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London Lady

By Clova Leighton

Chapter I
Celina’s face was bedewed with London rain as she walked up the street to the house where she and her family had lived for much of her life.  It was cold and wet and dreary.  Her hat protected her heavy red hair from the worst of the rain but her coat and skirt were damp and dirty after walking and riding on the omnibus and being splashed. As she fumbled in her bag for a latch key, she didn’t notice the young man with dark waving hair who was watching her. 

“Miss Vernon, I say, can I help you.  Don’t you have an umbrella?  May I help you with mine?”


She flushed scarlet as he hopped lightly up the steps to her side.  She wasn’t used to young men apart from her brothers.  And her mother... her mother positively disliked men and she ruled her daughter’s life with a rod of steel.  She had met young Rupert Musgrave a few times, but her mother lived an almost reclusive life and never engaged in the normal social activities of a woman of her class.  Although the family was comfortably off, she and Celina usually dined alone, while the two sons of the house lived a much freer, richer life.  However they were not allowed to bring their friends to the house for dinners or parties.  

She could not think of anything to say to him.  She was always desperately shy with men, so she murmured something as he held his umbrella over her head.  After what seemed like an hour, she found the key and let them both in.

“I’ll –um, I don’t know if my brother’s in, Mr Musgrave, but if you will wait in here.  I can find out.”

Rupert took the hint and went into the small library off the hall where he usually met the Vernon men.  He thought that Celina was very attractive, if only she didn’t dress so badly. That brown coat and skirt didn’t suit her, and made her look dull and shabby. 
Celina sped upstairs, hoping that her mother would still be resting.  She found the sanctuary of her bedroom.  
The family had originally been called Vernis and had come from France to England a couple of generations back.  Soon, they had adopted English ways and abandoned their original Roman Catholicism and become Anglicans.  But her father had been a tolerant easy going sort of man, yet he had married a woman who had become fantastically prim and proper and dedicated to a narrow interpretation of High Church Anglicanism.  

Celina was now 21 and every day, she wished that her Papa hadn’t died.  She missed him. Her mother was increasingly difficult to live with and she had no way of escaping her. But the usual escape of marriage was not for her.  Her mother wouldn’t allow it, she felt sure, and in any case she rarely met men for long enough to see if they liked her.  
But in some ways, she thought as she sat down to remove her hat and tidy her copper red hair, she wasn’t at all sure she wanted marriage. She was afraid of such intimacy as it would no doubt bring, with someone so different.  Having few friends, only a couple of schoolgirl companions who had stayed in touch, she was often lonely but -.  One of her outlets, which her mother permitted, was to help at a refuge for fallen women, nearby, and it had showed her how much women could suffer at the hands of men.  Yet when she thought of how difficult Mama was, and how prudish she was, she wondered why on earth she was allowed to do this work with the fallen.
Rupert waited downstairs in the library, and then rang the bell for a servant.  Clearly, the young lady had forgotten about him.   When the maid came in, he asked for Mr Michael, and was told that he was out but that he had left a note for Mr Musgrave.  

Rupert read it swiftly, then left the house to meet with his friend at a local tavern.  He walked in spite of the rain.  It was damp and disagreeable but he liked the airy heights of Hampstead and enjoyed roving around the area. 

“My dear fellow, it’s good to see you…” Michael said, as he made a place for his friend in the pub.  
Rupert found himself wanting to talk about Miss Celina.  He had thought at first that she was a dull girl, but yet there was something about her.  Even though she had positively stuttered when forced to speak to him.  But neither of the young Vernons spoke much about their sister or mother.  From things he had gleaned, reading between lines, Rupert had an uneasy feeling that Mrs Vernon was perhaps a little – eccentric.  She didn’t seem to want her children to marry at all or have a normal social life.  All very unlike the mothers he knew in society who were eager to marry off their children and secure advantageous matches. 

Michael Vernon had a nominal job in the family bank, which brought in a comfortable income for the family, but his eldest brother was a partner.  Michael had a modest salary but devoted his time to painting and was hoping to make it his career.  Rupert was in a similar position, in that he had a small family estate, but he loved painting and wanted to work at it.  His father had not approved, of course, but he was independent and able to do as he pleased provided he made sure that the estate was well run.  He was also well off enough to be able to dabble in being an art patron as well as painting himself. 

