband three years earlier Lady Mapelforth had been unable to entertain as she had once been accustomed to do, but every so often her bachelor brother arrived to stay, and when this happened he came in very handy as a temporary host. Her dinner parties, planned to coincide with Sir Timothy’s not infrequent visits, were as successful as they had always been and the host’s taciturnity was if anything an advantage, or so Lady Mapelforth thought. In her present situation Fanny usually found such occasions a little difficult, not that this was the fault of her employer. In public, at least, the temperamental dowager contrived for most of the time to treat her companion like a daughter.

         Going down into the kitchens, Fanny offered her assistance to Cook. The lower regions of the house had been invaded by sinister emanations from the big roasting oven, and it appeared two ducks had recently been reduced to cinders, while a side of lamb was in danger of going the same way. Cook – who had not long recovered from a nasty fall on the stairs and in any case detested formal dinner parties - was inclined, through her tears, to blame the stupid girl whose duty it had been to attend the oven. The stupid girl, herself also in tears, was attempting to resuscitate the ducks. Fanny, who had been called upon to perform such functions before, whipped the lamb out of the oven, rescued a tray of strawberry tartlets and a gooseberry pie from another oven, then went on to recover the cook with a small glass of porter and the kitchen-maid with a mild lecture. Having ordered all the windows to be opened, she then separated Pug from a chicken carcass which he had discovered in the outer scullery. Restored more or less to herself, Cook resumed control of the preparations and Fanny was at last able to escape.

         Flying upstairs to her room, she hastily examined the contents of her wardrobe, deciding eventually upon a simple lavender-coloured muslin. Its waist bound by narrow black velvet ribbon, it was the first thing she had acquired after emerging from the long months of mourning for Giles. She knew that it suited her, but at the same time it was discreet. She wanted to look well that evening, but not as if she were attempting to be something she could not be.

         So far she had met Lord Ordley just once. Rather unexpectedly he had attended his brother’s quiet, hurried wedding, and on that occasion it had not been easy to speak with him. When confronted by strangers – persons such as herself, at any rate – he tended to stare, brows crinkling slightly, as if puzzled such a curious object should have been thrust upon his attention, and once a few sentences had been exchanged boredom quickly began to show. He was, she recalled, undeniably handsome, but at the same time his face was dark and forbidding. She would have been more than happy to avoid crossing his path again.

         This further meeting, though, could not be avoided, and as she studied her reflection in a looking-glass she began to feel reasonably satisfied with the way she looked. For a young, hard-up widow who had no particular wish to attract attention she was suitably and pleasingly dressed.

         Glancing out of her window she saw the first carriage rattle to a halt far below, then as its occupants were admitted by Caldicott the butler some other gentleman stepped from an old-fashioned sedan. It was probably time to go downstairs.

         Before changing her gown Fanny had slipped down to inspect the dining-room, and she knew it could hardly have looked more splendid. Silver and crystal glittered, and bowls of late roses filled the room with their scent. Everything was in order, and when Lady Mapelforth finally descended in her black satin and lace it would be hard for her to find any kind of fault.

         Fanny opened her door and stepped out on to the landing, and at that moment a masculine voice drifted up from the lobby two floors below. It was a voice she knew, and to her annoyance the fingers that grasped her fan began to tremble. Lord Ordley, it seemed, was among the very first arrivals.

         Downstairs she hesitated outside the drawing-room door. Inside, guests were sipping sherry and ratafia and chattering like the inhabitants of a well conducted but over-crowded aviary – the ladies’ voices, shrill and insistent, soaring above the hearty baritone laughter of their male companions. Judging by their extreme affability, it seemed likely some of the gentlemen had recently emerged from neighbouring Clubs, and partly for this reason Fanny decided she would not join the gathering until after it had filed into the dining-room.

