

  

     

  




Author’s Note


Mankind has been entranced, fascinated and inspired by stars since the beginning of Civilisation. The Star of Bethlehem was symbolic of the human search not only for Faith but for Love.


Today nearly every newspaper has columns on the stars, to guide people according to their birth date. Personally I put very little faith in these, as it is very complicated to work out how exactly the time one is born can be interpreted by the stars.


Most of the astrologers, in my opinion, are wrong in what they predict.


For instance Napoleon Bonaparte used astrologers and so did Hitler. They were neither of them told that it would be disastrous to go to Russia and if they did go to leave before the winter started in September.


Napoleon lost half of his Army not to the Russian guns but to the weather.


I can still remember the film that was shown of one hundred and fifty thousand of Hitler’s soldiers being taken prisoner, shivering in their summer uniforms, the tanks and guns grounded because the petrol and oil were frozen.


Today the Japanese use the stars continually not just for personal advice but also for their monetary investments on the Tokyo Stock Exchange.


Their astrologers never told them that Pearl Harbour would eventually lead to Hiroshima.


At the same time the fascination of the stars will go on.


We will believe in our hearts that through the stars we will find the perfect Love which, whether they admit it or not, all human beings seek and which only a very few are privileged to find.




  chapter one ~ 1878


The Earl of Kensall came down the stairs to breakfast at precisely eight o’clock every morning.


His years of training in the Army had made him a very punctual man. He disliked being late himself or being kept waiting by anybody else.


It would have been impossible for anyone looking at him not to be impressed.


Over six feet tall he had square shoulders and was beyond dispute extremely handsome.


Ever since he had been a boy he had been acclaimed for his outstanding good looks and women had fallen into his arms even before he had asked their names.


He was not particularly conceited, but he was well aware of his own importance and determined that his way of life should be one of dignity and success.


As Head of the Family he was looked up to and revered and indeed it was a large family.


The family members turned to him for advice and, when they received it, carried it out to the letter.


His properties, including his large estate in the country, were run in a methodical manner that made him the envy of every other landlord in the County.


The Earl was now nearly thirty, but in many ways he was considerably older than his years would suggest to even a casual observer.


He was extremely intelligent and, when he spoke in the House of Lords, he always held an attentive audience.


The Prime Minister and other leading Statesmen were known to consult him regularly, especially on matters where the National interest was concerned as well as protection of his country from hostile Powers overseas.


The extraordinary thing was that despite his many affaires de coeur, he had not yet married.


Naturally his older relations were continually begging him and even nagging him to do so.


“You must realise, Norwin,” they urged him repeatedly, “that you need an heir with several younger brothers in reserve to make sure of the succession for your fortune and illustrious title.”


The Earl knew that their anxiety rested on the fact that his father had produced only one child, namely himself.


The whole family had been terrified that, while he was abroad serving in the Army, he might have been killed or severely wounded in battle.


That he had survived was in part due to his habitual good luck, which was the envy of all his friends and colleagues.


He was fully aware that the Betting Book at White’s Club in St. James’s recorded a number of wagers about him, such as whether he would be married before the end of the year or perhaps whether one of the more determined of the ambitious ‘Mamas’ would capture him to the humiliation of the others.


He had, however, managed deftly to avoid a great many traps that had been set for him over a number of years and so had remained a bachelor.


Older members of the prestigious Jockey Club, who he was closely associated with on every Racecourse, had often as a last resort approached him.


First they would congratulate his Lordship on his horse being first past the Winning Post in a hotly contested race.


Then they would comment on what a magnificent stallion he had recently acquired and would exclaim,


“As I have some excellent mares, it seems such a pity that we don’t breed a champion between us!”


“It is certainly an idea,” the Earl would murmur.


Then came the inevitable invitation.


“Why not come down to stay for a few days and see what I have to offer, my Lord? Incidentally, my eldest daughter, who is just eighteen, is extremely beautiful.”


The Earl would realised that this was yet another trap and so he would of necessity decline the invitation tactfully.


Now he crossed the hall to the breakfast room, which was considerably smaller than the dining room.


Kensall House in Park Lane had been in the family for two generations, while Kensall Park in Hampshire had been in the possession of the Earls of Kensall for nearly four hundred years.


Kensall Park was a magnificent Tudor mansion and it had been altered and expanded extensively by generation after generation of the family


The present Earl’s grandfather, who was the sixth in succession, had made it more comfortable and more luxurious than it had ever been before.