Rupert and Michael spent a happy hour drinking beer and talking about their mutual passion, and then went to Michael’s studio nearby.  Rupert’s rooms were in Half Moon street.  Still he liked North London, its airiness, its views of the city below.  The trees and bushes and wild flowers on Hampstead Heath were almost as charming as in the country... 
Later that night, as he took a cab home, he found his thoughts reverting to Celina.  He felt a chivalrous pity for her, trapped in a sad and lonely life.  

Chapter II
The following day, having found out about her work in the refuge, and having plenty of leisure, he positioned himself at an omnibus stop near to the Vernon’s' home.  Eventually, Celina appeared, wearing the same rather drab brown costume, that she had worn previously and a plain brown velveteen cap.   All the same, the dull colour set off her beautiful coppery hair. 
“Miss Vernon”, he said, taking off his hat and bowing.  “Delightful to see you again.  May I accompany you? I believe you’re going to Highgate.”

Celina went scarlet again and shook her head. “I don’t think it would be proper, Mr Musgrave. “
”But you have no maid or escort with you, dear lady.  I noticed yesterday that you were alone and I felt it was positively my duty to take you to Highgate. “
”I’ve been visiting this place for some time now Mr Musgrave. I think I am quite safe on the ‘bus and in the Refuge.  I take it you know what sort of place it is.”

”I do, from your brothers and I think it is very fine of you to spend time in helping these unfortunate women.   It makes me feel quite guilty.”

Celina turned even redder and looked desperately down the hill, hoping that a bus would come and rescue her.  He could see her embarrassment.  He felt guilty.  Part of his motive was a genuine pity for her and a desire to get to know her, but he realised now it wasn’t fair to pester her like this.   He was about to murmur an apology and move away when she said sharply
“I think you ought to feel guilty, perhaps, Mr Musgrave.  It seems to me that there are so many poor and unhappy people in the world and rich people like you do very little to help them.  You spend most of your time painting.  If you had to do it to earn a living, I could understand that, but surely it is a trivial occupation when there is so much misery?”

Then she turned and began to walk away.  

Rupert was as surprised as if one of his pet dogs had spoken back to him.  He started to walk after her but when she turned and gave him a reproachful look, he muttered “Very well” angrily and walked in the other direction.
Afterwards, he fumed as he sat in Half Moon Street.  He was smoking a cigar, but it failed to soothe him.  In the end, in spite of his angry feelings, he had to conclude that she was very likely right.  He gave to charity, he did his best to ensure that his estate was well managed and his mother did visit the poor and those in trouble.  But he didn’t do more that that.  After much cogitation, he said to himself that he should leave Miss Vernon alone.  She was a shy dull girl, with prim middle class views, made even worse by the mother’s extreme views on propriety and her insistence on keeping her daughter sheltered.  He was no prude himself.  He had painted nudes. Like other young gentlemen, he had had his adventures with artist’s models and ladies of the theatre.   He mixed in Society with girls who were far prettier and livelier than Celina.  He had nothing to say to such a prudish creature.
Chapter III
Yet the following day, he was trying to rack his brains to find a way of getting to know her.   Two days later, he finally achieved his desire.  He had to make use of Michael, it was true, but that afternoon, after Celina left her Highgate Refuge, he and her brother met her and persuaded he to go to a tea shop.

“But Michael. Mama…”

“Don’t worry.  She’s abed with a headache.  And I think you deserve a little treat, my dear, so I am going to buy you cakes and tea. “

Celina felt terribly nervous but after all, Rupert couldn’t eat her.  Her brother was there as a chaperone.  She allowed the two men to do most of the talking as she ate her cake, and watched the young man from her eyelashes.  He was dark, with fine blue eyes and strong but clear cut features. 

“Do you ever walk on the Heath, Miss Vernon,” Rupert said suddenly, breaking in on her musings.

“I – oh sometimes.  It is very pleasant, and I love the trees and water.  But I have little time for such amusements.”
”You know Rupert, as well as helping at the Refuge, Celina writes poetry.”

