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      To Lesley, Cathy, and Sid,
without whose support many a book
would be started, but few finished.

   
      
      THE MORLAND FAMILY
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      FOREWORD


      In anticipation of the question I know I shall be asked, the plague that breaks out in Manchester in this book is cholera.

         There really was an epidemic of cholera in Manchester in 1796, and another in 1832, but the outbreak of 1806 is my invention.

      


      Regarding the battle of Trafalgar, all the ships I mention really did take part, except for the Nemesis, the Cetus, and the Furieux, which I invented for my purposes. There also really was a King’s ship York, and she really did sail into oblivion on Boxing Day 1803. I hope the Royal Navy will forgive me for giving her a new captain

         for the occasion; and also for the truly dreadful things I did to the poor Africa, before handing her over to the real Captain Digby in time for the battle.

      


      My grateful thanks are due to Steve Howiek, and all the other officers of the Senior Service whom I consulted at Portsmouth

         and Greenwich, for their courtesy in taking my enquiries seriously, and their patience in answering them so fully.
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      BOOK ONE


      The Dolphin


      

      

         Baby, baby, naughty baby,

         


         

         Hush, you squalling thing, I say;


         

         Hush your squalling, or it may be,


         

         Bonaparte may pass this way.


         

      


      

      

         Baby, baby, he’s a giant,


         

         Tall and black as Rouen steeple;


         

         And he sups and dines, rely on’t,


         

         Every day on naughty people.


         

      


         Anon (Nurse’s song)
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      Chapter One


      

      Old Sam’l, the village hornblower, walking up from his outlying cottage at his accustomed time one morning in April 1803,

         was mildly surprised to hear a horseman coming up behind him. From the lightness of the tread he could tell it was a gentleman’s

         riding-horse, and it was an early hour for a gentleman to be abroad. He stepped off the path to let the rider by, and then

         smiled to himself in sudden understanding as he recognised the distinctive long ears and square muzzle of Nez Carré, the bay

         gelding belonging to Master James Morland of Morland Place.

      


      

      ‘Morning, master!’ Old Sam’l cried, baring his naked gums and tugging the disreputable brim of his ancient hat.


      

      ‘Morning, Sam’l’ James replied. ‘I have the start of you this morning, you see!’


      

      Sam’l gave him a sly look. ‘Ah, but then I’d lay a shillin’ you’ve not been to bed yet.’


      

      ‘Quite right,’ James confessed. He was on his way home from the Maccabbees Club in York, where he had spent the whole night

         playing whist and drinking brandy, as he did from time to time when the inner voice of his discontent grew too clamorous.

         Drink and lack of sleep blunted his perceptions, and the unreliable light of an April morning only emphasised the strange,

         detached feeling of unreality. ‘How’s your daughter?’ he asked with an effort. He knew Old Sam’l lived with an unmarried daughter,

         but he couldn’t recall her name. His mother would have remembered, he thought: she remembered everything about every one of

         her people, which was one of the reasons she had been so beloved.

      


      

      ‘Main well, thankee, master,’ Sam’l replied, pleased with the attention, ‘though troubled with the rheumatics, this damp weather.’


      

      ‘It doesn’t seem to bother you, at any rate,’ James said. ‘You look as fit as ever.’


      

      ‘I keep myself busy, master, and the Lord keeps me well,’ Sam’l nodded, touching his hat again as James rode on. With a further effort, James recalled that Sam’s only son had been killed

         at Malta in the late conflict with the French. His father and grandfather had each been hornblower before him, and James spared

         a thought to wonder who would call the villagers to their labours when old Sam’l was dead.

      


      

      Well, that would be brother Ned’s problem, not his. Edward was the local squire, magistrate, Justice of the Peace, and guardian

         of Morland Place into the bargain, for all that it was James’s daughter Fanny who would inherit the estate. James had not

         been considered, in her grandparents’ opinion, responsible enough to be his daughter’s trustee; and perhaps, he reflected,

         yawning, they had not been far wrong. Here he was, after all, coming home like an alley-cat in the early hours after a night

         of debauchery. He would be going to bed just as dear old reliable Ned was getting up, and he would not rise again until half

         his brother’s day’s work was done.

      


      

      Nez Carré put in a little dancing step here and there, flicking his long ears back and forth with interest at every movement

         and sound in the waking world around him. He was as fresh as his master was frowsy, having spent the night in what was becoming

         his accustomed stall in the Bunch of Grapes.

      


      

      ‘Deep doings I had, too, my boy, while you were asleep,’ James said aloud, reaching forward to turn Nez Carré’s one wayward

         lock of mane back to the proper side. ‘But I came out of it rather well — a hundred guineas up on the week’s play.’ Nez Carré

         knuckered in response to the voice, and took it as permission to break into a trot, and James checked him gently with a smile

         at the old horse’s sudden skittishness. ‘Must be spring,’ he remarked.

      


      

      He turned into the village street, where already the houses were astir. Doors and windows were thrown open on the fine morning;

         the smell of cooking issued from some of the houses, while at others the menfolk had brought out wooden stools to sit in the

         early sunshine and break their fast with bread and beer. Hens and geese, just let out, were everywhere, ruffling their feathers

         and stretching their necks in raucous contention as they re-established social order. A family of ducks crossed the road in

         single file, heading flat-footed for the stream; a grey cat on a sunny window-ledge blinked and paused in the first serious wash of the day as Nez Carré’s shadow crossed her; a dog ran out and barked at him, and then grinned

         foolishly and wagged its tail in self-congratulation.

      


      

      Stone, the tailor, was already at his work, sitting on a stool in the doorway of his cottage, one foot up on the door-frame

         to support the cloth he was stitching. His two little girls, identical twins, sat on a mounting stone outside eating cold

         porrage with their fingers out of wooden bowls, the rhythm of their hands never faltering while their round eyes followed

         James’s progress. At another house, weaver Batty’s young wife, suckling her baby, came to the door to shake out a cloth with

         her free hand. She smiled and blushed as James passed, turning her shoulder not with embarrassment, but with the grace of

         a simple modesty.

      


      

      Most of the village folk worked for the Morland family in one way or another, some on the land, others in the various processes

         of the manufacture of Morland Fancy. Half the houses he passed had a loom in the attic or in a back room, and most of the

         women spun wool in between their other tasks, either on a wheel, or, increasingly, on a hand-jenny.

      


      

      There was no sign here of the poverty that one heard about farther south. The enclosures carried out in his father’s time

         had created not less but more — and more regular — work in the fields; the demand for woollen cloth had grown slowly but steadily;

         and nearby York, a wealthy and sociable city, provided plenty of work for domestic servants, and a steady market for meat

         and milk, bread and vegetables, shoes, clothes, furniture, and artifacts of all kinds.

      


      

      It was a prosperous area, and the Morlands were well-respected landlords. Edward was esteemed as a fair master and a knowing

         one with stock, and James’s indiscretions were forgiven him partly for the sake of his good looks and personal charm, but mostly because he was considered the best horseman in the Ridings. James’s wife Mary Ann, who was

         nominally mistress of Morland Place, had not the knack of making herself liked, but their daughter Fanny would inherit all

         when she was twenty-one, and those folk who mourned the old mistress, James’s mother Jemima, told themselves that Fanny would

         be just like her.

      


      

      James wondered if they deceived themselves. He could not help knowing that Fanny was horribly spoiled — Edward pointed it

         out to him daily, and his own judgement could not deny that she did behave very badly sometimes. But she was not yet eight

         years old, after all, and he trusted that she would grow out of it. James adored her, and found it impossible to deny her

         anything. In his better moments he realised that it might well be his indulgence which made her so ungovernable.

      


      

      James had a son, too, though he often forgot the fact, for Henry, two years old and unbreeched, was still the property of

         nursery maids. Besides, as the boy owed his existence to purely financial considerations — the necessity for a male heir to

         inherit Mary Ann’s father’s cotton mills — James found it difficult to think about him as part of his family. He seemed as

         exclusively a Hobsbawn as Fanny was a Morland.

      


      

      Thinking about his wife depressed James. He had married her for family reasons, and would have found it difficult to love

         her even had her existence not separated him from the woman of his heart, his cousin Héloïse. Once, when his mother was still

         alive, James had run away from wife, home and family to live with Héloïse for a few painfully ecstatic months, until conscience

         and social pressure had driven him to return, leaving Héloïse pregnant — that was Sophie, the child he had never seen. The

         wrong he had done his wife, the suffering he had caused her, only made it harder for him to like her. We must all, he thought

         wryly, hate those we hurt, because the shame of their suffering wounds our self-esteem.

      


      

      At the end of the village street was Abley’s, the baker’s shop, and the delicious smell of hot bread drifted out to him and

         made him realise how hungry he was. Abley himself came red-faced to the door for a breath of air, and nodded to James civilly.

      


      

      ‘Now then, Maister Morland.’


      

      ‘Fine day, Abley.’ James reined Nez Carré, who stretched his nose with interest towards the source of the agreeable smell.


      

      ‘Too bright,’ Abley dissented succinctly, peering up at the sky. ‘Too bright in April likes to turn off, you mark my words. We s’l have a storm before day’s out. Now then, ’oss, keep thy nose to thyself! Any news from London, maister? Shall we have war soon, dosta think?’

      


      

      ‘I’ve heard nothing certain,’ James replied, ‘though my sister in London says it’s only a matter of time. If Boney won’t give

         us satisfaction, we shall have to fight him.’

      


      

      ‘The sooner the better, to my mind,’ Abley said severely. ‘By, if I were ten years younger, I’d tek the shillin’ maself, for

         the sake of givin’ yon Boney Party a right good drubbin’.’ His expression softened. ‘But how is Miss Lucy — her ladyship,

         I should say?’

      


      

      ‘Just exactly as she always was. She never changes,’ James said.


      

      ‘By, she were a right plucked one when she were a little lass, and that clever wi’ animals an’ doctorin’ an’ such! I’ll never

         forget how she ’tended a sore on ma prize pig Caesar’s back, an’ cushed an’ petted him so soft, he nigh on fell asleep while

         she did it — an’ him that fierce i’ the normal way, I never went into his pen wi’out a pitchfork.’