The present Earl, however, had added extensively to the Picture Gallery as he had a taste for art that had not been noticeable among his antecedents.


He was thinking now whether he should buy a very fine picture by Holbein, the famous German artist.


It had been offered to him by its owner before being put up for sale at Christie’s auction house in London and it would very certainly be a magnificent addition to his already splendid collection.


However, the Earl had a distinct feeling that, if he bought the picture privately, it might cost him more than if he bid for it in the sale room.


The butler had timed him to the minute.


As his Lordship entered the breakfast room, the butler came in at the other door.


He was carrying in a silver coffeepot which he set down on the silver tray at the top of the table. He then placed carefully beside it the day’s editions of The Times and The Morning Post.


Without speaking the Earl then walked across the room to the sideboard, which was exquisitely carved and gilded and it supported a selection of six silver entrée dishes.


There was a different variety of dishes to choose from each morning and they were kept hot by oil wicks burning underneath each one.


As the Earl was ready to help himself, the butler left the room and he was alone.


He raised the lids of each of the entrée dishes and finally took a plateful of salmon kedgeree with fresh mushrooms that had been conveyed to London the previous day from Kensall Park.


It gave him a feeling of pleasure to know that he was eating his own home produce rather than what had come from a shop.


He wondered if the salmon had come from the river that flowed through his own land.


Occasionally a salmon was to be found in it and it was, however, more likely to provide him with trout such as he had enjoyed for dinner the previous evening.


Having served himself, he went to his place at the top of the table and sat down.


He then opened his copy of The Times at the page that was usually devoted to European affairs by most of the newspapers.


He was particularly interested in the confrontation that was taking place at the moment between France and Germany regarding the price of sheep.


He propped up the newspaper on a silver stand and, as he ate his breakfast, he read a report on what was happening.


He had just finished the salmon kedgeree and was wondering whether he should sample one of the other dishes, when the door opened.


The butler came in and crossed the room to his Master’s side.


“What is it, Duncan?” the Earl asked in a slightly irritated tone.


He disliked anybody disturbing or talking to him while he was eating his breakfast.


“Excuse me, my Lord,” Duncan replied, “but a lady has just called at the house. She says that it’s extremely important that she should see your Lordship immediately.”


The Earl raised his eyebrows.


“A lady?” he questioned. “Who is she?”


The butler hesitated for a long moment and then, thinking it would be best to be frank, he replied,


“The lady be heavily veiled, my Lord, but I’m almost certain that it’s the Marchioness of Langbourne.”


The Earl shifted uneasily in his chair.


Then he said in a low voice as if he was speaking to himself,


“That is impossible!”


The butler hesitated again and then informed his Lordship,


“I’ve shown the lady into the study, my Lord, and she has asked me twice to inform your Lordship how exceedingly urgent the matter is.”


The Earl put his napkin down on the table and rose slowly to his feet.


He did not speak, but was frowning as he walked across the room.


As the butler hurried to open the door for him, he went out into the hall.


He walked down the corridor to the study which was where he habitually sat when he was on his own.


It was a most attractive room with two long French windows opening out onto the spacious and colourful garden at the back of the house.


The walls were covered with books except where two fine portraits of previous Earls hung, one of them painted by Van Dyck.


A footman opened the door and the Earl walked in.


He could now see that Duncan was right.


It was indeed the Marchioness of Langbourne who was waiting to see him.


She had removed what the butler had described as a heavy veil from her face and it was now thrown back over her hat.


An exceptionally beautiful woman, she had not at first been so publicly acclaimed in Society in the same way as she was now.


The ‘professional beauties’ as they were often dubbed had come into being owing to the enthusiastic attention they received from the Prince of Wales.


The Marchioness had at first escaped his notice and then His Royal Highness had started including her amongst his intimate circle of friends.


The public, informed naturally by the newspapers, hastily appreciated her loveliness and wrote enthusiastic articles about her.


With dark hair and a magnolia skin, quite a number of fashionable artists had begged her to sit for them.


She was also watched for when she drove in state through Hyde Park.


Her husband, the Marquis, had hastily forbidden photographs of her to be published and sold over the counter as were those of other London beauties.


Nevertheless there was a daily clamour at stationers and booksellers for photographs of her.


The Marchioness had been elusive where the Prince of Wales was concerned and this had caused him to pursue her rather more vigorously.