“By George, do you really?”
”Indeed she does”, Michael put in.  “Very fine, I think.  Some of it is on Pre Raphaelite subjects.”

“Ah, I thought that you had some feeling for Art, Miss Vernon. I didn’t think that you could truly be as hostile to it as you might seem.”

“I do love paintings but there are other things in life that I consider important, Mr Musgrave.”

“I hope you may show me some of your poems some day.  Are any of them published?”

“No, only a few in Church magazines.  But they draw attention to the plight of the poor, and that helps us to raise money.”
“You need money?”
”Certainly.  It cost money to run the shelter, and to help to pay for these women to be trained in some kind of trade so that they can get honest work.”

“They used to be sent off to Australia, didn’t they, in Mr Dickens’ day?”

“That was the idea, in some refuges, that they could escape from their past in a new country.  But not many women want to go there.  And I think that nowadays, in 1872, surely we can accept that women should not have to go across the world to expiate a mistake that many men make.”
Rupert was again surprised by Miss Vernon.  Most women and men who worked in this sort of charity, were, he thought very naïve and old fashioned.  But she wasn’t.  

“So what else do you do in the Refuge, Ma’am?” he asked.  

Celina flushed a little.  Her delicate white skin showed every emotion.  He rather liked that. 
“I um, talk to the women, try and help them to decide what work they might wish to learn about…We get in speakers from factories, to talk about the work that women might do.  There are other forms of employment now that are less demanding than domestic service and many of these girls simply hated being servants so much, that was why they – er fell from virtue.”

“I see.”

“I also help with the accounts and sometimes we have little entertainments, so that the poor girls have some fun.  I play the piano for them.  “

“Ah”, Rupert ran out of things to say abruptly.  

Celina seemed to realise that, and said “I think I should be going, Michael.  Mama may worry.”

“She’s likely to be asleep, my dear, but perhaps I should take you home.”

****************

Chapter IV

The following day, Celina found it hard to concentrate on her work at the Refuge.  She wanted to write a poem, not deal with the muddled accounts, and speak to the housekeeper about being more careful and economical when buying foodstuffs.  And although she hated to admit it to herself, she wanted to spend time with Rupert Musgrave as well.  His sympathetic interest had made her begin to like him.  Unused as she was to masculine attention, she realised that he admired her as a woman. 

That evening, when she left the home, she was not displeased to find that he was there, waiting for her, and this time she didn’t refuse his escort home.  The bus journey was not very long but she found it much easier to chat to him.   The following day, he was engaged elsewhere, but by the third day, talking to him was very easily indeed.  
He walked her from the omnibus stop to her house, listening with pleasure to her chattering about the formidable cook who worked in the Refuge.

“She is quite enormous, you see, and I’m afraid she’s addicted to gin and whisky when she can get it.  And one day, recently, I had to scold her a little over her spending.  I came into the kitchen and she hastily hid her bottle in the pocket of her apron, but when she got excited and shouted back at me, she crashed against the table and broke the bottle, the whiskey ran all over her dress and the floor and I had to pretend that I did not notice!”

“But do you wish to keep such a cook?”

“Oh well she’s very honest, mostly, even if she’s a little extravagant.  And she is a very good cook.  We are not likely to get the best French chefs to cook for a group of wayward girls.  So I try to keep her in control.”
“How?”

“Oh, one has to agree with whatever she’s saying. Or if she’s very drunk, sometimes it is necessary to persuade her to rest, and to cool her head by a glass of water.  Cooks always ARE hot and red faced, so it works quite well.”

“Good heavens.”

Rupert smiled at the picture of this delicate red haired beauty managing a large fat cook.

He asked what were her hobbies, apart from writing poems.  Did she ride or hunt? 

“Oh no.  I have never learned.  We live in London Sir.  There’s no – “

Celina blushed.  She realised that most of the upper class girls he knew would have learned to ride and drive and hunt. 

She said stumblingly “I like horses, but I’ve never had much to do with them.  Michael sometimes hires a horse to ride in the Park.”