      


      

      James had no desire to spoil Abley’s image of Lucy by telling him that she was at present scandalising London by living openly

         with her lover, Captain Weston, while her husband, James Chetwyn, Earl of Aylesbury, lived a bachelor life in an apartment

         in Ryder Street. Instead he said, ‘They say the Prince of Wales always asks her advice before buying a horse.’

      


      

      Abley shook his head admiringly. ‘To think of our Miss Lucy hob-nobbin’ wi’ the Prince himself! Well, to my mind, it’s the

         Prince as gets the honour by it, for there’s not another like her i’ th’ world, since your sainted mother passed away. Maister

         James. Willta tek a bit o’ ma fresh bread, now, an’ a sup of ale? Likely tha’s had nowt sin’ supper?’

      


      

      ‘I should love some of your fresh rolls to take home and share with Miss Fanny for breakfast,’ James said. ‘You know she always

         says your rolls are better than ours at home.’

      


      

      Abley looked pleased. ‘Well, I won’t say she’s wrong! Tek ’em, an’ welcome, maister. She went past ma door yesterday, on her

         little pony, an’ called out to me, right friendly. Rides like a cyclops an’ all! Near as good as Miss Lucy when she were that

         age.’

      


      

      As James dismounted in the yard at Morland Place, Edward appeared from the stable.

      


      

      ‘Hullo, Ned You’re out early!’ James called.


      

      Edward came across to him. ‘One of the carriage-horses is lame,’ he said, fending off Nez Carré as the old horse shoved him

         affectionately in the chest.

      


      

      ‘Oh — which one?’


      

      ‘One of the greys, Sparta. A touch of thrush. Hoskins will over-feed ’em when they’re not working.’ Edward looked more closely at his brother. ‘Have you been out all night?’

      


      

      ‘Guilty! But don’t ’rate me — it means I can have breakfast with you before I go to bed. Look,’ said James, holding up the

         bag of rolls as a peace-offering.

      


      

      ‘A rare pleasure,’ Edward said, but his frown dissolved before his brother’s charming smile. James handed Nez Carré to his

         groom and linked arms with Edward as they turned towards the house.

      


      

      ‘I suppose,’ Edward went on, ‘from this display of affection that you’ve outrun your allowance again. I wish you wouldn’t

         gamble, Jamie. Not that you aren’t entitled to your share of the estate’s income — you work hard enough — but I hate to see

         good Morland money passing into other men’s pockets for no return.’

      


      

      ‘Don’t be such a puritan, old dry-bones,’ James said affectionately. ‘I must have my little bit of pleasure now and then.

         Besides, you’re wrong on this occasion: I’ve come home with my pockets freighted with gold — a hundred guineas to the good,

         dear brother, so I’m in a clinking good humour! Fortunately,’ he added with a chuckle, ‘Arthur Fussell is as rich as he is

         fatuous. He plays cards even worse than he rides.’

      


      

      They crossed the great hall, heading for the steward’s room, where Ned always took his early bite to stave off the pangs of

         hunger until breakfast proper at nine o’clock. A tray was waiting for him, with new bread and cold beef, and a jug of home-brewed,

         since Edward did not care for coffee so early in the day.

      


      

      ‘The thing is,’ he reverted when they were sitting either side of the fireplace with the tray between them, ‘I don’t believe

         you do enjoy it. You’d get far more pleasure out of a day’s hunting, which costs nothing.’

      


      

      ‘I can’t hunt at night, can I? Come, Ned, leave me be. I only go to the Maccabbees once a week now. A fellow must have something

         to keep his mind occupied,’ Edward looked as though he would continue the argument, so James added quickly, ‘Besides, how

         else would we get the news so quickly? Crosby Shawe was in the club last night, just down from London, and he says the Government’s

         told Lord Whitworth that if Boney don’t agree to our terms within seven days he’s to leave Paris. An you know that if the

         British Ambassador leaves Paris, it can only be war.’

      


      

      ‘Seven days?’ Edward said, brightening. ‘Come, that’s more like it! I don’t know why we’ve shilly-shallied so long, anyway.

         It’s as plain as bread that Bonaparte doesn’t mean to give up Malta —’

      


      

      ‘Or to withdraw his troops from Switzerland and Holland.’


      

      ‘— and the longer we wait, the more time it gives him to raise troops and make his preparations.’


      

      ‘It gives us the same time for the same purpose,’ James pointed out.


      

      ‘If we used the time properly,’ Edward said, ‘but what has our Government done? Brother William says the Frogs have got better

         than fifty ships in Santo Domingo, all ready to sail home, while most of ours are still laid up, and our best captains are

         sitting around in Fladong’s waiting to be commissioned. And the army’s no better off. The Government’s done nothing there.’

      


      

      ‘Fifty thousand militiamen balloted back in March is hardly nothing,’ James reminded him.


      

      ‘Militiamen aren’t the same as a trained army,’ Edward said with a harassed frown. ‘Besides, who’s to clothe them? Where are

         the guns and ammunition to come from? The Government leaves it all for us to do, as usual. Enrolling the men was a nightmare:

         I swear nine out of every ten claimed exemption. Substitutes are asking twenty, even twenty-five pounds now — aye, and getting

         it! And how do you think that’s going to affect the recruitment of regulars, when their bounty’s only seven pound twelve-and-six?

         Rustics armed with pikes is all we shall have to fight with — against French veterans, and the best artillery in Europe.’

      


      

      James patted his arm. ‘Eat your bread and meat, old fellow. You’ll feel better when your belly’s full. Have one of Abley’s rolls. I perjured myself to get them.’

      


      

      ‘You don’t take anything seriously,’ Ned complained. ‘But you’ll change your tune when the French come marching up the Dover

         road and hoist the tricolor over St James’s Palace.’

      


      

      James grinned. ‘Oh yes, I’ll start worrying then, I promise you. It’s about as likely as my becoming the next king of England

         We’ll beat ’em when the time comes, Ned, never fear.’

      


      

      ‘It can’t come too soon for me,’ Edward said, cutting another slice of beef and dabbing it with mustard. ‘Damn Addington and

         his conciliation! We need a Pitt to bring this cursed peace to an end.’

      


      

      ‘How bloodthirsty you are,’ James remarked mildly, breaking a roll and reaching for the butter.


      

      ‘Nothing to do with being bloodthirsty,’ Ned answered quickly. ‘Don’t you realise what a good thing the war is for us? The

         price of wool is bound to go up, with the demand for cloth for uniforms. And don’t tell me you’ve forgotten how many more

         horses we sold up until that wretched Peace? I don’t see,’ he went on, warming to his subject, ‘why we shouldn’t get a government

         contract for horses this time. After all, it isn’t as though we haven’t got influential friends. There’s John Anstey a Member

         of Parliament to begin with, and cousin Horatio a bosom-bow of the Prince; and Chetwyn’s always been well-liked in Court circles,

         if he’d stir himself.’

      


      

      ‘The name of Morland is much better known at the Admiralty than at the War Office,’ James reminded him lazily.


      

      ‘Well then,’ Ned countered, ‘what about a contract for supplying provisions for the fleet?’


      

      ‘Surely the commissioners at Portsmouth must get all their beef and mutton from the southern counties? I can’t see them wanting

         our cattle, all skin and bone after a two-hundred-mile drive.’

      


      

      ‘I wasn’t talking about cattle,’ Ned said impatiently, ‘I was talking about corn. They’re going to need tons of it, for ship’s

         bread. We could turn over all our arable fields to it, and then there’s that piece of land on the edge of the moor that only

         wants draining…’

      


      

      James yawned. ‘Whatever you say, old fellow. You don’t need to ask my permission. It’s no concern of mine.’

      


      

      ‘The estate is held in trust for Fanny,’ Edward pointed out. ‘Of course it’s your concern. You’re her father.’


      

      ‘The merest accident,’ James said, taking a bite of buttered roll. ‘The more I think of it, the more I feel it would have been

         better all round if you had married Mary Ann, rather than me — inherited her from Chetwyn, you might say, when he decided to marry Lucy instead.

         You and he being so close, it would have kept it in the family, so to speak.’

      


      

      Edward reddened a little. James’s assumed carelessness always irritated him. ‘I don’t suppose I could have made a worse husband

         than you, anyway,’ he retorted. ‘I wouldn’t have run off and broken Mother’s heart.’

      


      

      ‘But then your sense of duty to the family wasn’t strong enough to persuade you to marry at all, was it?’ James said, nettled

         into retaliation. ‘It was left to me to provide an heir, since you wouldn’t.’

      


      

      There was a tap at the door at that moment, and Father Aislaby, the chaplain, came in most timely. ‘Ah, I thought I heard your

         voice,’ he said to James. ‘I thought perhaps you ought to know that Fanny has gone out.’

      


      

      ‘Gone out where?’ Edward asked before James could speak.


      

      ‘That I can’t tell you,’ Aislaby said. ‘But she’s taken her pony and that young stable-lad, the red-haired one — ’


      

      ‘Foster,’ James supplied with a smile. ‘Yes, she would — he’s a thorough reprobate. Fanny’s taste is consistent, at least

         I suspect they’ve gone off to steal pheasant’s eggs. She did seem to take an unusual interest in the clutches yesterday, when

         we were riding in Harewood Whin.’

      


      

      ‘How can you take it so lightly?’ Edward exclaimed. ‘Really, Jamie, that child goes beyond all bounds! You should never have

         given her a pony. She careers about the countryside like a little savage, completely unrestrained — and as ignorant, as far

         as I can see, as the day she was born. I doubt whether she can even read and write.’

      


      

      ‘That’s an aspersion on you, Father,’ James said. ‘What have you been teaching my daughter all these years?’


      

      ‘Precious little, I’m afraid,’ Aislaby admitted, unperturbed. ‘If I can keep her in the schoolroom at all, it’s as much as

         I compound for. As for teaching her anything, I fear it’s beyond me.’