         When at last they had taken their places she slipped into her allotted position near the bottom of the table and found her immediate neighbour was an innocuous young cleric with little to say for himself. This could have been tedious, but it did at least leave her with plenty of opportunity to observe the other guests, most of whom she had met on at least one previous occasion. Lady Palfrey, a vivacious widow, had two very pretty daughters, both of whom had recently come out. Then there was a young captain of Dragoons, a retired admiral who wished only to discuss the last century’s naval engagements, and a Member of Parliament – Robert Dawkins - whose dowdy young wife seemed as anxious as Fanny to escape attention.

         And there was Colonel the Marquis of Ordley, seated next to his hostess at the top end of the table. If Lady Mapelforth had expected him to honour the occasion by making his appearance in full regimentals she could have been forgiven for feeling a touch of disappointment, for he was quite soberly dressed in a coat of grey velvet, but the coat was beautifully cut. The lace at his neck and wrists could only have come from Mechlin, and a large ruby embedded in the folds of his cravat sent out shafts of fire that drew attention to his unusually firm chin, while another ruby flashed on the little finger of his right hand. His dark hair had been brushed into a perfect Brutus, and if anything he looked more handsome than Fanny remembered. It was hardly surprising that Lady Mapelforth, though middle-aged and of mountainous proportions, found herself flushing like a girl every time she encountered her guest’s lustrous dark eyes. And when he leaned towards her, murmuring some small witticism, she could not prevent herself tittering as noisily as any of those mindless females she normally deplored.

         Fanny could hardly believe her ears when the shrill volume of laughter reached her, and she tried to reconcile the Lord Ordley she was seeing tonight with the man she had encountered at Justine’s wedding. Tonight he was all urbanity, relaxed and whimsical and teasing, and the two Palfrey girls were plainly entranced. The captain of Dragoons, beside whom one of them had been seated, could hardly hope to hold their interest at all when this devastating exquisite – a Marquis and a soldier – had been placed just a few feet away. On top of everything else Ordley was a man of maturity and experience, and during the recent wars he had seen a great deal of conflict, not that he seemed in the least eager to talk about that. He was in a mood to be flirtatious, and as his gaze dwelt upon the Misses Palfrey they could have been forgiven for assuming he found their simple charms decidedly seductive.

         Lady Mapelforth’s dinner parties had never been known to be anything but successful, and this one had a particularly good mixture of ingredients. Only at the bottom of the table – where the host, her ladyship’s brother, was evidently on the edge of sleep - did silence brood persistently, and after a time it did begin to strike Fanny as a little odd she and the inarticulate clergyman could be so persistently disregarded. Eyeing the young man next to her she wondered, at one stage, whether she should strive to remember a quotation or two from St Paul, perhaps concerning the female sex since he did seem to be something of a misogynist - on the other hand, she could be wrong about that. Having seen him glance surreptitiously at the Bishop’s young and very pretty wife it struck her he might just possibly be suffering from a secret and hopeless infatuation; until the arrival of the salmon trout - accompanied by sweetbreads and mushrooms - brought such a beam of hope to his face she immediately dismissed this theory, accepting instead he was simply undernourished.

         And at the very same moment she intercepted a look from the Marquis of Ordley. It had travelled the length of the table, by-passing twin mountains of fruit and flowers and remaining fixed upon her for several seconds. There was no recognition, though, in the look. It was simply a cool, hard stare, accompanied by that faint crinkling of the eyebrows.

         The Naval gentleman began to talk about Europe, inviting his neighbours to comment on portentous discussions that were rumoured to be going on in Vienna. The map of Europe was being re-drawn, and the wide world was going to be affected. Names such as Metternich, Castlereagh and Talleyrand began to be bandied about, and even the hungry clergyman started to take an interest, eagerly declaring his personal distrust of Metternich. The Captain of Dragoons remarked that the situation seemed fraught with grave problems, perhaps even danger… Napoleon Buonaparte might now be locked up on the island of Elba, but that did not mean there would never again be war in Europe. Indeed, if the Allied nations were to persist with their present disagreements war might be forced upon them all before long.