“Ah” Rupert said politely.  He didn’t really consider that as riding.  But he felt that the poor girl got no exercise apart from walking.  He wished he could take her for a ride or drive, but that was impossible. 
His girl cousins and friends were now interested in the new game of lawn tennis and had even learned to ride bicycles. But a town based girl like Celina, with a family that did not engage much in social events outside the house, must surely be bored and lacking in healthy exercise. 
Rupert enjoyed her talk about the refuge, and her poems, though she refused to let him read any.  He found that in spite of her expressed disapproval of his being so devoted to his art, she had a real appreciation of painting and had learned much about it, from her brother.

“My papa was very interested in religious art, as well, and when he was a young man, he travelled a good deal in Europe, and saw the great works in Rome and Paris.”

The following Monday, greatly daring, Celina left the Refuge much earlier than usual, and met Rupert to go for a row on a boat at one of the lakes at Hampstead Heath.  He showed her how to manage a small boat, and how to use the oars, and found that in spite of her slightness, she had a natural aptitude for getting the rhythm right, rowing lightly enough to move the small craft. 

Another day, when Mrs Vernon was off paying one of her rare calls on a relative, Michael took them to a friend’s house -.   His friend had 2 sisters, and there, they played a wild sort of croquet, and it was a pleasure to Rupert to see his new lady love enjoying herself in a simple way that would have probably seemed boring to more sophisticated girls. 

Over the next few weeks, the found opportunities to spend more time together than the simple walks to and from the omnibus stops, whether they were walks on the Heath to pick a few flowers or a brief meeting in a tea shop.  
Till the day came when he walked her to her house and she invited him in to wait for Michael.  When he considered it later, Rupert couldn’t say what had made him do it.  Perhaps it was simply that Celina was so sweet and he had grown so fond of her… He drew her closer and in spite of a momentary tensing of her body, she let him.  As he pressed a gentle kiss on her cheek, the door opened.  

Mrs Vernon was standing there, massive in her black satin dress and widow’s cap.  Her plump cross looking face creased into deeper lines and grew red with outrage.  She began to shout in a way that he had never heard before from a lady.   His mother had hardly ever raised her voice. 

Mrs Vernon was accusing them both of horrible behaviour.  He tried to plead with her and Celina simply fled, pushing past her mother and running out of the room. 

“Mrs Vernon, Madam, please, I beg you to calm yourself.”

He was genuinely worried in spite of his distaste.  She was working herself into a state where she might have a seizure or a heart attack. 

Rupert tried to listen without flinching to Mrs. Vernon’s tirade but he was shaken by it.  He was sure that the woman was a little mad.  In one breath, she demanded that he should leave the house forever, and make reparations to Celina for his actions.

 He realised that he loved Celina; and he wanted to rescue her from this harridan. 

“Mrs Vernon, I am sure that when you are calmer, you will reflect and realise that I have not behaved improperly with Miss Celina.  But if you are determined, then I should add that I have grown to love her and I wish to marry her.  Of course she would wish for your consent and approval but if you don’t give that, as she is of age, we can wed without it.  I hope you will not refuse me permission to address her.”

Mrs Vernon’s red and angry face was still showing signs of an almost insane fury.  Her greying hair was escaping from her cap, untidily.  But she was breathing less hard now and had control of herself. 

“You think that you can put things right by asking to marry my girl?”

“Mrs Vernon, ma’am I must insist that I have not done anything wrong to Celina.  She is my friend’s sister and I respect that.   I wish to marry her and I intend to do so, if she will have me.”

Mrs Vernon still stared at him, unable to respond.  Rupert felt he was gaining the upper hand.

“I think it is best that we discuss this again when we are cooler, Madam.  Please give me leave to excuse myself and I will call again tomorrow.”

He bowed and left the room.  Reaching the front door, he slipped out.  He was a little afraid of leaving Celina with this wretched woman, but he felt that he had no option.  He walked hastily down Hampstead hill towards the nearest pub, and stopped for a drink and for time to think about things.  His poor darling.  He wanted to rescue her. Still he had to consider - would Madam Vernon be willing to part with her daughter, even if she felt that she was “dishonoured”? 