      


      

      ‘How poor-spirited of you,’ James murmured.


      

      ‘The lessons I teach the choristers are not suitable for a girl, in any case,’ the chaplain went on. ‘I’ve said before, many

         times, that Fanny ought to have a governess; but even that will do no good unless you, her father, discipline her. As long

         as she knows she can appeal to you to countermand anyone else’s orders, there will be no doing anything with her.’

      


      

      ‘Just what I’ve always said,’ Edward exclaimed triumphantly. ‘If you go on like this, Jamie —’


      

      ‘Yes, yes, spare me the reiteration,’ James cried, ruffled. ‘Lord, what a pair of Methodists you are! Let the poor child have

         a little fun! She’s only seven years old. There’ll be time enough for simpering and sitting when she’s older. She likes to

         romp and play, and what harm can there be in that? Lucy was just the same at her age, and she grew up to marry an earl.’

      


      

      ‘Lucy was never as wild as Fanny, and she was very good at her lessons,’ Ned said. ‘She was a romp, true enough, but Mother

         saw to it that she kept within bounds. Even so, I doubt whether any earl but Chetwyn, who was practically a brother to her,

         would have taken her, after she ran away to sea.’

      


      

      ‘Well, Fanny won’t run away to sea, anyway,’ James said, tired of the argument.


      

      ‘She’s run away this morning,’ Edward pointed out, ‘and not for the first time. Someone ought to be sent after her. How you

         can just sit there, while —’

      


      

      Aislaby interposed himself between the brothers soothingly. ‘I expect she’ll be back by breakfast time. Hunger is a stern

         imperative at that age. And now I must get ready for the early celebration,’ he added, and withdrew.

      


      

      Mary Ann, only daughter of Joseph Hobsbawn of Hobsbawn Mills, wife of James Morland and mother of Fanny and Henry, led a

         well-regulated life divided, though unequally, between duty and pleasure. Duty, that morning as every morning, was represented by her private and public devotions before breakfast, her presiding over the coffee-pot at breakfast,

         and a long interview with the housekeeper and the cook immediately afterwards. Pleasure then had its turn, as she mounted

         the stairs to the nursery to visit her son.

      


      

      ‘How is he this morning?’ she asked Sarah, the under-nurserymaid, who tweaked Henry’s lace petticoats into position and propelled

         him gently towards his mother. ‘Has he coughed much?’

      


      

      ‘Not so much, today,’ Sarah replied nervously. She evidently had something on her mind, and began, ‘I beg your pardon, madam

         —’

      


      

      Mary Ann was not listening. She lifted Henry in her arms and set him against her shoulder. ‘My little dear,’ she murmured.

         ‘My pigeon!’

      


      

      Henry’s solemn face regarded her for a moment consideringly, and then broke into a smile, and Mary Ann felt the rush of love

         like hot blood through her heart. ‘That’s my little man,’ she said. ‘Has the nasty cough gone away, then?’ Henry, though

         healthy enough upon the whole, had never been quite as robust as Fanny, who had never ailed a thing since the moment she was

         born. It was Mary Ann’s deep and unspoken fear that something would happen to her son, who was the one joy of her life. She

         turned to Sarah again. ‘I think we had better continue with the syrup, at least for a day or two.’

      


      

      ‘Madam,’ Sarah tried again, ‘if you please —’


      

      ‘Has he had his pap?’


      

      ‘No, madam. But —’


      

      ‘Then I shall give it to him. Run and fetch it, Sarah. Quickly, girl, don’t stand and gawp like that. God loves those who

         do their duty with a light tread and a glad heart.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, madam,’ Sarah said resignedly, and trotted away. Mary Ann took her child to the window-seat and sat with him. The window

         looked out over the orchard towards the track which branched one way to York and the other to the moors and the open country.

         In the nine years, almost, that she had lived here, she had never managed to grow used to the views from the windows. Born

         and brought up, as she was, on the edge of a town, with streets and gardens and noises all about her, the country around Morland Place still often seemed very desolate and lonely to her.

      


      

      ‘Though perhaps,’ she said aloud to the baby, with a short sigh, ‘it may be in me, and not in the place.’ Henry had nothing

         to dissent to the proposition. He had hold of her hand, and was engaged in the pleasant game of folding and unfolding her

         fingers. A movement took her attention, and she turned her head to watch a groom with a pair of horses, riding one and leading

         one along the track at the slow trot thought proper for a gentleman’s carriage-horses. She had given no orders for the carriage

         that day, so of course the horses must be led out for exercise.

      


      

      ‘Routine,’ she said aloud, ‘is a beautiful thing.’ A saving thing, that kept man from the chaos all around him. And woman,

         of course.

      


      

      Henry examined her forefinger carefully and then carried it experimentally to his mouth, in the way of very young creatures.


      

      But there were good routines and bad routines. Her husband, for instance, had developed a routine of visiting his club and

         staying all night. From her window she had seen his return early that morning; and that was all she was likely to see of him

         until dinner. It wasn’t even, she thought with another sigh, that he avoided her. ‘He doesn’t know we exist, you and I,’ she

         said, gathering Henry into her arms again. Henry smiled and put a fat hand up to tug her ear, and she pressed him to her in

         a sudden and painful access of love which startled him enough to make him cry.

      


      

      ‘There now, madam, let me take him!’ It was Jenny the senior nurserymaid, entering as if on cue, with Sarah behind her carrying

         the tray with Henry’s bowl of pap. ‘Hush now, my dear.’

      


      

      ‘No,’ said Mary Ann to the reaching hands. ‘I wish to feed him myself.’


      

      ‘Of course, madam,’ Jenny said, too good a servant to argue, though her eye was rebellious. ‘Sarah, the bowl and spoon.’ She

         waited until her mistress was settled and Henry’s wails had ceased in favour of a more contented sound, and then said, ‘One

         of the gardeners was in the kitchen just a while back, madam. He’d been talking to a chap from the village, seemingly.’

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ Mary Ann said with a lack of encouragement which would have quelled a lesser mortal.

      


      

      ‘It’s about Miss Fanny, madam,’ Jenny went on. This chap was out in the north field this morning, and saw Miss Fanny go by

         with young Forster and the carpenter’s lad from Hessay, heading for the Lord knows where.’

      


      

      Mary Ann raised her eyes from Henry’s face and regarded Jenny blankly, ‘what of it?’


      

      ‘Well, madam, it isn’t right. Really it isn’t. It’s not so much that she might come to harm, for God knows everyone hereabouts

         would lie down and die sooner than let anything hurt a hair of Miss Fanny’s head, but —’

      


      

      ‘Enough, Jenny.’


      

      ‘But it’s the scandal, madam,’ Jenny continued stubbornly, ‘and the talk. It reflects on us to have her wander about so unseemly,

         and without so much as a kitchen-maid to attend her. And then, she’s a girl, when all’s said and done, for all that she’s

         only a child; and when girls are suffered to grow wild, the trouble they get into is always worse than anything anyone expects,

         and that’s the truth, madam, if I was to die for it.’

      


      

      Mary Ann’s eye was flinty. ‘I really cannot listen to any more nonsense about Miss Fanny,’ she said coolly.


      

      ‘It isn’t nonsense, madam,’ Jenny protested.


      

      ‘Miss Fanny’s behaviour is none of my concern,’ Mary Ann went on. ‘I won’t be troubled with it, do you understand?’


      

      ‘Someone’s got to be troubled with it,’ Jenny muttered angrily.


      

      ‘If you have any complaints about her, you must speak to the chaplain or her father,’ said Mary Ann, looking away to signify

         the end of the matter. ‘She is nothing to do with me, and if you haven’t learnt that by now, then you have been wasting your

         time here. Now leave me. I wish to be alone with my son.’

      


      

      Jenny stared red-faced a moment longer, and then turned away abruptly, ushering Sarah out before her. The door was not closed

         quickly enough to keep her underling’s comment from Mary Ann’s ears. ‘The truth of it is she’s jealous of Miss Fanny, because

         Mr James loves her more.’

      


      

      Mary Ann’s lips moved in a little spasm of wry humour as she loaded the spoon once more and conveyed it to Henry’s mouth. ‘Love!’ she said aloud. Henry looked up at her. It was a

         very long time since she had expected or even wanted love from her husband. ‘But servants are always so vulgarly sentimental.’

      


      

      ‘Spoon!’ said Henry, waving both hands in approval.


      

      The hour for morning visitors found Mary Ann seated correctly in the drawing-room with her work basket and her embroidery

         frame to hand. It was also the hour for the chapel boys to practise their singing, and with the chapel door and the drawing-room

         both left open, she could just hear them. She loved music, and it soothed her.

      


      

      Ottershaw the butler soon announced Lady Fussell, who as Lizzie Anstey had once been in love with James and hoped to marry

         him. She had been married now for six years to Sir Arthur Fussell, an experience which had produced in her a deep sympathy

         for all women who were married to uncongenial men. She visited Mary Ann more often than any of the other York ladies of their

         circle, and defended her vigorously when they abused her for being repulsively cold or stupidly silent.

      


      

      ‘Who would not be reserved, in her situation?’ Lady Fussell would say, and they would stare at her in amazement. Most of her

         contemporaries had been violently in love with the elusive James Morland at some time in their youth, and he still held for

         them all the charm of the eternally unattainable. Many a private tear had been shed when he brought back a bride from Manchester,

         and many had been the private smiles when he had abandoned her in that scandalous way and run off to live openly with another

         woman. Mr James Morland’s former admirers, with their respectable but dull husbands, could safely assert to themselves in

         their most secret thoughts that he would not have run away if he had been married to them.


      

      ‘What lovely music,’ Lady Fussell remarked when the initial commonplaces had been exchanged. ‘What is it?’


      

      ‘The chapel choir is practising the anthem for Sunday,’ said Mary Ann briefly.


      

      ‘It sounds familiar,’ Lady Fussell pursued. She was used to having to try hard with Mrs James Morland. ‘Can I have heard it

         before?’