         At the mention of Napoleon’s name Lady Palfrey and both her daughters let out protesting shrieks, and Lady Mapelforth wagged an admonitory finger at the officer.

         “You are a man of war, Captain Maitland, and I am afraid you dream of war. Now they have that dreadful Buonaparte held fast upon Elba why should we feel the need to be apprehensive in any way? I, for one, shall not lie shivering in my bed at night because some other upstart may one day see fit to invade us.”

         “Hear, hear,” Robert Hawkins applauded gruffly, at the same time accepting a strawberry tartlet.

         Deciding it was time she said something that could be regarded as arresting, the older Miss Palfrey remarked she would like to travel abroad.

         “Above everything I’d wish to see Rome, and Venice, and Florence, and - and Geneva. And Paris. I am certain one would be quite secure, for they say the countryside is not nearly so bad as one might imagine. The people, poor things, are thin and starved and of course the inns are unbelievably dirty. But Paris is splendid, with wonderful buildings and parks and squares – and whole avenues of orange trees, think of that! People sit about under the trees, sipping their drinks and watching tumblers and puppet shows, just as if there had never been a war! There are triumphal arches everywhere, and the theatres are packed. And then the ladies are so fashionable! I would give anything to own a gown made in Paris.”

         “Mamma,” her sister remarked, “has said that we may go to France as soon as Christmas is over. Is that not so, mamma?” Lady Palfrey smiled dotingly at both girls. “It is indeed, my love. Only perhaps not immediately after Christmas. I think we should wait until the weather is a little warmer.”

         “I would choose to visit the south of France,” Lady Mapelforth put in. “I believe it is quite a paradise, and very warm. I have a friend, a charming Frenchwoman who fled the country after that dreadful rebellion. She has recovered her house near Marseilles but does not wish to visit there any more. I have been invited to go and stay, if I wish. It is in good order, and there are servants in the house. I own, on these wintry days I am very much tempted.” She turned to the Marquis. “What do you say, my lord?”

         Ordley shrugged his elegant shoulders.

         “It is not for me to advise you, Lady Mapelforth, but I would suggest you remember France has been in turmoil for more than twenty years. The Revolution all but destroyed ordinary life, and then the wars began. Buonaparte did much for the country, re-built its laws, its style of government - even the city of Paris,” with a half smile at the senior Miss Palfrey. “If he had been content to remain within his own borders all might have been well, but of course he felt the need to over-run and dominate all his neighbours, and so we had to oppose him. It’s true the villain is now locked away safely, but no more than a few months ago we were still fighting within French territory, and that leaves scars on a country. Unless you have urgent reasons, I would think twice about venturing there too soon.” He set about preparing a peach for his hostess. “Of course, the scenery is next to none, but the roads are… hazardous. To say the least. Who would accompany you, ma’am?”

         “Why, Mrs Templeton… I should not stir without her. And my maid, and I think Caldicott, since one must have someone who can control a household. But I really don’t see, sir,” accepting the peach, “how there can possibly be very much danger. Why, many French people are now going back to recover their homes and their estates.”

         “Which in many cases no longer exist. Numberless fine houses have been razed to the ground by fire and the viciousness of the peasantry. I give you my word, Lady Mapelforth, the landowning classes in France have suffered in a way you might find it difficult to imagine. Some people feel they have been justly punished for past abuses of power, but if you had seen what I have seen….”

         Becoming aware of the fact several ladies were staring at him with widened eyes, he shrugged again and smiled. “In a few months’ time, no doubt, the whole continent of Europe will be safe once more. Journeys of pleasure should, perhaps, be postponed until then.”

         “There!” exclaimed the older Miss Palfrey. “I am entirely in the right of it. Very soon now we shall be able to travel just as we like, and there will be no more of your horrid wars.” Gazing straight at the Marquis, she fluttered her eyelashes. “I believe you soldiers think of nothing else, I truly do.”

