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  TO HEAVEN WITH LOVE




  “You will find the wedding gown in that very large trunk over there,” she indicated, hoping that Audrey could not hear her voice trembling.




  The maid opened the trunk, lifted out the long white gown and shook out the folds of silk.




  “I will need to hang it, my Lady, for there are some creases from the packing. Why, whatever is the matter?”




  Dorianna had lost her battle to keep from crying and the tears were running down her cheeks.




  She was so upset that for a while she could not speak.




  “But look, my Lady!  No one in the world has ever worn such a beautiful gown as this – ”




  Audrey held up the wedding dress against herself, trying to cheer up Dorianna with its beauty.




  “Look how it will hang when you wear it, you will seem like an angel in white!”




  Dorianna looked up at the young maid, at her pretty heart-shaped face above the white silk of the dress and at her golden hair peeping out from under her cap.




  Audrey would indeed make a lovely bride when her own wedding day came.
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  THE LATE DAME BARBARA CARTLAND




  Barbara Cartland, who sadly died in May 2000 at the grand age of ninety eight, remains one of the world’s most famous romantic novelists.  With worldwide sales of over one billion, her outstanding 723 books have been translated into thirty six different languages, to be enjoyed by readers of romance globally.




  Writing her first book ‘Jigsaw’ at the age of 21, Barbara became an immediate bestseller.  Building upon this initial success, she wrote continuously throughout her life, producing bestsellers for an astonishing 76 years.  In addition to Barbara Cartland’s legion of fans in the UK and across Europe, her books have always been immensely popular in the USA.  In 1976 she achieved the unprecedented feat of having books at numbers 1 & 2 in the prestigious B. Dalton Bookseller bestsellers list.




  Although she is often referred to as the ‘Queen of Romance’, Barbara Cartland also wrote several historical biographies, six autobiographies and numerous theatrical plays as well as books on life, love, health and cookery.  Becoming one of Britain's most popular media personalities and dressed in her trademark pink, Barbara spoke on radio and television about social and political issues, as well as making many public appearances.




  In 1991 she became a Dame of the Order of the British Empire for her contribution to literature and her work for humanitarian and charitable causes.




  Known for her glamour, style, and vitality Barbara Cartland became a legend in her own lifetime.  Best remembered for her wonderful romantic novels and loved by millions of readers worldwide, her books remain treasured for their heroic heroes, plucky heroines and traditional values.  But above all, it was Barbara Cartland’s overriding belief in the positive power of love to help, heal and improve the quality of life for everyone that made her truly unique.




  





  “When I am in love, I am always in Heaven”




  Barbara Cartland




  





  CHAPTER ONE


  1894




  Lady Dorianna Dale looked down at the exquisite white silk nightgown trimmed with delicate lace that she held in her hands.




  She had already folded five others of similar beauty and laid them in the large leather trunk, but she had to stop for a moment and hold this one up to her cheek.




  It felt heavenly, so soft and fine.




  ‘I am so lucky,’ mused Dorianna.  ‘I have so many beautiful things, I should be the happiest girl in the world!’




  Before she had time to ask herself why she was not feeling in any way happy and why, in fact, her heart was heavy with dread and apprehension, there came a knock at her bedroom door.




  “Come in,” she called out.




  It was Marjorie, her Mama’s elderly maid.  Tall and thin with straight greying hair under her white cap, the old woman peered round the door.




  “Her Ladyship sent me to enquire if you wished for some assistance,” said Marjorie, looking at the pile of linen underclothes that lay on the bed, waiting to be packed into the long row of trunks and boxes lined up on the floor.




  Marjorie had been a part of the family for as long as Dorianna could remember.




  By all rights, as a young lady of just eighteen years, Dorianna should have her own maid to look after her, but there had been no money to spare since her Papa had died, and somehow the arrangements had never been made and she was still sharing the faithful Marjorie with her Mama.




  “How kind of you, Marjorie!  But look, I am almost finished. There’s only this last trunk to pack.”




  Marjorie was kept exceedingly busy looking after Dorianna’s Mama and had very little spare time, so when Dorianna was still a young girl she had taken care to teach her the skilful art of packing her own trunk, folding all the garments so that when they were unpacked, they emerged looking pristine and fresh without any wrinkles or creases.




  Marjorie now hobbled over to Dorianna and took the nightgown in her work-worn hands that were swollen and twisted with arthritis.




  “This French lace is the best in the world,” she said.  “It’s made by nuns, locked up in a Convent.  Many months it takes them, so they say.  Look how pretty it is, my dear, with those tiny butterflies all over – ”




  She held up the nightgown and shook it out.




  Dorianna looked at the fine lace hanging gracefully around the sleeves and the collar.  She had not noticed that there were tiny lace butterflies, which twisted and fluttered through the intricate pattern.




  “They’re lovely, aren’t they?”




  But, as she was looking at the fragile wings of the delicate insects, she could not help thinking they looked as if they were trapped.




  Dorianna shuddered.