      


      

      ‘It was written by William Morland, who I believe was an ancestor of my husband,’ Mary Ann said unwillingly.


      

      ‘Oh yes, of course! Everyone in York has heard of William Morland. He is quite famous, I assure you,’ Lady Fussell smiled.


      

      ‘It has been arranged for the boys by Father Aislaby,’ said Mary Ann.


      

      ‘How lucky you are in your chaplain,’ Lady Fussell changed tack. ‘So talented as he is, in so many ways.’ She was about to

         add, and so handsome, but stopped herself in time. ‘He will make a fine tutor for your son in a few years’ time.’

      


      

      ‘Indeed,’ was all that Mary Ann said, but she almost smiled. She was aware that Sir Arthur Fussell was both stupid and profligate,

         and was frequently unkind to his wife. Mary Ann felt very sorry for Lady Fussell, and almost welcomed her visits.

      


      

      ‘You have heard the news from London, I suppose?’ Lady Fussell went on. She was sure that no-one else troubled to tell poor

         Mrs James Morland anything, and that without her own visits she would have gone on in ignorance, since she was too proud to

         ask for news. ‘Buonaparte is given an ultimatum, and Crosby Shawe believes we shall have war within the month. He dined with

         Sir Arthur yesterday.’ Crosby Shawe was her brother-in-law, married to Sir Arthur Fussell’s sister Valentina. ‘The men are

         all very excited about it. Valentina says she does not know who could have arranged the Peace, since every man in the country

         now claims to have been against it from the first.’

      


      

      ‘My brother Edward mentioned it at breakfast,’ Mary Ann admitted. ‘He seems to think war will be a good thing for us.’


      

      ‘Oh, certainly! And an excellent thing for your father, ma’am, I believe,’ Lady Fussell added. ‘The demand for cloth of all

         sorts is bound to increase.’

      


      

      Mary Ann only bowed, and Lady Fussell passed on to a more interesting subject. ‘I suppose you must have heard that Lady Armey’s

         child was born yesterday?’

      


      

      Mary Ann had not, and said nothing.


      

      ‘A girl this time’ Lady Fussell went on obligingly, ‘and they are to call her Mary. And Valentina has announced that she is

         increasing again. All the world seems to be burgeoning,’ she added with a smile and a little sigh. Her only pregnancy had

         ended in a stillborn child three years ago. ‘Your children must be such a comfort to you, Mrs Morland. I do envy you them’.

      


      

      A certain light in Lady Fussell’s eye suggested to Mary Ann that some unwelcome communication about Fanny was about to be

         introduced, and it was necessary to say something to ward it off. She hastily broke in: ‘Lady Anstey is quite well, I hope?

         She has a large family. How many are there now?’

      


      

      ‘The new baby is the sixth surviving. It is fortunate that John — Lord Anstey — is so well-to-do, with such a brood to provide

         for! His eldest, little John, can think of nothing but the navy, and longs so to go to sea, you can’t imagine. He is so excited

         about the war, it quite made me laugh to hear him talking.’

      


      

      ‘He is very young to be thinking about such things,’ Mary Ann said.


      

      ‘Indeed,’ Lady Fussell said, ‘but Lord Anstey said yesterday, when I called, that if the boy was still of the same mind next

         year, he would try whether he could get him aboard some ship or other. If he wants a naval career, he must start it as early

         as possible, so Lady Anstey says.’

      


      

      ‘I should think Lady Anstey would be against it,’ Mary Ann remarked.


      

      ‘You mean, because her brother was killed in a naval battle? Oh no, you mistake. She is very proud of her brother, and would like

         nothing better than for little John to follow in his footsteps. She resolves to ask your sister Lady Aylesbury’s advice about

         a suitable patron.’

      


      

      Mary Ann eyed her visitor cautiously. Lucy had a large and perfectly respectable acquaintance amongst the navy, apart from

         her disreputable connection with Captain Weston, so it was hard to know whether or not to be offended by the reference. ‘I

         believe Admiral Collingwood thought highly of Lady Anstey’s brother,’ she said at last.

      


      

      ‘Quite so,’ said Lady Fussell quickly, ‘and he is so very fond of Lady Aylesbury that the connection must be useful to the

         Ansteys.’

      


      

      Mary Ann did not in the least want to talk about her sister-in-law Lucy, and she was quite sure that Lady Fussell was bursting

         with some information about Fanny’s whereabouts that she did not want to hear either. In desperation she stood up and said,

         ‘You spoke so appreciatively about the music just now. Perhaps you would like to step into the chapel for a few minutes, to

         hear it better?’

      


      

      Lady Fussell could only accept. ‘Thank you, I should like it extremely,’ she said.


      

      The rules of social intercourse had their advantages sometimes, Mary Ann reflected, leading the way out.


   

      

      Chapter Two


      

      The hour for morning visits was very different at Lady Aylesbury’s house in Upper Grosvenor Street, where the butler Hicks

         had developed a very sinewy leg from the superfluity of daily visitors to a tall, narrow house with many stairs. Despite the

         scandal of her relationship with Captain Weston and nominal separation from her husband — matters which Hicks found very hard

         to bear, his heart being a great deal less tough than the sinews of his legs — Lady Aylesbury was an extremely popular hostess,

         had a large acquaintance in the ton, and an even larger acquaintance amongst sea-officers, whose obsessive sociability while on land was proverbial.

      


      

      At whatever hour her ladyship had retired, she was always up early the next day to take her horses into the Park, for she

         liked to ride when there were none but grooms about, so that she could exercise properly without tripping over ‘fashionable

         ladies dawdling on one-pace slugs’, as she called them in what Hicks thought of as her colourful way. Later in the day, at

         the afternoon hour of promenade, she would ride or drive again, attired to swooning-point in the very apogee of fashion, to

         see and be seen in the correct way like other ladies of the ton; but her mornings were her own, and precious to her.

      


      

      Captain Weston had been again to the Admiralty that morning, and on his return was told that her ladyship had retired to her

         chamber to be dressed. At the Captain’s entrance, the maid Docwra withdrew without further instruction, and Weston walked

         across to kiss Lucy’s upturned face tenderly, and to sit beside her at the dressing-table.

      


      

      ‘Well, what news?’ Lucy asked.


      

      ‘War is certain,’ Weston said. ‘It’s only a matter of time. Days, weeks at the most.’


      

      ‘But what news of you? Have you got your ship?’ Lucy asked anxiously.


      

      Weston shook his head. ‘I’m afraid they must be giving out the commissions in alphabetical order,’ he said, trying for lightness. ‘They’ve got as far as the aitches, at all events. I saw your brother Haworth there, and he told me they’ve recommissioned

         the Africa.’


      

      ‘Oh, I am glad for him! I know it’s of all ships the one he would most have wanted.’


      

      ‘I think he’d have taken any ship offered, like the rest of us,’ Weston said wryly, ‘but I daresay he is fond of her, for

         all that she’s given the dockyard a great deal of trouble.’

      


      

      ‘But how can that be?’ Lucy asked with a frown. ‘She was a new ship in — what was it? — ’96 or ’97.’


      

      That’s the heart of it, my love. She was built partly with new timbers, not properly seasoned, and they have warped badly.

         But Haworth says they had her in dry-dock until last week, and so he hopes they have solved the problem. He intends to walk

         up and see you this morning, so you can ask him all the technical details yourself.’

      


      

      She made a face, aware that she was being teased. ‘I shall also ask him what he means to do with his children,’ she said.

         They can hardly stay in that tiny house at Southsea with only servants to look after them. He had probably better send them

         to me. They can perfectly well live down at Wolvercote with my three. They’ll be in nobody’s way there.’

      


      

      Western smiled and kissed her hand. ‘I love the way you collect children, so carelessly, as though they were snuffboxes or

         Sèvres vases.’

      


      

      To his surprise she looked a little upset and confused for a moment, and when she did reply, it was with a forced laugh. ‘I should much prefer Sèvres vases, I assure you,’ she said lightly. ‘Who else did you see this morning?’

      


      

      He knew that it was of no use to press her; that if anything was wrong, she would tell him in her own time, or not at all.

         ‘Let me see, now,’ he mused. ‘Old Admiral Scorton was there, of course. He said he saw you in the Park this morning, on Mimosa,

         and waved to you.’

      


      

      ‘That’s right. He hailed me as if I were at the foretop, and told me there were more gales on the way! I love that old man,’

         she added inconsequentially. ‘Who else?’

      


      

      ‘None of your particular friends. I heard some news, however. Collingwood is in Town. I didn’t see him — he was closeted

         with Lord St Vincent — but he’s sure to call on you later. Everyone says he’s bound to be promoted to vice this time, which will cheer a few northern hearts. Scorton thinks he’ll

         get Victory. She’s lying at Portsmouth, newly refitted.’

      


      

      ‘She’s a good ship, isn’t she? And what command?’


      

      ‘Second in command to Cornwallis, Scorton thinks.’


      

      ‘Is Blue Billy to have the Channel Fleet again?’


      

      ‘It seems likely. St Vincent likes him, and he thinks he did well there before the Peace; and Pellew is to have the western

         approaches, almost certainly.’

      


      

      ‘And Nelson?’


      

      Western made a comical face. ‘He and Lady Hamilton are out of mourning for poor old Sir William, at all events. He’s busy

         making himself unpopular by demanding a pension for Lady Hamilton for her services to the country — ’

      


      

      ‘What, as his mistress?’ Lucy put in, in astonishment


      

      Weston roared. ‘Oh Lucy, you are such a joy to me! No, no, you simpleton, for her diplomatic services in Naples! He’s also

         put a petition before Addington for an increase to his own pension, on the grounds that both St Vincent and Duncan get more

         than he does, and that since he has a wife and a mistress to support, he simply can’t manage on two thousand a year.’

      


      

      ‘I can’t see even Addington acceeding to that,’ Lucy smiled. ‘Has he his command yet?’


      

      ‘Not yet He’ll probably get the Toulon station again, but I think Their Lordships will delay as long as possible in appointing

         him, in order to shew their disapproval of his private life.’