         In the drawing-room Fanny took up a position behind the tea-tray. Attempting – as she said later – to find out what could be wrong with the poor creature, Lady Mapelforth sat down beside Mrs Hawkins, and as Lady Palfrey settled in a corner with the Bishop’s wife her older daughter arranged herself in what was presumably meant to be a classic pose. Meanwhile her sister attacked the piano, her aggressively executed arpeggios rolling on relentlessly until the gentlemen started to appear, when she wavered and came to a halt.

         As they left the dining-room Lady Mapelforth had intimated, in an undertone, that she had ‘everything arranged’, but it was impossible for Fanny to know exactly what this meant and by the time Lord Ordley appeared in the drawing-room her nerves were getting close to breaking point. Her hands shook as she manipulated the sugar tongs, and at one point the enormous silver tea-pot was in danger of disgorging its entire contents on to the tea tray.

         She heard the Marquis decline a cup of tea, and then she heard his hostess declare loudly she had not forgotten their earlier conversation. Mrs Templeton would conduct him to the library, where he would almost certainly discover the volume they had been discussing. It might very likely be on one of the higher shelves, but the steps, of course, would be there, and Mrs Templeton would help him to find it. She was forever browsing in the library. “Is that not so, Fanny, my dear?”

         Fanny was so startled she was quite sure she betrayed the fact. Lady Mapelforth was rattling on about an extract, bound in vellum, from somebody’s history of the Trojan wars – it was a rare volume, she believed, and something much prized by her husband. The author was excessively well known, only his name had escaped her again.

         “Herodotus,” his lordship suggested helpfully.

         “Yes, of course, to be sure. You are very right, sir. I have already asked Caldicott to ensure there is a sufficiency of candles lit in the library, and if more are needed Fanny must send for them.” She turned and beckoned imperiously. “Fanny! Take Lord Ordley to the library, if you please, and help him to find this book we have been talking about.”

         For several seconds Fanny stared at her blankly, then she recognised that she had a double duty ahead of her, and there was no way out of it. She herself had contrived at this situation, and now had to face what lay ahead. She turned and led the way out of the drawing-room, and his lordship followed with purposeful footsteps. Firmly, he closed the door behind them.

         In the library there certainly was a considerable blaze of candles, and feeling inclined to tackle the simpler task first Fanny made for one of the lower bookshelves beside the fireplace. But Lord Ordley’s voice stopped her.

         “Never mind the book, young woman. The Persian wars have never interested me in the slightest, but I do want to know whether you and I have met before. I am convinced that we have. When was it, and where?”

         Fanny turned and stared at him. “You mean to say you do not recollect?”

         He shook his head. “No.”

         “Yet for some reason you feel that you ought to know me?”

         “I have an uneasy feeling that you consider I ought to know you.” His voice was as impatient as the look on his face, and both suggested he had been nurturing a considerable degree of resentment, all for some obscure reason connected with the fact that she had been present in the same company as himself. Which seemed somewhat illogical, if he hadn’t the faintest idea who she was.

         “You had better tell me where it was that we last met.” His tone was crisp. “Were you serving a useful purpose in some other household? I suppose you may have been a governess, but it’s more probable that you were serving as a companion. I have little to do with governesses. At any rate, if I once offended you in some way you had better tell me how it came about.”

         “You did not offend me, sir.” She was so indignant that her voice quivered. “And I can assure you that I have never acted as companion to anyone save Lady Mapelforth. I was once a governess, but that was some time ago… when I was engaged by my late husband to take charge of your sister-in-law.”

         His eyebrows shot up. “My sister-in-law?”

         “Your brother Freddie’s wife, Justine. I was once her governess, but three years ago I became her stepmamma. You last saw me, sir, when we were both in attendance at your brother’s wedding. There were so few other guests, and the circumstances were so…unusual that I cannot believe you have forgotten the occasion entirely. Though I admit there is no reason why you should particularly remember me.”

         “On the contrary,” he drawled, “I think most men would remember you, with that striking red hair and those angry green eyes. But since it’s clear that I cannot have had the honour of being introduced, can we now put the matter right, Mrs… er…?”