  The fine threads of lace were like a cobweb tangled around the little insects, imprisoning them so they would never be free.




  Marjorie handed the nightgown back to her.




  Dorianna swiftly folded it up and laid it inside the trunk, trying not to look at the butterflies again.




  “Just think, my dear,” Marjorie was saying, smiling at Dorianna.  “The next time you see that nightgown, you will be a married lady!”




  “Yes, indeed I shall!”




  Dorianna closed the lid of the trunk quickly.




  She struggled to bring a smile to her face, although her heart felt heavy as she added,




  “It’s wonderful – isn’t it?”




  “Your dear Mama, her Ladyship, is so very proud of you!” replied Marjorie, her wrinkled cheeks flushing with excitement.  “You’ve made such a good match – ”




  Suddenly Dorianna felt faint and hot.




  She turned away from the old woman and looked out of the window.




  Marjorie chuckled.




  “Oh, bless you, my Lady!  I can tell you’re feeling bashful at the thought of it.  And quite right, too.”




  “Thank you for coming to see me, Marjorie, but I can manage perfectly well with the packing, and I am sure Mama will be needing you to help her dress for dinner.”




  Marjorie sighed.




  “Yes, indeed.  I just don’t know where the hours go these days.  But you, my Lady, you have your life before you and all the time in the world to enjoy it!”




  Marjorie made her way to the door.




  Dorianna waited impatiently for her to be gone.




  She felt as if she could not breathe, as if suddenly there was no air at all in her bedroom.




  Outside her window the spring sunshine was now lighting up the new green leaves on the trees in the garden.




  But Dorianna felt shut away from all the beauty and brightness.  A strange heavy feeling was seeping through her body, making her feel uncomfortable and afraid.




  The beautiful nightgown had felt so pure and light against her face.  Any young girl would be proud to wear it on her honeymoon.




  But Dorianna would be with her new husband, Lord Buxton, when she wore the nightgown.




  And the thought of him being close to her did not make her feel pure and light.




  When Lord Buxton held her hand in his hot sticky clasp, as he had done the night before, her skin prickled with revulsion.




  ‘But why?’ she asked herself.  ‘Why am I being so stupid?  Just why do I feel like this, when everyone says I am doing the right thing?’




  Somehow she must push the horrible feeling away to the very back of her mind.




  She looked out of her window again, where white clouds piled up like cotton wool in the clear blue sky and little birds were flitting in and out of the treetops.




  The garden at the back of the house sloped down to a winding stream.  It was so wild and beautiful with trees, shrubs and ferns growing over shady pathways and lawns.




  Dorianna knew what she must do.




  One by one she pulled the pins out of her long fair hair, so that it tumbled down round her shoulders and then she took off her shoes and stockings.




  No one was about as her Mama and Step-papa were resting before dinner and the servants were busy preparing food and laying the table.




  So nobody saw her as she ran barefoot and silently down the back stairs.




  She tiptoed through the boot room and let herself out by a side door into the back garden.




  The soft warm May wind ruffled through her hair and at once she began to feel better.




  This wild back garden had always been her Papa’s favourite place and often when she was a little girl, he had brought her here.




  Now the garden was very overgrown.




  The grass was uncut and the branches of trees and shrubs hung over the paths.




  But Dorianna did not mind that her feet were wet as she walked through the lush grass or that the rough leaves brushed against her face.




  There was no money to pay for a gardener to take care of these hidden places.




  Dorianna’s Step-papa insisted that the front garden with its clipped hedges and tidy rose bushes should always look perfect, so that any visitors would be impressed by the view of Ashburton Hall, but he did not care about the back garden, which no one except Dorianna ever visited.




  Soon she found herself on the mossy path leading down to the stream.




  Peeping through the ferns were the small statues of woodland creatures that she had loved so much as a child.




  There was a little stone rabbit, crouching low to the ground and a squirrel, sitting up with a nut in its paws.




  There were other statues, too, amongst the trees.




  At the top of a slope under a tall beech tree a stone man with two little horns pushing out of his curly hair was sitting on a rock.




  “That’s Pan, my darling,” her Papa had explained.  “Look, he’s playing his pipes!”




  “Why is he sitting all on his own in the woods?” Dorianna had asked, being just at that age when she asked questions all the time.




  “Pan is the God of all wild things,” he had told her.  “He would never be happy inside.  He lives here and plays his wild music to the animals and plants.”




  Dorianna now remembered her Papa’s words as she looked up at Pan’s face.  His lips were curved into a smile, but his expression was somehow sad and happy at the same time.




  ‘Just like I am today!’ she thought.  ‘I don’t know how to feel.  I’m unhappy, when I think about what’s going to happen to me, but I can’t help feeling joyful as well, as I always do when I come to this wonderful garden.’




  She ran further down the mossy path to where the trees thinned out around a circular lawn.




  The grass was very long now and grew up almost to the knees of the marble lady in the centre of the lawn.




