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  An Ocean of Love




   Mrs. Winston, sensing that she had overstepped the mark in such grand company, knew enough to play along.  




   “Madelina will always find me out,” she explained with an uneasy giggle.  “I try any little trick to get her to eat.  She’s just too thin for my liking.”




   “Not for mine!” came in the Duke at once.  “She’s just perfect as she is.  Eh, de Burge?”




   “Indeed,” was all he could say, his voice cold.  




   “She’ll be the belle of the ball,” mused the Duke.  “Won’t be a female there to match her.  Begad, the Earl’s daughter herself will have a run for her money, eh?”




   “Lady Kitty would think it beyond her dignity to have to run for anything,” pointed out de Burge.  




   It might have been a mild criticism of Lady Kitty, but Madelina did not think so.  He was now defending her because he cared for her, there was no doubt about it.  No doubt he was as ambitious to marry into a titled family as her own stepmother.  




   How could she ever have thought that he might be attracted to her, a rich but untitled and unsophisticated girl from a small town on the East Coast of America?




   De Burge was ambitious and greedy and loathsome, just loathsome!  But, even as she said the words to herself, her heart rebelled, as her lips felt again that soft brush of his lips and her ribs felt the imprint of his strong hand. 




   And she sensed that she was lost.  




   Lost to love, in a way that she had never dreamed of and she would never have wished for!     
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  THE LATE DAME BARBARA CARTLAND
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  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.




  





  “Despite the world’s seemingly endless wars, strife and turmoil we read about daily in the media, hope still springs eternal in the human breast. And where there is hope, there is love.”




  Barbara Cartland




  





  CHAPTER ONE ~ 1886




  On a balmy late summer evening a carriage drew up outside The Langham Hotel in Regent Street. 




  The doorman then hurried to help out a large eager-looking lady of a distinctly powdered middle-age.




  “Oh, my,” this lady gushed over her shoulder to an invisible companion still within the carriage.




  “You will just love this!”




  The doorman gave a slight wrinkle of his nose at the lady’s very pronounced accent. 




  American! And no doubt her companion would be another one of those young things who sailed across the ocean to hook a very large prize. An English Duke or Earl!




  Sure enough a delicate foot in a purple bootie was extended from within, followed by a small gloved hand. 




  The doorman seized the offered hand to guide the passenger out and almost whistled. 




  This one was a real beauty, no doubt about it! 




  Her complexion glowed and her lips were as red as cherries. Her long chestnut hair framed a face of perfect proportions. And her eyes! 




  He supposed that their colour could well be called amber, although gold sparkled in their depths.




  The older woman gave out a kind of cluck like an angry hen and the doorman was recalled to his duties. He signalled to a bellboy, who flew to collect the luggage. 




  The older woman sailed up The Langham steps, followed by the young girl, whose eyes were widening all the time at the sheer size and luxury of the London hotel. 




  Why, there was nothing like this back in Albany. 




  In the foyer the Hotel Manager stood waiting for Mrs. Winston with a smile as wide as the Mississippi.




  “Mrs. Winston, welcome indeed to The Langham. We have the best suite for you and your stepdaughter.”




  “I should surely think you have, sir,” returned Mrs. Winston. “We reserved it well in advance. I’m determined that Madelina should have the best London has to offer.”




  The Manager glanced towards Madelina and did a double take. What a beauty! 




  Madelina hardly noticed. Her head was tilted as she counted the buttons on the Manager’s jacket. Then her eyes swung up to the huge chandelier above with its globes of yellow light. 




  The two guests were shown to their first floor suite, which was as satisfactory as Mrs. Winston had hoped. 




  She was in London, as the doorman had suspected, to launch her stepdaughter of nineteen into English Society and at the same time catch an aristocratic title.




  She had no illusions about herself. She was a mere upstart, the daughter of a grain merchant from Kansas, who had been lucky enough to marry into money. 




  But she nurtured a burning ambition to be related to Nobility. And Madelina was her gambling chip. 




  Madelina’s father had died three years before and, though he had left his widow, Mrs. Winston, comfortable, he had left his lovely daughter a veritable fortune. 




  Mrs. Winston knew only too well that there were many impoverished aristocrats here in England who would espouse a baboon, if there was money in the match! 




  And Madelina was no baboon!




  She had hoped to encounter the odd Duke or Earl on board The Boston Queen, a smart Liner that had carried her and Madelina to England, but had been out of luck. 




  Anyway a shipboard liaison might not have proved the best start. Better by far for Madelina to meet up with the English aristocracy on their own ground, where their virtues might be easily displayed and their vices disguised. 




  Madelina had no inkling of her stepmother’s plans.




  She had agreed to come here to England because she was interested in tracing her English lineage, of which she knew very little. 