Chapter V
Celina had locked her bedroom door, before lying down on her bed to cry.  She dreaded her mother coming in.  But Mrs. Vernon, now that her passion had cooled somewhat, had also retreated.  She wanted to be alone, because she was aware that she had made a fool of herself.  She too wanted to hide away, since she disliked looking foolish.  But she could not hide forever - a decision had to be made.  She was possessive of her daughter but at heart, she was not truly all that fond of the girl.  Her peculiar temperament made her a cold mother.  She was resentful of Celina’s youthful prettiness and of her intelligence.  Her cleverness was so obvious that even Maud Vernon could not deny it.  She had kept Celina secluded out of a love of power, and a desire for a companion. But after all, she was beginning to suspect that the girl was secretly opposed to her in many ways.  She had power over her child of course, since Celina was a girl, but all the same she was beginning or realise that her daughter was mentally far beyond her.  She cared more for her sons.
But Celina was unaware of all this confusion on her mother’s part, so to give herself some hope of privacy, she had locked her door. She even took some laudanum drops, and finally lay down on her bed and drifted into an uneasy sleep, wondering why her mother had not come to attack her again. 
“Celina, it is Michael.  Please let me in. I must talk to you.”

“All right.”

Celina rose stiffly from her bed, and pushed her hair back.  She had taken out the hairpins when she lay down and now it was streamiling untidily over her shoulders.  She felt sick.  But she opened the door cautiously.

“Michael, must we talk about it?”
“Not much point if we don’t talk, dear. “

He took her arm and guided her to a chair while he sat on the bed.  

“I suppose you haven’t eaten all day.  Here, I’ve brought you this.”

He handed her a sandwich which he had bullied out of the cook.

“I know about this scene and I know what Mama said.  And, dear girl, I think you have to face the fact that – well – she’s not herself.  She’s -.”

Decency forbade him from being more frank but she knew what he meant.  

“I know.  But what can I do?  She’s – a little - .  Oh God, she said such things. I can’t live with her after this.”

“I agree.  She’s not going to be any better.  And your position is dreadful.  I know that perhaps you think that Joseph and I haven’t noticed or cared, but believe me, we have.”
“I don’t blame you, Michael.  I know that Mama is ….not herself, but what can I do?”

“Celina, it is 1872.  Things are changing for women.  I would not wish for you to leave home or quarrel with Mama, or set yourself up as a businesswoman.  But most girls marry.  And hitherto, Mama has made that impossible for you.”

”It’s not all that odd, I suppose.  I have school friends who are kept very close by their mothers, and who will probably never marry.”

“But you have a chance now.  Rupert wants to marry you.”

Celina’s pale face went very red.  She put her hands over it and moaned.

“You haven’t talked to him?   I couldn’t bear it.”

“Yes, he sent me a message.  And we met and talked.  You do like him, don’t you?  And he is very fond of you.  I think that while he’s probably too reticent to say it, he is in love with you.”

“Oh no no.  He can’t love me.  If he has said he’ll marry me, it’s only through chivalry and pity.  He doesn’t really want to.”

Michael felt a twinge of guilt.  But he did believe that his friend genuinely cared for Celina, even if he didn’t passionately love her.  And so it was no lie to say

“Celina, I’ve known him for longer than you have, my dear, and  he does care.  He’s a good fellow, but not the type to marry purely out of chivalry.  He’s an attractive man, and well off and well bred.  He’s quite a catch in his own social circles.  So I do believe that if you were to marry him, he would be a good husband.  And if you got away from this house… surely you must want that, my poor child?”
“No.  At least I mean yes, I would like to get away.  But the humiliation, Michael.  The shame of feeling that he was not marrying me because he wanted to!”
“I don’t believe that that is the case, love.  He would not have spent all this time with you for nothing.  I’m sure he has grown to love you. “
”And he’s not of our kind, Michael.  He rides, has an estate in the country.  How would I cope with that?”
”I am sure you could learn, Celina.  You’re an intelligent girl and he would be only too glad to help you.”

She seemed a little more relaxed but then she put her hands over her cheeks.  

“What is it?”
”I can’t tell you.”

“Can’t you tell Rupert?”

“I – I’m not sure Michael.  But I will try.”

“Is it him, or all men?  Dear Celina, you must wish to marry.  All girls….”

“Oh Michael.  Perhaps we ought to stop talking now.  I am exhausted and I’m sure that you are.”