  She was standing there with her back to Dorianna, her face turned to the side, looking down into the grass.




  “Hello, Aphrodite,” whispered Dorianna.




  The statue wore no clothes, but she modestly held her arms in front of her body.  Her white marble flesh was stained green from many years of standing outside in the rain, but Dorianna thought that her long curved limbs and elegant neck were very beautiful.




  Dorianna’s Papa had informed her that Aphrodite was the real Goddess of Love and that the ancient Greeks had all worshipped her.




  ‘I am now going to be married,’ she murmured and reached out to touch the Goddess’s dimpled elbow.




  The marble felt cold and smooth under her fingers.




  “Please, do help me!  You are the Goddess of Love.  How can I make myself feel love for my husband?”




  Dorianna could not even bring herself to say Lord Buxton’s name out loud.  It felt wrong even to think of him in this lovely unspoiled place.




  Aphrodite had no answer for Dorianna.




  She just looked down with a shy secret smile on her marble lips.




  Further on through the trees, Dorianna could hear birds singing and the tinkling of a stream as it raced over the stones.




  She could not wait any longer and so, gathering up her skirts, she ran down to the banks of the stream to a place where the running water had formed a tiny beach.




  The water felt deliciously cool as it lapped around her toes and she stepped carefully, balancing on the slippery stones until she was up to her knees in the stream.




  The sun shone through the leaves, making dappled patterns of light on the water.




  ‘I’m completely happy now!’ she thought.  ‘All the bad heavy feeling has gone.  I am myself again here in this divine place!’




  There was a movement on the opposite bank of the stream and Dorianna looked up to see a slim spotted deer leaning down to drink.




  “Oh!” she cried, before she could stop herself.




  She expected that the shy creature would run away, but the deer looked up at her with large gentle brown eyes and went on drinking.  Then after a few moments it slipped away without a sound and disappeared into the woods.




  Dorianna felt tears come into her eyes.




  ‘Thank you!’ she whispered.  ‘Thank you so much for coming to see me!’




  She felt as if the little deer had seen right into her heart and had recognised her and understood that she was a friend.




  ‘That’s what it must be like to feel real love,’ she reflected and a new wave of happiness ran through her.




  Then the dappled light faded as a cloud passed over the sun and she realised that her feet were icy cold from the stream and that it must be almost time for dinner.




  She ran back up the path, all her troubles forgotten, thinking with delight that she was the only person ever to have seen a deer in the wild garden.  Even her darling Papa had not had that glorious experience.




  *




  It was a rush to get ready for dinner.




  Dorianna’s long hair was tangled and full of leaves and twigs and she struggled to pull the comb through it.




  Her thoughts too were in a tangle, for now that she was back inside Ashburton Hall it was impossible to forget what was going to happen over the next few days.




  Tomorrow Dorianna and her Mama and Step-papa, together with all the trunks and boxes full of fine clothes, shoes and hats, would be making the long journey to Lord Buxton’s ancestral home in Kent, Rouston Hall.




  And then within two or three days a wedding would be solemnised in the private Chapel at Rouston – and she would become Lady Buxton.




  She would have every luxury she could ever wish for, the most beautiful silks and velvets to wear, the finest, rarest and most luxurious foods to eat.




  She would have well-bred horses to ride for Lord Buxton was known to have some of the best thoroughbreds in England in his stables.




  And, most important of all, Dorianna would know that her beloved home, Ashburton Hall, was safe and that her dear Mama would never have to worry about financial problems ever again.




  Dorianna’s Step-papa had told her all of this over and over again since the day he had first introduced her to Lord Buxton.




  He reminded her all the time that she was making the most advantageous match possible.




  But how could Dorianna possibly marry a man like Lord Buxton? Whenever she thought of him her stomach turned over and her skin crawled.




  She put down the comb and buried her face in her hands, trying to control her feelings of despair.




  The image of Lord Buxton did not leave her mind.




  She could not forget the way his loud voice grated on her ears and how her skin prickled when she saw his shiny red face and watery little blue eyes.




  And his behaviour!




  He was indeed a young man, yes, but a young man who behaved as if he was as old as her Step-papa.




  But then Dorianna thought of the neglected garden.




  In another few years her beloved statues, even her Papa’s old favourite, the beautiful Aphrodite, would be lost forever under the roots and branches of encroaching trees and smothered by brambles, unless money could be found.




  And that was not the worst that could happen.




  What if she and her Mama had to leave Ashburton Hall forever?




  If Step-papa continued to lose money at the races and at the gaming tables, Ashburton Hall would have to be sold – and sold very soon.




  How would her dear gentle Mama cope with living in a small house or perhaps in rented rooms somewhere?




  However would she manage without Marjorie and all the other servants to care for her?




  Dorianna bit her lip, fighting to keep from crying.




  ‘I must remember,’ she told herself, ‘what Mama did for me.  I have to remember why she married my Step-papa.  Mr. Shawcroft was so rich when she first met him.  If he had not been a gambler, all would have been well – ’
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