      


      

      She stared at him in sudden concern. ‘Oh Weston — !’


      

      ‘What is it, my love?’


      

      She gripped his hand tighter. ‘It has just come to me,’ she said reluctantly. ‘Do you suppose… could it be that it is our

         relationship which has prevented you from getting your ship?’

      


      

      Weston hesitated, and shrugged. He never lied to her: their relationship was not built along those lines. ‘It is possible.’


      

      ‘Oh Weston—!’


      

      ‘Now, Lucy, don’t look so tragic. There’ll be ships for all the active officers as soon as war is formally declared. I’ve never

         blotted my service record, don’t forget. Disapproval of my private life may delay matters, but I shan’t be left on the beach,

         never tear.’

      


      

      ‘I don’t know how any of them dares to point a finger,’ she said indignantly. ‘As if they were above reproach! Why, I dare

         say if one enquired —’

      


      

      ‘Precisely so — if one enquired. Their Lordships don’t like officers to be involved in public scandals. That’s where Nelson

         goes wrong — he and his Emma do make such a noise about their love! If they would but sin quietly, no-one at the Admiralty

         would care two straws. And you and I, until last year, were discreet enough. It’s only since I came to live here that we have

         become the object of gossip.’

      


      

      ‘They can’t bear openness and honesty, that’s what it is. Hypocrisy and show is all they care about.’ She looked at him anxiously,

         her face a little pale. ‘Perhaps you ought to have a place of your own again, like before, when you had rooms in Ebury Street. If you lived apart from me, perhaps the scandal would die down, and you would get your ship.’

      


      

      ‘My love,’ he said tenderly, ‘you refine too much on it. We only became a scandal because the Season was so quiet. As soon as

         war is declared, everyone will have too much to talk about to be interested in us. I shall have my ship, don’t worry. And…’ He

         hesitated.

      


      

      ‘Yes?’


      

      He lifted her hand to his lips again. ‘Only this — that since war must come, and I must go away from you, for God knows how

         long, I had rather be with you, properly with you, for every moment I can.’ He smiled faintly. ‘I must be the only red-blooded

         man in England at this moment who is actually glad Addington has kept the peace so long.’

      


      

      Lucy bit her lip, and understanding much of what she felt, he released her hand to consult his pocket-watch, and stood up

         with a lighter smile. ‘I had better let Docwra back in, or you won’t be dressed in time for your visitors. Is this what you

         are to wear?’ He touched a lilac-coloured muslin which was lying over the back of a chair. ‘You’ll look charmingly, as always.’

      


      

      He bowed, and had his hand to the door knob when Lucy called him.


      

      ‘Weston!’


      

      He turned back enquiringly, and watched as she struggled to find words for what she felt too deeply for speech. ‘I have been so happy this past year,’ she said at last, awkwardly. Thank you for it.’

      


      

      He had no answer for her, could only bow again, and leave.


      

      Captain Haworth was the first to lift the great knocker on the front door. He arrived with naval promptness exactly at noon,

         and, as a family connection, took the liberty of advising Hicks to save his legs. ‘I can find my own way up. I know her ladyship

         is expecting me to call, because I told Captain Weston so this morning.’

      


      

      George Haworth had astonished the fashionable world ten years ago by marrying Lucy’s older sister Mary, who had been famed

         as one of the three most beautiful women in England, and who had turned down so many offers for her hand, even from such eligible

         partis as the Earl of Tonbridge, that everyone had decided she meant to go a maiden to her grave. Why she should have accepted Haworth’s

         offer, when he had neither fame, fortune, rank, nor even particularly distinguished looks, was something that no-one in the

         ton could determine.

      


      

      The fact of the matter, as Lucy could have told anyone who was interested, was that Mary fell in love with the obscure and

         shabby sea-captain the very instant she saw him, and had lived in blissful happiness with him until she died of childbed fever

         on board the Africa off the Egyptian coast five years ago. Lucy could perfectly well understand it. She liked George Haworth very well; he reminded

         her of her father.

      


      

      ‘Congratulations, Captain, on your appointment,’ she greeted him. ‘You must be pleased it is the Africa. Do you know where you are bound?’

      


      

      ‘I’m meant for the Channel Fleet,’ Haworth said, ‘but not for a few weeks yet. Africa’s only just out of dry-dock. They’ll be warping her up to Spithead tomorrow, and as soon as I join her I have to take her out

         for sea trials.’

      


      

      ‘I told Lucy about her troubles,’ Weston said. ‘Sea trials suggest that she’s in a bad way.’


      

      ‘I’m afraid so,’ Haworth said with a rueful smile. ‘You were congratulating me on an early appointment, but if Africa has to go back into dock, you may well be at sea before me.’

      


      

      ‘Have you got your old crew back?’ Weston wanted to know.

      


      

      ‘A large number of them. As soon as the word went round that Africa was commissioning, they started to volunteer. It was most touching.’

      


      

      ‘It’s a tribute to you,’ Lucy said, ‘that they should be so loyal.’


      

      Haworth smiled. ‘You mustn’t make too much of it. They know they will be pressed anyway, sooner or later. By volunteering

         they get the bounty, and the choice of ship.’

      


      

      ‘Well, at all events, you are spared the problem of manning,’ Lucy said.


      

      ‘I shall still have to take my share of quota-men, but I’ll probably sail short-handed at first. It won’t matter for the trials,

         and Their Lordships are anxious to have them completed as soon as possible.’

      


      

      ‘I’m astonished they are granting you time for trials at all,’ Weston grinned. ‘They don’t usually flinch from sending men

         to sea in sinking ships. Remember the poor old Rochester, that fell to pieces in calm weather off Martinique in ’91?’

      


      

      ‘That reminds me,’ Haworth said to Lucy. ‘I was talking to Nepean just before I walked up here, and he said that a report

         has come in from Santo Domingo which will be of interest to you.’

      


      

      ‘My brother William?’


      

      Haworth bowed. ‘The Argus was a successful single-ship action with a French seventy-four, the Glorieux. The Frenchman struck after a spirited defence, but both ships were badly damaged, and Captain Morland had much to do to get

         them to Kingston to refit.’

      


      

      ‘He won’t be sorry to stay there a while, I imagine,’ Weston said. ‘I hear the Yellow Jack is raging all through Hispaniola.’


      

      ‘William’s had it, years ago,’ Lucy said. ‘But his wife and child are in Kingston, so I expect he’ll be glad to be there for

         that reason. And talking of children —’

      


      

      ‘Yes, I had meant to bring up the subject,’ Haworth said apologetically. ‘The thing is, you see —’


      

      ‘No need to explain,’ Lucy said firmly. ‘Your girls can go to Wolvercote and stay as long as you wish. Miss Trotton is an excellent

         governess, and it can make no difference to anyone there how many children they have to look after. They have nothing else to do for three-fourths of the year.’

      


      

      ‘It is more than generous of you, ma’am,’ Haworth said, ‘and I do believe it’s what Hippolyta wants more than anything. She

         misses your daughter Flaminia very much.’

      


      

      ‘I always told you she would,’ Lucy said, ‘though I suppose Farleigh has enjoyed having her back. How is old Farleigh?’

      


      

      ‘She has not been at all well recently, and though she loves the children dearly, I think she finds them wearing. She wants

         to retire. She has family in Devon, and her savings, and I don’t feel I ought to stand in her way.’

      


      

      ‘I never thought of Farleigh’s having family,’ Lucy said in surprise. ‘In all the years she was Mary’s personal maid, I never

         once heard her mention a relative.’

      


      

      ‘Commonly the lot of servants, I imagine,’ Weston murmured, lifting his hands from his knees so that his cat Jeffrey could

         jump up. Jeffrey turned round three times and settled, his claws clenching and unclenching in delight, his rusty purr throbbing

         like an engine as he flattened his head up under Western’s hand.

      


      

      ‘Well, it doesn’t matter,’ Lucy had continued. ‘Let her go as soon as she likes. I can send a servant down to collect the

         girls, if you can’t bring them yourself.’

      


      

      ‘It would be helpful if you could send someone for Polly,’ Haworth began, and Lucy interrupted him.


      

      ‘Polly? You don’t mention Africa.’


      

      ‘I’ve seen it coming these ten minutes,’ Weston said. ‘Look at that guilty expression! Let me save you the trouble of explaining,

         Haworth. You want to take your younger brat to sea with you again. How old is she now?’

      


      

      ‘Nearly five. We’ve never been parted, you see, and the idea upsets her dreadfully; and she’s lived most of her life on shipboard.

         She doesn’t like living on shore a bit.’

      


      

      ‘But if Farleigh doesn’t go with you, who will look after her?’


      

      ‘The carpenter’s wife is a very good sort of woman, and she’s willing to do what’s necessary. But Africa’s such an independent

         child, she hardly needs looking after, and on board ship all the men keep an eye on her.’

      


      

      ‘I’ve heard it works both ways,’ Weston said. ‘She keeps an eye on them, too.’

      


      

      ‘She’s more useful to me in keeping discipline than the cat,’ Haworth agreed with a smile. ‘The men don’t even cuss when she’s

         around.’

      


      

      ‘Well, I’ve nothing to say to it,’ Lucy said. ‘You must do as you think fit. But I should like to know that you had plans

         to attend properly to her education.’

      


      

      Before Haworth could reply, the door opened and Hicks announced Admiral Collingwood. He was preceded into the room by his

         little white terrier, Bounce, who rushed forward to greet Lucy with such enthusiasm that Jeffrey, who had drawn himself up

         warily at the first sight of him, jumped from Weston’s lap in affront and made a rapid ascent to the top of the nearest bookcase.

      


      

      Collingwood bowed over Lucy’s hand and received the cordial greetings of the other two officers. He was a slender, handsome

         man, with finely-chiselled features and gravely beautiful eyes which a woman might have envied. He had been at sea since he

         was eleven, and out of the last forty-two years had spent no more than six or seven on shore. He was a consummate seaman,

         a superb tactician, and from having spent most of his life fighting the French one way and another, he had developed an almost

         uncanny way of knowing what they were about to do next. He was also one of the few captains who could keep order entirely

         without the use of the cat; it was said a look of censure from him hurt his jacks a great deal more than the lash.