“Very well.  Perhaps we ought to get some rest, but tomorrow we must talk to Mama.”

The following morning, Celina half considered climbing down the tree outside her window, and escaping, sooner than face her mother.  But she had reckoned without her suitor. Rupert called early. But her mother had still not arisen.

 Michael and Joseph had stayed at home however to try and resolve the dreadful situation.   So they met him when he arrived at the house. He firmly renewed his proposal and asked to see Mrs Vernon and Celina. 

“Mama is – not able to receive visitors right now, Musgrave,” Joseph said.  “She’s not well but I will talk to her later today.  Celina is of age.  But of course it would be better if we had mama’s consent.”

“Celina is – she’s upset about the dreadful scene yesterday, Rupert,” Michael put in.  “But she does like you.  However I know she wishes to speak to you alone for a little, before she decides.  You must allow for how embarrassing it was for a girl of her shyness and modesty to be so – well you know…”

“I know. I should not have behaved as I did, Michael, but my intentions were honourable. I do want to marry her.  She is far more intelligent than most of the girls I meet.  And more beautiful. I have grown to know and care for her in these past weeks.  I felt it was best to wait a little longer before proposing but the scene yesterday, well it forced my hand.”

“I do understand.  But Celina may well feel that you do not wish to marry her except out of chivalry.”

“I must convince her otherwise.”

The brothers took the hint, and went out.  Michael went up to his sister who was breakfasting alone in the small dining room.  He escorted her to the study where her admirer was waiting.  Rupert’s heart turned over when she came in, looking nervous and alone.  She was paler than ever and her hair was loosely pinned up.   She wore a simple grey gown, with a high collar, and a full skirt, which was unlike the utilitarian skirts and blouses he usually saw her in.  It made a wonderful background for her glorious red hair and clear forget me not blue eyes. 

Chapter VI

“My dear.  How good it is to see you. I hope that you have come to give me a kind answer.”

Instinctively, he held out his hands to her and she clasped them, then let go and dropped her eyes.  

“You don’t intend to say no?  Please Celina.  I have grown to love you over the time we have spent together.  I hope that we could be happy.”

“Oh Rupert. There is Mama.  I always believed that I would have to stay her and look after her.”

“But you have a right to a life of your own.  I’m sure that your brothers could find a lady companion to live in with Mrs Vernon.  Then you need not worry about her.”
Rupert did privately wonder if any poor companion would be able to put up with Mrs Vernon for long, but he was willing to help pay for one.  
He realised that Celina was still too shy to speak to him easily about anything more intimate, and he guessed that he had to help her.  Taking her hand again, he drew her towards the armchair.  

“Come and sit down, my dear”, he said, placing her in it and kissing her hand as he did so. 

“Is there any other reason you are so reluctant to say yes to me?  Don’t’ you like me?”
”I do, but -.  Oh Rupert, I can’t talk of it.”

“At least you are calling me Rupert.  That’s a good sign.”
”I do like you. I can’t bear to think that you might feel I was marrying you because of the – the –“

“The scene yesterday.   I know you’re not that kind of girl.  That’s why I love you but surely you can’t be afraid of me?”

“Not of you, but of marriage.”

He knelt down beside her and held her hands tightly. 

“Is it this, my dear”?  

He kissed her gently on the lips, and pulled away quickly so she was not frightened. 

She looked at him, her great soft cornflower blue eyes glimmering with tears.  
”Rupert, I would not wish to make you a bad wife and I’m afraid.  It happened a few years ago. I was only 18.”

“Come, tell me. It can’t be so very bad.”

“I suppose…” 

Celina drew in a huge breath and let it out.  

He perched on the arm of the chair, and as he’d hoped, she leaned closer to him. 

“It was a friend’s father.  As you know, we hardly ever go out.  But I was just out of school and had a friend, Elizabeth, who invited us to dinner.  Mama had one of her headaches, and after a great deal of argument, I went alone.  And oh – her father.  Oh Rupert, I can’t tell you how….He just suddenly squeezed me into his arms, kissed me.   That is, he forced a kiss on me.  And I hated it.  He held me so tight I couldn’t struggle and his whiskers! Ugh! It was horrible.  But my friend was just out of the room for a moment and he heard her coming back so he let me go. “

”Well, he was a naughty old man, my dear, but you must not let it worry you.  It was just an unpleasant experience.”