         “I am Frances Templeton, the widow of Giles Templeton, Justine’s father.” Her back was ramrod stiff. “Sadly my husband died two years ago. If he had lived, I am very sure such an unfortunate marriage would never have taken place.”

         “Indeed? You mean he would have consigned the girl to a nunnery?”

         “I mean that my husband had very little money, and he did not wish Justine to mix with fashionable young men. But when – when he died I permitted her to stay with friends who were launching their own daughter upon society, and it was there that she met your brother - ”

         “Ah! So that was how it happened.” He was surveying her coolly, with a kind of detached interest. “I have sometimes wondered, since she was not ‘out’, as the expression goes. And having met they made a decision to elope?”

         “That was most unfortunate. I could not feel more strongly about it.”

         “Nor I.” He had started wandering about the room, taking books from the shelves and putting them back again, snuffing out a guttering candle. “I was, and am outraged. Freddie was compromised almost from the moment he set eyes on that girl. Your stepdaughter, Mrs Templeton, is the kind of idiotic young woman whose head contains nothing but the kind of stuff that can be imbibed from novels. Gretna Green and a hired chaise… angry father in pursuit. Only in this case there was no angry father. Only you, Mrs Templeton, the wretched chit’s useless stepmother.”

         Fanny stared at him. She was so astonished that the insult almost slipped over her head. How could he possibly think she was to blame?

         “If I had known of the affair,” she said slowly, “I would have done everything in my power to stop what was happening. But Justine was staying with my husband’s oldest friends, and they knew nothing. Freddie was there because the son, Mr Edmund Andrews, was – is - one of his brother officers, and both young men were on leave. I believe it was Edmund who arranged matters for Freddie, obtaining the hired chaise, and so on. He refused to tell his father where they had gone, and I knew nothing until twelve hours later I received a message from Mr Andrews. About the same time….” Her voice wavered. It was hard to go on without reliving some of the torment she had endured that day. “About the same time a post came from Justine, telling me they had arrived in Collington. She said that Freddie wanted to press ahead for Gretna Green, but that she – she did not want to be married without my blessing.” Without looking at him, Fanny went on: “They had spent the night together, at the inn in Collington. It was very much too late. But all of this you must remember.”

         “Indeed.” He went on dryly: “I never had any doubt that Freddie waited until your stepdaughter was abed then crept in with averted eyes to take his rest in the fireplace, but the world is not likely to believe that, and so a young man’s life has been destroyed.”

         “That is hardly true, Lord Ordley.” Her mouth felt dry, and she wondered how much longer she would be able to go on with this. She had to go on with it, though. She still had a request to make.

         He had returned to the middle of the room and was standing within a few paces of her, his superior height making her five feet, seven and a half inches seem utterly insignificant. Looking up, she saw sparks of fury in his eyes.

         “Mrs Templeton, my brother is a promising officer. He has no inherited money because my father believed a younger son should strive to build his own fortune, but he has the ability to win swift promotion and just now should be giving his mind to nothing else. He should not have been married for at least another five years - at his age, he should not be wasting his time on family problems or financial difficulties. This absurd union with your stepdaughter will have done incalculable damage to his prospects.”

         “One could say that at his age he should not have to cope with a shattered leg which refuses to mend.” Fanny’s voice was cold. “With or without an impoverished wife, just now he is hardly in any position to concentrate on winning promotion. Freddie, it seems to me, is in need of support… from his family.”

         The Marquis stood still, frowning at her.