      


      

      ‘I was it you were discussing when I came in?’ Collingwood asked Lucy as he took the seat opposite her. I thought I heard

         you mention the education of females? It’s of all subjects the dearest to my heart.’

      


      

      ‘I was enjoining Captain Haworth to make sure that both his girls were properly taught,’ Lucy said. ‘Too many men seem to

         think that education doesn’t matter for girls, and let them scramble into whatever learning they can get for themselves without

         troubling anyone. But that’s not our way — not the Morland way.’

      


      

      ‘Dear Lucy, don’t you think Haworth knows that?’ Weston laughed. ‘Didn’t he marry your sister Mary?’


      

      ‘I was taught Latin, Greek, mathematics, astronomy, history, and the natural sciences,’ Lucy went on, and I am determined

         my girls will learn them too. Not,’ she added frankly, ‘that Flaminia shews much promise in anything but drawing. But that

         isn’t the point.’

      


      

      ‘I do so agree with you,’ Collingwood said. It is quite a hobby-horse of mine. I am at pains to have my own dear girls learn

         the same subjects as are taught to boys. I wish I could be more often at home to supervise their education,’ he added sadly,

         ‘but I have been so little ashore since they were born…’

      


      

      ‘Well, sir, you will find no contrary argument in this room,’ Weston said, ‘but I think the majority of people would claim

         that too much education for females does not conduce to a proper delicacy of mind.’

      


      

      ‘And I would say to them,’ the admiral rejoined firmly, ‘that ignorance can never be conducive to delicacy. How can you instruct

         a girl to love God, when you give her no means of understanding the astonishing miracle of His creation?’

      


      

      Weston bowed. ‘As I said, sir, none of us would disagree with you. Haworth and I have both had the honour of loving educated

         women.’

      


      

      ‘Morland women,’ Haworth added with a smile. ‘There’s something special about them. If my daughters grow up like their mother,

         I shall have nothing to regret except, like you, Admiral, that I have not been able to spend more time with them.’

      


      

      ‘You have your ship, I understand, Captain Haworth?’ Collingwood said.


      

      ‘I have, sir, though I don’t know for how long. But if she doesn’t sink under me, I can look forward to a leisurely cruise

         off Brest this summer.’

      


      

      Everyone smiled at this reference to the most treacherous stretch of water in Europe, and Collingwood said, ‘We shall all have

         our work cut out, soon enough. It’s no secret that Buonaparte has sworn to invade England, and only by continuous vigilance

         will we be able to hold him. Blockade duty is hard and tedious, but essential.’

      


      

      Haworth nodded gravely, having done his share of it before the peace, and Collingwood looked enquiringly at Weston and went on, ‘But you, Captain? I understand you’re still waiting for your commission.’

      


      

      ‘Their Lordships haven’t found a use for me yet, sir,’ Weston assented.


      

      ‘I suppose a dashing young officer like yourself must be longing for a frigate,’ Collingwood said with a smile and a glance

         at Lucy, who lifted her hands in an involuntary gesture which did not escape the admiral’s eye. ‘But I don’t think there’s

         any harm in telling you that there’s some doubt in Admiralty circles as to what is best to be done with you.’

      


      

      ‘Sir?’ said Weston, a little anxiously.


      

      ‘Intelligent officers are always needed at the Admiralty itself. I understand you had a shore appointment during the late

         conflict, and acquitted yourself very creditably.’

      


      

      Weston and Lucy both stared at him, straining their senses to understand. Was he saying, then, that it was not moral disapproval

         which had kept Weston from being given a ship, but a doubt as to whether he might not be better employed on the Admiralty

         staff? And if that were so, could he, ought he to resist? It was a great honour to be considered in that special capacity;

         and to be on shore was to be with Lucy. But for a sailor the first longing is always to be at sea. Weston was torn, and his

         face shewed it.

      


      

      ‘I am Their Lordships’ to command,’ he said at last in as neutral a tone as he could manage. ‘Wherever I will be most useful

         —’

      


      

      ‘Of course,’ Collingwood said, but he was looking at Lucy, and his soft Northumberland burr was softer than ever as he said,

         ‘but every young officer wants a frigate, doesn’t he?’

      


      

      Lucy, still fondling Bounce’s ridiculous ears, met the admiral’s eyes in a moment of complete sympathy; and then the door

         was opened again to admit Hicks and a new influx of visitors, whose arrival must change the subject.

      


      

      ‘Major Wiske, my lady, and Mr Brummell.’


      

      The following morning Lucy was seated in the breakfast parlour, a smaller, sunny apartment which was very pleasant early in

         the day, when the door opened and her husband, the earl, walked in.

      


      

      ‘Pardon me for not having myself announced,’ was the first thing he said, and Lucy frowned a little.

      


      

      ‘Don’t be silly,’ she said, but awkwardly. The status of an estranged husband in his own house was a delicate one. ‘Hicks

         would have a fit if you asked him to.’

      


      

      The earl fixed his eye on Jeffrey, curled up on the window-seat, and then looked pointedly at Lucy and raised an eyebrow enquiringly.


      

      ‘No, he’s not here,’ she said. ‘He’s down at the Admiralty. I wanted to see you alone.’


      

      ‘So I gathered from your note. You see with what promptness I hurried round here,’ he said. ‘I inferred it must be something

         urgent, for you to have gone to so much trouble.’

      


      

      Lucy grew impatient. ‘Oh, do sit down, Chetwyn, and stop talking nonsense.’ He obeyed her with a faint smile, taking a chair

         on the other side of the table at which she sat, and folding his hands with an air of composure. His eye, however, was wary,

         and the muscles of his jaw were tense.

      


      

      A silence ensued which Lucy found hard to break. ‘I wanted to see you,’ she began at last, hesitantly. The earl looked at her

         blankly, giving her no help. ‘There is something I have to tell you.’ She bit her lip, but there was no help for it, no way

         to say it, but simply to say it. ‘I am with child again.’

      


      

      As soon as the words were out, she knew that she should not have said ‘again’. Chetwyn said nothing at first. She hardly knew

         what she had expected from him — shock, perhaps; anger certainly — but what she saw was something she had not bargained for.

         His face seemed to grow suddenly older, and set into its lines in a grey and exhausted way that filled her with fear. He minds, she thought in sudden bewilderment. She waited, her mouth dry.

      


      

      ‘Does he know?’ was what he said at last


      

      ‘I haven’t told him.’


      

      He raised an eyebrow, ‘Why such restraint?’ he asked cynically.


      

      ‘He — I didn’t want to say anything until he has his commission. There’s some question of a shore appointment. I didn’t want

         to influence his decision.’

      


      

      A wry and bitter smile touched Chetwyn’s lips. ‘Dear Lucy, you do like to play fair, don’t you?’ he said ironically.


      

      Fear and guilt stung her. ‘I wanted to tell you first, in any case,’ she said quickly, putting up her chin. ‘It’s only right.’

      


      

      Chetwyn shrugged, a lazy gesture which imperfectly concealed the brittleness of his shoulders. ‘It has nothing whatever to

         do with me,’ he said.

      


      

      Lucy paled a little. ‘Why — what do you mean?’ she stammered. ‘You mean — you won’t —?’


      

      Now the anger came. ‘Oh no, Lucy, not again. What do you take me for?’ He stood up abruptly and walked a few steps away and

         back. ‘For God’s sake, the whole world knows we have been living apart these eighteen months! You have taken your lover’ — his lips curled bitterly over the word — ‘to live with you in the most public way, and made yourself a talking point all

         over London. I said nothing. I left you alone — ’

      


      

      ‘Because you didn’t care one way or the other!’ she cried out. ‘It suited you to live as a bachelor.’


      

      He stopped, and looked surprised. ‘Is that what you thought? No, even you could not be such a fool. To have protested about

         what you were doing would only have made me ridiculous, so I pretended you had my blessing. What else could I do? But now

         you ask me to acknowledge his child, which no-one, no-one, could believe for an instant is mine! Oh no, Lucy, I won’t do it. Damn you,’ he said with sudden venom, ‘I won’t do it.’

      


      

      She looked at him in silence, filled with all manner of unhappy speculations. Her hands crept for comfort over her belly,

         a gesture not lost on her husband. ‘What, then, is to become of me?’ she asked at last in a small voice.

      


      

      ‘I really have not the slightest interest,’ he said, turning away and walking to the window at the other end of the room.

         Her heart contracted at the words; but he did not leave, and after a while she tried again.

      


      

      ‘Will you divorce me?’


      

      He answered without turning round — a single, neutral word. ‘No.’


      

      ‘Then — what shall I do?’


      

      He said nothing for a long time, and then she saw his shoulders rise and fall in a deep sigh, and he turned back to her, reluctantly,

         wearily, as if taking up again a burden he had long wished to walk away from.

      


      

      ‘You are my wife,’ he said ‘I will keep and protect you, whatever happens, but I will not acknowledge your child. You must

         go out of London, to some secluded place in the country where your condition will not cause talk, and stay until the baby

         is born. You may choose where to go — I will see to it that you are comfortable. If the child lives, it must be sent away

         somewhere to foster parents. Then you may resume your usual pursuits.’

      


      

      He had spoken in her direction, but without looking at her; now his eyes focused on hers and he saw that she was pale and

         that her lips trembled. This was not like Lucy, who was always so strong, so practical; yet, he thought bitterly, she does

         not feel it as I feel it. He was forty-six, but he felt old, so old. ‘All I ask is a little discretion,’ he went on, but more

         gently. ‘Is that so much to ask? Have I not the right to a little loyalty from you?’

      


      

      ‘Yes — yes, of course,’ she said faintly. She rose from her seat, and put out a hesitant hand to him. ‘I didn’t understand.

         I didn’t know. Chetwyn, I’m sorry.’