“But it did upset me terribly. I couldn’t talk to anyone about it.  I had so few friends. Mama would not – she would be furious with me.  I could not stay friends with Elizabeth after that.  It was the first time I was glad that mama was so unsociable.”

“Dear girl, it’s nothing to worry about.  I daresay many girls have had a kiss snatched or forced on them.   But it has upset you, a lot, because you have lived such a sheltered life.”
“Rupert, dear Rupert, it made me afraid, afraid that I couldn’t ever marry. Because I could not-“

“My dearest girl, most girls are a little frightened.  They know nothing of such matters, but I promise you, most of them become happy wives in due course. I promise that I would not force you.  I would be glad to give you time to – learn.”

Rupert took her hand and lifted it to his lips and then after a brief kiss, he took her in his arms.  She did not resist. 
”I am a very determined fellow, Celina.  I mean to have my way.”

“But the way things have happened, Rupert.  I suppose… we must get married soon.  Mama will be unbearable.”

“I know, my dear.  But don’t worry about that. We have all the time in the world to get close to each other and for you to learn to be comfortable with married life.  “
Rupert sighed with relief when the interview was over.  All he now had to do was to face Mrs Vernon again and that was easy, compared with seeing his beloved, and trying to convince her that they could be happy together. 

Chapter VII

The marriage was arranged as quickly as was decent.  Mrs Vernon was fully as unpleasant as Celina had feared but she did not refuse entirely to give her consent.  She told her daughter that marriage would be a hateful and miserable state for her, but she was willing to let her go because, she believed, her daughter was so compromised now that she must marry. 

Celina could only thank God that her mother seemed to have given in so easily.  It wasn’t very flattering, however to her ego. It’s seemed as if Mama really didn’t care 2 buttons for her.  The truth was that Mrs Vernon was angry with her to a point where she could not forgive her, for having found a husband, in spite of her attempts to keep her away from a normal social life.  She knew that she could not control her sons as she did her daughter, and now that it seemed as if Celina had managed to elude her control, she wanted nothing to do with her.  

The wedding was held in their local church as soon as banns had been called.  The only guests were the family, Mama, Joseph and Michael, with one of Celina’s few school friends acting as bridesmaid.  Mrs Musgrave did not attend the ceremony, because of the short notice, but sent a kindly letter to her future daughter in law.   Joseph gave her away, and Michael stood groomsman for Rupert. 
Celina felt terrified when she and Rupert travelled to his small estate near Oxford for the first night of marriage.  The train journey was not very long, and it seemed like no time at all when she was in a carriage, riding to her new home.  Musgrave Hall was not a large house by country standards.  But it was pretty, and had a small park and charming gardens.  
“I am looking forward to pottering around in the garden, Rupert,” she said, trying to affect calmness, as they drove up to the house.   

“I hope you won’t miss London too much.” Her new husband replied.  “But we will be living there a good deal of the time as well.  I’m sure you will love country life, and learn to ride and drive in no time.”

Celina smiled.  She was a little afraid of running the house.  It was much bigger than their London home and of course housekeeping there would be different to what it was like at the Refuge.  But having spent most of her life in a city, but she longed to spend some time in the country and learn the sports and pursuits that she had never had a chance to acquire in London. 

“Of course. I am – I don’t want to hunt, dear, but you don’t expect me to do that.”

“No, but you’ll have to learn to ride.  I have asked Mama to pick out a gentle horse for you to start on.”

It was late but there was a cold supper prepared for them.  His mother had gone away on a visit so as to give them privacy, but Rupert had assured his bride that Mrs Musgrave would love her and be a friend to her. 

After they had eaten, he handed her over to her new maid, who helped her to undress.  She was now becoming increasingly scared, in spite of Rupert’s assurances that married life would be good.  

When he came in, wearing a long and elaborate frogged dressing gown, she was sitting up in bed, with her long hair in loose plaits handing over her shoulders.  