She made him laugh and would flirt coquettishly with him and, because of her witty conversation, she was invariably included in every large party he gave at Marlborough House.


At the same time she managed subtly without offending him to ward off any suggestion that their friendship should be of a more intimate nature.


Then as was perhaps inevitable she met the Earl of Kensall at a smart dinner party hosted by another admirer.


At first glance she was aware that he was exactly the man she had been waiting for with an increasing eagerness.


She was, at the age of twenty-six, at the very height of her beauty and allure and she was quite confident that any man who received an invitation from her dark blue eyes would find her irresistible.


She was the second wife of the Marquis of Langbourne, who was very much older than she was.


In fact he had celebrated his fiftieth birthday a few months before they met and in this he had more than emulated his predecessor.


The Marchioness’s first husband had been well over sixty when she married him. Lord Granton wanted an heir and was looking round for an attractive young woman who would give him one.


He was scrutinising the young women in London when quite by chance, when he was at home in his own country house, he met the daughter of a neighbour.


Daphne Wareham had never thought to contract a marriage of such social consequence and she had, of course, heard Lord Granton talked about ever since she was a child.


When his wife died, there had been a great deal of genuine commiseration for him from his friends and family. He was a kindly landlord who contributed generously to many diverse Charities in the County.


Daphne’s mother had decided that now she was eighteen, she should appear first at the local Hunt Ball and next at various other County festivities.


Then she would then go to London the following year for the Season.


“I shall be too old, Mama, to be a debutante,” Daphne protested.


“Nonsense!” Mrs. Wareham replied. “You will simply be a little more sophisticated than the other girls and that will be an advantage for you.”


She looked at her daughter before she said,


“Of course, dearest, you may manage to get married before then. There are quite a lot of attractive young men around in the County.”


Daphne had agreed with her and she had actually thought that one young man who was to inherit a Baronetcy would suit her admirably.


She had met him out hunting and he would, if he did ask her, be exactly the sort of husband she was hoping for.


They were already quite friendly and yet he had not responded to her rather shy hint that he might like to call on her father and see his horses.


Then, at a garden party given by Lord Granton as Lord Lieutenant, she shone like a star.


Her gown, which had been bought for the occasion was certainly somewhat fanciful for a young girl and her hat was carefully trimmed with small feathers instead of the conventional flowers.


Lord Granton now had no wife to support him as he had enjoyed in previous years and he therefore made more of an effort than he usually did to circulate among his guests.


He greeted Daphne’s father, Colonel Wareham, with pleasure because he had known him for a long time.


Then the Colonel said to him,


“I don’t think you have met my daughter, my Lord.”


Lord Granton had looked at Daphne and then found it impossible to look away.


Most young girls simpered shyly when he addressed them, their eyelashes fluttered and they blushed if he paid them a compliment.


Daphne’s eyes sparkled and she managed without any difficulty to hold Lord Granton spellbound by everything she had to say.


During the afternoon he invited Colonel Wareham with his wife and Daphne to dinner the following evening.


By the end of the week he was in love.


It was beyond the Warehams’s wildest dreams that their daughter should become Lady Granton and the wife of the Lord Lieutenant of the County.


The disparity in their ages had never even been thought about at any stage let alone commented on.


All anyone could think of was that an ordinary young girl, although her family was an ancient one, was marrying into the Aristocracy.


Lord Granton became as infatuated as if he was a boy of nineteen.


He heaped presents on Daphne and he gave her a horse such as she had never imagined owning.


He also insisted that their marriage should take place as soon as possible.


And so her mother took Daphne to London to buy her trousseau and she was married in the small village Church of Great Downing on Lord Granton’s estate.


It was where Daphne had been christened and Lord Granton’s first wife was buried.


Showered with rose petals and rice, they set off on their honeymoon as the cheers and good wishes of all their friends in the County echoed in their ears.


To Daphne it was all unreal, but at the same time exhilarating and enchanting.


She was called ‘my Lady’ and she found herself chatelaine of the huge house that she had looked at with awe ever since she was a small child.


Unfortunately only a few months after their marriage Lord Granton suffered a severe stroke.


For the next two years Daphne sat by his bedside while the doctors came and went, but could do nothing to improve his condition.


When at last Lord Granton died, it was a merciful release for all concerned.