      


      

      ‘Sorry?’ he said harshly.


      

      ‘I didn’t think you really cared about it,’ she said helplessly.


      

      He looked at her in silence for a long time, thoughts and memories passing in swift succession through his mind. He remembered

         with sudden, vivid painfulness a happy time, long ago, when he and Edward and Lucy had romped together at a picnic on the

         bank of the Ouse; the sun glittered on the water, and there was no shadow anywhere in the world. How could they have come

         so far from that careless place in so short a time?

      


      

      ‘Oh Lucy,’ he said, ‘you’re such a child.’ He walked past her to the door, and her hand faltered and dropped again to her side.

         ‘Let me know when you have made your arrangements,’ he said, and left.

      


      

      Lady Aylesbury was not at home to callers that morning. Hicks and the footman Ollett took it in turns to deny the stream of

         visitors and to accept the calling-cards and scribbled notes that were left in their place. When the Captain came home at two o’clock, Hicks admitted him and replied to his query with the information that her ladyship was above, and

         alone.

      


      

      Weston ran up the stairs two at a time, and burst into the bedchamber with such excitement that he did not remark upon the

         unusual sight of Lucy lying on the daybed with a handkerchief clutched in her fingers.

      


      

      ‘I have it! I have my ship!’ he cried out, crossing to her, flinging himself on his knees beside her and seizing her hands

         to kiss them. ‘They have given me a frigate! And not just any frigate, my love, but the Nemesis — a thirty-six, and the fastest in the service! She sails like a dream, and everyone knows she’s a lucky ship, too! She took

         a Spanish specie ship singlehanded in the West Indies in ’98 without a life lost, and made her captain’s fortune. That was

         Blackwell, of course — you must have heard the story.’

      


      

      He sat back on his heels, grinning with delight ‘When they said they were giving me a frigate, I thought it was going to be

         the poor old Java, and my heart was in my mouth, because you know she was a Dutch prize, and she sails like a haystack, apart from being so

         worn out she’s only held together with prayers. But I heard the secretaries talking about her just before I went in, and I

         thought that was that. I even wondered whether they were going to give me the Java as a punishment! But the Nemesis! Any frigate-captain in the fleet would give his eye-teeth for her. And Moore was in the outer office, too. You know, Graham

         Moore, the general’s brother. I told him when I came out that they’d given me Nemesis, and he was wild, though of course he said everything proper. But I could see he must have known she was commissioning, and

         with his connections he’d have made sure he would get her himself!’

      


      

      It was necessary to say something. Lucy roused herself, and if her smile was forced, Weston did not at once notice it. ‘I’m

         so very pleased for you,’ she said. ‘It’s an honour to be preferred over Captain Moore.’

      


      

      ‘Well, I think it is, and do you know what, Lucy — I’m sure it was Collingwood spoke for me, to Lord St Vincent Melville hinted

         as much, that someone important had my interests at heart. Isn’t that like him? God bless him — he’s a true friend! I am so lucky that you have such a connection.’

      


      

      ‘I’m sure you would have done as well on your own merits,’ Lucy said, and now at last Weston noticed that she was not as enthusiastic

         as she ought to be.

      


      

      He sat down on the edge of the daybed and took her hand, and asked gently, ‘What is it, my love? Were you hoping I would get

         a shore appointment?’

      


      

      ‘I’m very happy for you,’ she said. ‘I know you wanted a frigate.’


      

      ‘Well, I did,’ he admitted. ‘It isn’t that I want to go away from you — God knows, I have been happier this last year than

         ever in my life — but we’ve got to beat this man Buonaparte. I’m a sea-officer, and it’s only natural that I should want to

         be out there in the thick of it. The sooner it’s done, the sooner I can come back to you,’ he added uncertainly.

      


      

      She forced a smile, and said, ‘I am glad for you, truly. I know what you are, and I wouldn’t want you any different. Do you

         think it would please me to have you stay at home for my sake? I only wish I were a man and could go too.’

      


      

      He leaned forward to brush the curls from her brow and kiss it. ‘Do you? I don’t. I much prefer you as a woman, my Lucy.’


      

      ‘Being a woman has grave disadvantages,’ she said in a low voice. He regarded her with his head a little tilted.


      

      ‘What is it, my love? Something’s wrong. Has something happened while I was out?’


      

      ‘My husband came to see me,’ Lucy said.


      

      He sat back. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘I see.’


      

      ‘No, you don’t,’ she said quickly. ‘I asked him to come and see me. I had something — something to tell him. Something —’ She stopped and swallowed. ‘Weston, I am with

         child.’ He said nothing, nothing at all, and in terror she seized his hand and cried, ‘Weston do you hear me? I am with child!

         I am going to have your child!’

      


      

      His breath left him in a long sigh— ‘Oh, Lucy,’ he said, and reaching forward he took her in his arms and held her against

         him, and laid his cheek on the top of her head. She clung to him, wondering if he were glad or sorry, knowing only that he

         was offering her comfort. But when she released herself and pushed him back so that she could look at him, she saw in his

         face such an expression of wonder and joy that made her breathless.

      


      

      ‘You’re not angry?’ she said.


      

      ‘Oh, my darling,’ was all he said, but it was enough.


      

      ‘I didn’t want to tell you until you had your ship,’ she went on, ‘because I thought you might refuse if you knew. And I had

         to tell Chetwyn first. He is my husband, after all.’

      


      

      Weston grimaced. ‘Yes, I know that. You don’t need to remind me. But Lucy, this changes everything. You must see that I can’t

         go away and leave you now. I’ll go to the Admiralty tomorrow and tell them that I decline the commission. They may still give

         me a staff appointment, and if they don’t — well, there’s always something one can do: the dockyard or the victualling yard

         or something.’

      


      

      ‘No, no,’ Lucy cried, struggling up. ‘You mustn’t think of it! Oh Weston, I am glad that you are pleased! I was so afraid

         that you would look angry or disappointed, and then I don’t know how I should have borne it. But you must not think of refusing

         your commission. That was the very reason I didn’t tell you sooner. I shall be all right. I shan’t be alone: I shall have

         Docwra with me, and she saw me through the others with no trouble. And then, when you come back …’ Her voice faltered, but

         she went on quickly to forestall him. ‘Don’t you see, it would make me feel quite dreadful if you were to give up your ship.

         It would make me feel as though I had … deprived you.’

      


      

      Weston laughed. ‘Lucy, my dear, sweet simpleton, how can you talk such nonsense? My darling, you are to have my child! We are to have a child, and do you think that I would go and leave you now, of all times? No, my love, I shall go and see the

         earl the first thing and talk it over with him. There must be a divorce — it won’t be pleasant, but there’s no help for it

         — and then you and I can be together as man and wife …’ His voice trailed away as he saw her expression.

      


      

      ‘No, Weston, you don’t understand. Chetwyn doesn’t want to divorce me. He said he will look after me, but he won’t acknowledge

         the child. He said it must be sent away.’

      


      

      All the time he had been talking, the layer upon layer of complication, difficulty, and unpleasantness that the situation

         entailed had been revealing themselves to Weston’s imagination in horribly vivid detail; and his initial joy at the thought of their love bearing fruit was sinking under the realisation

         of what it would really mean to both of them. But his love for Lucy was absolute, and he knew, despite her usual appearance

         of brisk practicality, how childlike and vulnerable she was. She was putting on a brave show for him, but her eyes were anxious.

      


      

      ‘Don’t worry, my darling. Everything is going to be all right,’ he said firmly. ‘I shall go and see him, and make him change

         his mind. Trust me, Lucy. I’ll make everything all right with your Chetwyn.’

      


   

      

      Chapter Three


      

      White’s and Brooks’s, London’s leading clubs, faced each other across St James’s Street. White’s was known as the Tory club,

         and Brooks’s as the Whig, but most gentlemen belonged to both, and used either as the whim of the moment or the excellence

         of the dinners dictated. Captain Weston, in search of the Earl of Aylesbury and not finding him at his lodgings, enquired

         for him in both establishments, and discovered him at Brooks’s, on the point of dining.

      


      

      ‘I’m sorry to interrupt you at such a moment,’ Weston said with a formal politeness designed to keep him from trembling, ‘but

         I believe it is important. Might I have an interview with you in private?’

      


      

      The earl looked at him coldly. ‘I see no reason for it. You and I can have nothing to say to each other.’


      

      Weston looked exasperated. ‘Sir, I understand how you must feel about me, and I assure you that I like the idea of this interview

         as little as you do, but you cannot in all reason expect me simply to go away. There are things that must be said: arrangements

         to be made.’

      


      

      The earl looked at him for a moment, tight-lipped, and then said, ‘Very well. We had better go to a private room. I don’t

         suppose your seeking me out in this public way can give rise to more gossip than is already current.’

      


      

      Weston thought the earl looked really ill, and was ashamed to have made his life more difficult in this manner. ‘I’m sorry,

         sir. I suppose I should have sent a note first, requesting an interview, but the matter is one of such urgency that —’

      


      

      ‘You mistake, Captain. There is no urgency in the case. But I concede that you might well think so. If you please,’ — he silenced

         Weston with a gesture — ‘no more talk until we are alone.’

      


      

      Having asked a club servant to ensure they were not disturbed, he led the way into a private parlour, closed the door and, taking

         a seat himself, signed the younger man to sit down. Weston obeyed, but almost instantly got to his feet again, hardly aware that he had done so, his agitation too great

         to let him be still. The two men had been many times in company together since the beginning of Weston’s association with

         Lucy, but they had never been alone together, and nothing in the nature of a confrontation had ever taken place. Aylesbury

         had been at pains that it should not, and was angry that Western should have precipitated one now.

      


      

      ‘Well, Captain Weston,’ he said at last, when the other had paced up and down the room a few times, ‘if you have something

         to say to me, you had better say it, and let us be done with this.’

      


      

      Weston turned to face him. ‘If this interview is painful to you, sir, I assure you it is even more so to me.’


      

      ‘No, sir. That is not possible,’ Aylesbury said, quite gently. ‘Proceed.’