He bent over her and kissed her gently on the mouth.  They had not kissed all that often since their engagement, but he had tried to push her slowly towards an acceptance of the physical side of love and she was growing accustomed to his kisses and seemed to enjoy them now.  However, her look of terror when he came into the room cut him to the heart.

As he kissed her lips, she shivered a little but then, as he drew back, she said “Are you coming to bed, right now?”

“Yes, but don’t worry, my love.  I promised you I would not try to press you towards – well – toward this side of marriage at once.  We can take a few days... or nights.”

Softly he caressed her hair and neck.  “I won’t hurt you, darling.”

She caught his hand and kissed it quickly as if afraid or ashamed.

“Oh but Rupert, I am – perhaps we should - .  If we don’t do it soon, I will be more and more afraid.”

“Brave girl,” he said slowly.  “But I don’t want to hurt you, or make you unhappy.  And you should not have to be brave on your wedding night.”

He opened his dressing gown and slid it off, letting it fall on the floor.  Then he kissed her mouth again.  

“Let me in, dear.  We can at least sleep together!”
Slowly she moved back as he drew back the covers.  He was getting excited, but should he make love to her?  He would inevitably hurt her a little, since she was a virgin.  He had never bedded an inexperienced girl before.  He pulled her roughly into his arms; it was probably best to get on with the consummation, provided she did not become completely terrified and unable to accept his love making.  She clung to him as if she at least enjoyed the kissing and the feel of their bodies pressing together.  He rolled over her, and one hand began to stroke her thighs through the cotton nightgown.  She shivered, but did not demur.  Then he moved a hand up to caress her belly.  She gave a shudder that he realised wasn’t a sign of fear.  He believed she was beginning to respond. 
He went on kissing her and she let him press his tongue into her mouth.  It was getting better.  He knew she was bound to suffer a little but he was now getting desperate.  

“Sweetheart, I want you so much,” he moaned into her ear, as he slid her nightgown up to bare her thighs.  

She tensed as she felt his hardness touching her, but he moved his fingers into her most intimate spot and then she found her body jerking.  

“Oh yes, no…” she gasped as he pushed hard against her tender flesh and within a second, he found himself moving into her.  She cried out, as she was taken. But he knew that as she was not resisting him nearly as much as he had feared.  She was willing, almost receptive. 
A few minutes later, she was in his arms, a few tears bedewing his shoulder.

“Darling, I know it hurt a little but I hope it was bearable.”

“Oh no, Rupert, I am crying from – emotion and happiness….”

Three Weeks Later

Celina was standing on the deck of the steamer taking them home.  It had been a wonderful holiday, mostly spent in Italy, since France was not a place for tourism so soon after the Prussian War.  She had loved every moment of it.  Rupert had shown her the paintings and sculptures he loved, in the Italian cities.  She looked forward to more trips to Italy, and France and Germany, in later years.  But for now, she was glad to go home.  They had stayed a few days at .Musgrave Hall, and she had learned after a fashion to play lawn tennis with Rupert’s 2 cousins, Eleanor and Lilly, who lived at their father’s home, nearby.  They were lively girls and she found them a little intimidating but they were kind.  But the best part of the honeymoon had been the nights and afternoons spent in her room, with Rupert, making love to her.  She had overcome her shyness now and was able to look at him naked and to allow him to take off her nightgown before they made love.  And in the heat of Italy, she was much more relaxed, even lying naked on her stomach on the bed, in their hotel room, while he caressed her almost absently, running his hands down her back and buttocks as if they had been married for years. 
She blushed deep pink, as she stood alone on the deck.  Marriage was strange. It was odd for her to spend so much time in the company of someone she loved and could easily talk to. Her brothers had never been in the house.  Rupert was asleep still, in their cabin below, so she had come up to take the air.  She was half afraid of the future.  Musgrave Hall was lovely but she had to admit hat the servants made her nervous.  Rupert wanted her to engage a personal maid when they got home, and that was unnerving.  But she knew that he would then take her in his arms and take her to their bed, draw the curtains and begin to caress her until she began to gasp with pleasure.  She blushed again and was glad of the hat shading her face. 

“Time to go below” she said quietly to herself, and turned back towards the companionway.

THE END