After a long year of mourning Daphne came to London and she was clever enough to persuade a Lady of Quality, who was in strait-laced circumstances, to chaperone her and present her at Court.


She now had plenty of money and could afford to rent a large house in Mayfair.


Expensively dressed she soon began to attract attention.


For six months she dazzled the most sophisticated Society in England before she finally met the Marquis of Langbourne.


Himself recently widowed, he was unhappy, restless and trying to adjust himself to being alone and so he was an easy conquest.


Two months later they were married quietly in a small village Church and now Daphne thought that she had everything she had ever wanted.


There was a huge house in the country, a fine house in London and, although she could hardly believe it, she was by tradition a Lady of the Bedchamber to Queen Victoria herself.


She felt then that she had reached the height of glory such as she had only read about in history books and novels.


For the first year of their marriage she obeyed her husband loyally and did exactly as he wished.


She felt sometimes, as she had with Lord Granton, that he was rather like a father to her and at other times a rather strict schoolmaster.


Then she began to assert herself and she soon had very different ideas of what interested her and what she desired from her life.


She was, however, in no hurry.


The Marquis after a long honeymoon had come back to an endless series of official duties, which occupied him every day when he was in London.


In the country he was also busy with his estates.


Again, as if history was repeating itself, Daphne found herself alone.


She was therefore in a position to choose her own interests, her own amusements and, more importantly, her own friends.


These included men, men whom she entertained and who she danced with and flirted with.


Because she was intelligent, she was very careful not to neglect her husband in any way.


When she finally took her first lover, she was terrified.


She had been concerned about her reputation when she was widowed and now she was frightened in case the Marquis should somehow suspect that she was being unfaithful to him.


The Marquis was often very tired in the evening as he was so busy during the day that, as long as he could see his wife at the end of the dining table, he was quite happy.


He did not realise that she was coming into bloom like a rose and, as a woman rather than a girl, she now required more attention.


She was, moreover, still terrified of doing anything that could damage her name or reputation socially.


Daphne, therefore, had amorous affairs with unimportant young men who remained unnoticed by the gossips.


Only occasionally was the Marquis slightly jealous of her and she would laugh at his suspicions.


“I want only you to admire me, my darling,” she would then say. “But if other men do so, then that is indeed a compliment to you.”


She revelled in becoming ‘a public beauty’ and she was delighted by the admiration that she evoked and the publicity she received in the newspapers and magazines despite her husband’s strictures.


Then she met the Earl.


For the first time in her life Daphne fell in love.


And the Earl of Kensall turned out to be a very much more ardent lover than any man she had known in her life.


He was what she had always craved for, a conqueror and she had secretly despised the men who pleaded for her favours.


The Earl, like ‘a Monarch of all he surveyed,’ swept her off her feet. He made her surrender to him and took it for granted that he would capture her heart.


He assumed as if by right that she would fall wildly and inescapably in love with him.


He gave her new sensations that she had never known before and, when he left her, she counted the hours until she could see him again.


*


Now when he came into the study where she was waiting for him, she was aware that he was very angry.


He was angry that she should have done anything so indiscreet as to call on him so early in the day.


The Earl closed the door firmly behind him.


Then he said in a sharp voice,


“Daphne! What are you doing here?”


“I had to – come! I had to – see you, Norwin,” she cried. “Something terrible – ghastly and devastating – has happened!”


There was no doubt that she was feeling agitated and the Earl thought that to reveal her problems was a mistake.


He had no wish for the servants to talk and he fondly believed that his affaires de coeur, and there were a great number of them, were not of interest to anyone in the servants’ hall.


He walked slowly towards the Marchioness.


He appeared not to notice that she put out her ungloved hands towards him.


“What has happened?” he demanded. “You know as well as I do that it is a dreadful mistake for you to call on me at this hour.”


“I know, I know,” Daphne admitted. “But I had to see you and this was the – only way I could do so. Arthur thinks I am in Church.”


The Earl looked surprised.


“Arthur?” he repeated. “Are you saying he has returned?”


“He came back – unexpectedly last night,” the Marchioness replied. “As you know, I thought he would be away for – another week in Paris, but he – returned because he has had me – watched.”


The Earl was startled.


There was silence before he said in a voice that he found hard to recognise as his own,


“Did you say – he has had you watched?”


“Y-yes,” Daphne answered with a little sob. “He set a detective on me before he went off to France and, when he received the man’s report, he came back without telling anybody what he was doing.”
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