      

      Weston flushed. ‘Sir, Lucy tells me that you came to see her this morning, at her request; that she had something to tell

         you.’

      


      

      ‘She told me that she is with child,’ the earl answered brutally, ‘and since the whole world knows that the child cannot be

         mine, it is to be supposed that you are responsible for its existence.’

      


      

      Weston bit his lip. ‘Yes, it’s true. It would be absurd of me to apologise to you —’


      

      ‘More than absurd. It would be an intolerable impertinence,’ the earl said in a hard voice.


      

      ‘Sir, I am sorry that you, or anyone else, should be hurt in any way by my actions,’ Western persevered. ‘I wish with all

         my heart that things could have been different, but I do beg you to believe that I have not acted lightly, and that I should

         never have wronged you if it weren’t for my great love for her.’

      


      

      ‘These protestations are tedious and distasteful to me. Please understand that I have no interest whatever in your state of

         mind, and come to the point, if indeed you have one.’

      


      

      ‘The point is that your wife is with child by me,’ Weston said, stung by the contempt in the earl’s voice, ‘and that I have

         no wish of concealment in the matter. I have come to ask you to divorce her, so that I may take responsibility for her and

         the child.’

      


      

      ‘Divorce is out of the question. I have already told my wife so. She might have saved you the trouble of this application.’

      


      

      ‘She did tell me that, but I must beg you to —’


      

      ‘Captain Weston,’ Aylesbury lifted an imperative hand, ‘let us understand each other and have done with all this. I have said

         that divorce is out of the question, and I shall not change my mind. I have no intention of going through all the unpleasantness,

         scandal and disgrace merely for your convenience. Lucy is my wife, and she will remain my wife, and I shall do my best to

         retrieve what little reputation is left to her. You, I believe, will soon be going to sea, which will be the best thing for

         all of us. When you are ashore, you may continue to see her as you do now. I could prevent that, but I have no wish to exert

         myself; or, as it happens, to make her so unhappy. And that is all I have to say to you.’

      


      

      ‘I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t leave it there,’ said Weston. ‘Lucy says that you have told her the child must be placed with

         foster parents. If you don’t mean to acknowledge it, if you feel such aversion to it, why prevent me from accepting my responsibility?

         I want to look after her — and the child. I know I can’t marry her legally, but if you would only divorce her, I would be

         a husband to her in every other way. I can change my commission for a shore appointment. When the war is over, if you like

         we could go abroad. You need never see or hear of us —’

      


      

      Aylesbury sighed. ‘I can see I shall have to be plainer still. I married Lucy in the first place in order to get an heir for

         my title and estate. This was a duty I owed to my family. It happened also to suit the Morland family very well, but that’s

         beside the point. I have always let her do pretty much as she pleased, provided the primary purpose of our marriage was fulfilled.

         The scandal she has caused by her liaison with you is a fleeting and unimportant thing, but this child — which everyone would

         know is not mine — and a divorce could cause great damage to my family, and I do not propose to allow it. As to your taking

         care of her, forgive me if I continue to believe that I can do that better than you.’

      


      

      ‘And her wishes in the matter are not important?’ Weston asked hotly. ‘You would separate her from her own child?’


      

      ‘Lucy has everything she wants. She has wealth, position, the protection of my name, and she is free to consort with you as and when she pleases. As to the children, I have never noticed

         that she is particularly fond of the three she has already — not even the last one you fathered on her, Captain Weston.’

      


      

      Weston was dumbfounded. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked at last in a faint voice.


      

      Aylesbury’s smile was one of pure malice. ‘She didn’t tell you, then? We were both quite grateful to you, you know. Our first

         two endeavours had only produced girls, and I think Lucy found the business as distasteful as I did. The arrival of your boy

         provided me with the heir I needed, so that we need never go through it again.’

      


      

      ‘You mean the baby — Roland — is my son?’ He stared, trying to make sense of it.


      

      ‘No, Captain, not any more. He is my son, my heir: Roland Chetwyn, Viscount Calder, who will be seventh Earl of Aylesbury after my death.’

      


      

      Weston looked stunned, like a man who had been struck a very hard blow. ‘I never knew… I never even suspected…’


      

      ‘We were at pains you should not,’ Aylesbury said evenly.


      

      ‘But then — why tell me now?’


      

      ‘So that you may understand the situation fully. I have my heir, and I’m grateful enough to you and Lucy to allow you the

         pleasure of each other’s company, even though it inconveniences me a little from time to time. But I will not cast any shadow

         on his inheritance by divorce, or by allowing this new child to come publicly into the world.’

      


      

      Weston’s hands clenched in fury. ‘This is intolerable! I tell you I won’t stand aside and do nothing, while you —’


      

      Aylesbury’s expression hardened. ‘Oh yes, you will, Captain. I have been lenient with you so far, for Lucy’s sake, but you

         had better not try my patience. Good God, sir, you talk as if you had some rights in this matter! I will tell you now exactly

         what will happen. Lucy will go to the country to have the baby privately; the baby will be sent away to foster parents; and

         you will accept your new commission, which I was at such pains to get for you.’

      


      

      ‘You?’ Weston said in astonishment.


      

      ‘Oh yes. I am not without influence, you know. There was some question of a staff appointment at the Admiralty, but that would not have suited my purposes. It is necessary that you

         should be out of the country for the next few months. If you return, you may see Lucy again, and I hope you will both try

         to be a little more careful in future.’

      


      

      ‘And if I refuse to co-operate with your plans?’


      

      ‘You would be wise not to resist them. I can break you, Captain. You see by the way I have already influenced your career

         that this is no idle threat. You may also like to consider that, for all your protests about love, you are no more than a common

         adulterer. I could bring a suit against you for Criminal Conversation, which there is no doubt in the world I would win. Considering

         my rank, the damages which would be awarded against you would be of such an order that you would be faced with the choice

         of debtor’s prison or flight abroad. You should ask yourself, perhaps, how Lucy would like that.’

      


      

      The earl stood up, and Weston saw the heaviness of his movements and the terrible weariness in his face. ‘Now I’m afraid I

         must ask you to leave,’ he said politely. ‘It is past my usual hour of dining. You will forgive me, Captain, if I hope that

         we never meet again.’

      


      

      Lucy wept, and Weston, who had never seen her tears before, did everything he could think of to console her, but in vain.


      

      ‘I wish I hadn’t told you,’ she sobbed. ‘It was better as it was. I can’t bear to think of you both unhappy! Oh, poor Chetwyn!’

      


      

      ‘Lucy, my darling —’


      

      ‘He has always been good to me. What other husband would let us alone like this?’


      

      ‘Yes, I know, I know,’ Weston said grimly. ‘But now he means to make up for it. Oh, Lucy, why didn’t you tell me about Roland?

         I just don’t understand.’

      


      

      ‘Don’t you?’ she said, lifting her tear-smudged face from her hands for a moment. ‘But — that was why we married, to get an

         heir. It would have meant it was all for nothing, and he was my husband after all I owed him that much. But now with this

         child, we’ve been apart too long.’

      


      

      ‘You mean,’ Weston asked slowly, ‘that you wouldn’t have told me if you and he —?’

      


      

      Lucy searched in vain for a dry portion of her handkerchief on which to blow her nose, and Weston pulled his out automatically

         and pushed it at her.

      


      

      ‘Of course not, only everybody knows he and I never see each other, so nobody would have believed it was his.’ She blew her

         nose forcefully, and then, seeing Weston’s expression, her eyes filled irresistibly with tears again. ‘Oh, Weston, don’t mind

         it! I’m not romantic like you — you’ve always known that. And I ought to behave properly by Chetwyn. But I do — I do care for

         you!’ The tears welled over again, and she buried her face in his handkerchief. ‘I’m sorry,’ she sobbed unevenly. ‘I don’t

         know why I’m like this. It must be my con-condition!’

      


      

      Weston took her in his arms and let her cry on his shoulder until his coat was wet and warm. He was worn out with emotion,

         sick with frustration and helplessness. He felt as though he were in a trap; and twist and turn as he might, he could see

         no way out but to do what Aylesbury told him, which injured his pride as well as going against his wishes.

      


      

      He remembered so clearly the moment he had first seen Lucy, coming into the Keppel’s Head, her face pale from her long journey,

         her hair raggedly cropped, masquerading as a boy in her burning desire to be a doctor. He had been intrigued by her insane

         courage, her ferocious determination, her straightforward, childlike frankness; but when he had met her again later as Lady

         Aylesbury and seen those same qualities struggling for expression through the muffling folds of womanhood, he had loved her

         as naturally as a bird flies to its nest.

      


      

      He understood why people talked of falling in love: it was as sudden, and as irrevocable. It was as if his heart had left him to live in her. His life, his breath,

         his blood, were in her, and if he went away from her and never saw her again, those things would not return to him: he could

         not part from her and live. She was his companion, as close to him as his thoughts, and though it would have been so much easier

         if they had never met, there was nothing to be done about that now.

      


      

      Oh, but the child, the child! Not just the one she now nurtured in her belly, but the one she had borne him before without

         his knowledge. To him, a child of their bodies was something miraculous and precious, the product, the proof, which would

         live on after they were dust, that once, somewhere in time, he and she had loved. But she did not see it like that. It was

         a hard thing to acknowledge, that though she loved him, it was not as he loved. ‘I’m not romantic like you,’ she would say,

         dear Lucy, hay-haired, freckle-nosed Lucy, who would brave the entire world for him, and yet could not say ‘I love you’.

      


      

      She had stopped crying, and he thought she might have fallen asleep, but after a while she sat up, wiped the smears from her

         face, and contemplated him thoughtfully. Her fears and anxieties in the preceding days had stemmed from uncertainty; but now

         that the uncertainties were resolved, she was her old practical self again. Now she knew what had to be coped with, she could

         accept it and get on with it: there was no point in repining. Weston saw all that in her expression. She was not one to fling

         everything away in a romantic gesture; but she had said to him that she would not want him any different, and God forbid that

         he should be less generous in his love.
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