         “Have you,” he demanded, “any idea what you are saying? It is I who have been attempting to pick up the pieces. Your stepdaughter appears quite incapable of managing household finances, and I have been obliged to offer them considerable assistance. Lady Freddie spends money like water, and bills from her dressmaker reach me by practically every post, to say nothing of grocers’, butchers’ and vintners’ bills. My brother clearly feels a sense of shame, but of course he never offers the smallest criticism of his wife. A few months ago I installed them in a cottage on one of my estates, and so that their child, when it arrives, shall not be inconvenienced by rats or damp I have had it gutted and re-furbished for them.” He paused, and drew breath. “You know, Mrs Templeton, I have a feeling that you planned to waylay me this evening. To offer an appeal on behalf of your relative and her unfortunate husband. If obliged to confront your anxiety and distress – you probably thought - my stony indifference might soften.” He glanced briefly at her startled face. “All her appeals have been ignored, have they not? To say nothing of requests from my brother. Obliged to contemplate giving birth in some revolting hovel – complete with threadbare carpets and duns at the door – Freddie’s hapless young wife has been driven to the edge of insanity, or something like that. Has a familiar ring, does it not?”

         Fanny was so dumbfounded that for nearly half a minute she was unable to speak. “I can’t believe it,” she said at last. “Only the other day I had a letter – “

         “I’m quite sure you did. That girl is entirely without conscience. Marriage to Freddie may improve her, but I doubt it. Personally I find it impossible to discover anything, either in or about her, which could account for my brother’s continuing infatuation. His one desire is to please her on every occasion… she has him in thrall, and it is something I despise in him. No man should be as weak as that. Certainly not in my family.”

         Fanny gazed at him. She could hardly believe that Justine had misled her in such a way. Lord Ordley could scarcely be lying, certainly not about the re-furbished cottage on one of his own estates. But all those letters…. According to Justine she had been forced to accept the loan of a crib, not to mention several other vital necessities, and could see no hope at all of being able to buy lace for a christening robe. And then, she was living in such depressing surroundings. According to the local physician, she was not sufficiently well nourished to expect anything but a difficult confinement.

         Then Fanny recollected the scented, expensive notepaper. At last, she asked: “But where are they living? I have been writing to an address in Bath.”

         Walking over to a small desk, Lord Ordley took up a sheet of notepaper. He wrote something on it, then carried the scrap of paper over to Fanny.

         “Rose Lodge,” he said crisply. “It is situated close to Whitcombe Park, in the county of Somerset. No doubt one of my men has been going at regular intervals to collect their correspondence from Bath, but your letters should now be addressed to Whitcombe. The lodge was in a fairly dilapidated state, but I can assure you it has now been converted into a suitable bower for your stepdaughter and her family – though Lady Freddie, of course, may still feel it is not quite what she expected when she married into my family. No doubt she has it in mind already that her child, if a boy, may one day inherit the Ordley estates. I and my first brother, Hugh, are both in the Service and since neither of us has yet succumbed to matrimony… who knows?”

         Fanny didn’t answer. She was staring at the paper in her hand, and the bold script that said so much about his lordship. Firm, clear and purposeful, without so much as an ornamental twirl to detract from its incisive message. She could imagine that same signature being appended, without a moment’s hesitation, to legal documents and important communiquès – he would never hesitate, so long as his mind and conscience believed he was doing the right thing.

         “I suggest,” he was saying, “that you ask Lady Mapelforth if she might be willing to dispense with your services for a few days, so that you can hire a chaise and travel into Somerset. Only in that way, I imagine, will you be able to reassure yourself that Lady Freddie’s present privations are not quite what you feared.”

         Shocked as she was by Justine’s distortion of the truth, Fanny could not help feeling resentment. Lord Ordley’s contempt, both for her and for her late husband’s family, was obvious and difficult to endure. The fact was, though, that he had been seriously and unjustly maligned.

         “I must thank you,” she said awkwardly, “for everything you have done. I admit that I had no idea - and it is true that I had planned, this evening, to ask for your help. As you suggest, I shall travel toWhitcombe. And if things are as you say, I shall make my stepdaughter understand that she is fortunate.”

         He bowed.

         “Unaccustomed as I am to having my word so openly doubted, I do understand that your position is far from easy. Having acquired a husband who was either unable or unwilling to make adequate provision for your security after his death, it seems that you are now burdened by a spoilt, hysterical and unreliable daughter. Which leads me to make a recommendation that you are undoubtedly going to resent.”

         He had paused directly in front of her, and she found herself staring fixedly at the ruby in his cravat. Afraid that he was going to say something outrageous, she felt herself stiffen; then suddenly he lifted a hand to touch one of the gleaming curls that rested against her cheek. It was the sort of gesture he might have made if confronted by a well groomed dog or a favourite horse, and she was too shocked to shrink away. She merely looked up at him, and as he met her eyes – unusually beautiful eyes in the flickering light of the candles – he smiled a little quizzically.

         “You must permit me to observe that you make a very charming widow, Mrs Templeton. I am sure it should not be too difficult for you to secure a second husband, and I recommend strongly that you make such an acquisition your priority. The married state may not hold many attractions for you, but anything, I should think, would be preferable to your present life as an upper class servant. Lady Mapelforth may treat you quite generously, even with kindness and consideration, but she is still your employer, and she can order your life in any way she sees fit. You are at her beck and call, obliged to pay attention to all her wishes – as was made very plain this evening, when she obliged you to enter this room in my company, merely to search for a book. To all the other guests it was made perfectly obvious that the unusually personable Mrs Templeton was, despite the quality of her birth and upbringing, of no greater significance in this household than the butler or her ladyship’s personal maid… rather less, in fact.”

         Fanny stared at him, and then she stepped back abruptly. “I can assure you,” she said very distinctly, “that I am not interested in looking for another husband. I feel very comfortable in this house, and Lady Mapelforth is extremely good to me. In fact, she treats me as if I were her own daughter. And when - when she asked me to join you in this room, she was merely attempting to be helpful.”

         “Indeed!” He was standing very still, and watching her attentively. “In what way?”

         “She knew how anxious I was about Justine, and that I wanted – needed – to speak with you. To ask if you might, after all, be prepared to help.”

         “Ah! I understand! Her ladyship felt that, brutish ogre as I am, I might still be persuaded to show a little compassion. If approached by a beautiful young woman, I might somehow or other be induced to remember that my tragic younger brother and his enchanting wife were being allowed to starve in the gutter.”

         She couldn’t answer him, and he smiled unpleasantly at her downcast face.

         “I am astonished that a woman like Lady Mapelforth should have allowed herself to become involved in such a scheme. I should have thought she would be much too concerned about the risks to her position. You must indeed be a persuasive little minx.” He strode towards the door. “Pray inform her ladyship that my enthusiasm for the Persian wars has quite abated. Also, that I have just now recollected an urgent engagement elsewhere. It is distressing when such a situation arises, but I’m sure she will understand.”

         As if she had suddenly woken up, Fanny hurried towards him.

         “My lord… you’re not leaving?”

         “Certainly I am.” As he looked straight at her, she could see that his face was a mask of icy rage. “And Mrs Templeton, if we should meet again in any kind of public place, I trust you will not seek to take advantage of our fragile kinship. Some of my male friends are quite easily seduced. But I daresay that possibility has occurred to you already.”

         Flinging the door open he strode out into the hall, where Caldicott was endeavouring to look as if he had heard nothing whatsoever of this final outburst. Having asked for his cloak, hat and cane, he turned once more towards Fanny.

         “Pray convey to Lady Mapelforth the pleasure I have derived from such a diverting evening. To say nothing, of course, of a very splendid dinner!”

         Snatching his cloak from a footman he slung it round his own shoulders, then seized his hat and cane. More footmen stepped forward and the hall door opened, admitting the brisk chill of an October night.

         When he had gone, Caldicott turned to look enquiringly in Fanny’s direction. But she was already on the stairs, fleeing up to her room.

         Seated on the stool in front of her dressing-table, she stared into the mirror with a kind of angry perplexity. What had she done? How could she have let her employer down so badly?

         Then she absorbed the real meaning of Ordley’s parting words. Her cheeks flushed painfully, but eventually the colour faded, leaving her very pale.
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