  Her father had left his native land when he was just twenty-two years of age. He had rarely spoken about his background except to hint that his own mother, Madelina’s grandmother, had been related to the aristocracy.




  Madelina’s paternal grandparents had died long ago and she was hoping that she would be able to locate some relations who were still living. 




  She had no one in America, as her mother had been an orphan. The only family she had that she knew of was Mrs. Winston and she was not really family at all!




  Madelina moved to the window to gaze out.




  She strained on tiptoe to see who had just stepped out of a private carriage. It was a tall slender gentleman in a top hat and black cape and carrying a silver-tipped cane. 




  He paused on the pavement to chat with the bellboy and Madelina was able to appraise him at her leisure. He had a haughty aquiline profile and a lock of very dark hair strayed onto his forehead from under the brim of his hat.




  She wondered idly what his business was at TheLangham and guessed that he was here to drink champagne and smoke cigars. 




  He raised his hat to a young woman who passed him on the steps and Madelina felt a sting of envy. 




  He was so very handsome and suave, her first sight of the perfect English gentleman! He could have stepped straight out of one of those English novelettes she read.




  “What are you looking at?” Mrs. Winston asked.




  “Oh, London,” replied Madelina, withdrawing from the window. 




  But Mrs. Winston hurried past her to stare down at the street. 




  “Well, Madelina Winston, you amaze me! Keeping such a specimen all to yourself.”




  Madelina blushed. 




  “Really, Stepmama, I was hardly doing that.”




  “He’s a fine figure. Do you suppose he’s an Earl or a Duke?” Mrs. Winston burbled on. 




  “I would not know what an Earl or a Duke looked like,” replied Madelina truthfully. “I mean – do they look different from other gentleman?” 




  “They have Blue Blood,” retorted her stepmother. “Of course they look different.” 




  A sudden image of a large blue face floated into Madelina’s mind and she gave a giggle. 




  “I suppose I will be able to tell who they are in future when I meet them.”




  “I certainly hope so,” replied Mrs. Winston. “It’s as important as being able to tell the difference between a counterfeit coin and the real thing.”




  Madelina had no time to ponder this conundrum, as a gentle knock came at the door. They turned as a maid entered to unpack their trunks. 




  Mrs. Winston surveyed her critically. 




  “What are you called?” she asked.




  “Beth, ma’am,” she replied with an awkward bob.




  “Have you worked at The Langham for some time? Do you know the clientele?”




  Beth nodded a ‘yes’ to both questions. 




  Without any more ado, Mrs. Winston beckoned her to the window and commanded that she look out.




  “What am I looking for, ma’am?” asked Beth.




  “The gentleman there, Beth,” replied Mrs. Winston, pointing. “Has he Blue Blood?”




  Madelina blushed for her stepmother, while Beth looked flustered.




  “Beg your pardon, ma’am?”




  “Do you know if he’s a Duke or an Earl or a Lord?”




  Beth dutifully peered through the glass again. 




  “Oh, no, he ain’t any of them. That’s Mr. Oliver or rather, Mr. de Burge. He’s a fine gentleman. He meets his friends here of an evenin’ before goin’ to the theatre.  He’s ever so popular at The Langham, he is.”




  But Mrs. Winston had lost interest. 




  “Mr. de Burge merely,” she sniffed.




  Madelina and Beth continued to gaze down. Mr. Oliver de Burge had turned from the bellboy and was now conversing with a tall lady in a fox fur stole.




  “Lady Kitty Villers,” murmured Beth helpfully.




  Madelina leaned closer to the window. The tall lady was very elegant with a long nose and violent red lips.




   Madelina felt a pang of envy at the familiarity with




  which she laid a hand on Mr. de Burge’s arm.




  “Are they – related?” she ventured to ask Beth.




  “No, miss, but she’s often in his party. Now her father, he be an aristocrat. He’s an Earl, he is.”




  It was said loudly for Mrs. Winston’s benefit, but she had gone into the bedroom. 




  Beth saw Madelina’s luggage by the door.




  “Shall I unpack your trunk, miss?” she offered.




  “Best attend to my stepmother first,” said Madelina, without turning. 




  She heard Beth tap on the bedroom door and then she was alone.




  Gently she opened the window to see if Mr. Oliver de Burge and his beautiful companion were still below.




  They were and Madelina pushed the curtain aside. How she wished that she could hear what they were saying. But then suppose that he was saying something that she, Madelina, did not want to hear? Suppose that he was complimenting Lady Kitty on her dress or her hairstyle?




  Suppose he was praising her beautiful eyes or her complexion? 




  If only he could see me, she reflected. If only he would look up and catch sight of me!




  To her consternation, Oliver de Burge did exactly that. At least he raised his head and stared upwards. The sun was setting and its dying gleam appeared to alight with special attention on Mr. de Burge’s features.




  Madelina drank in the sight and his face was, for a brief moment, hers and hers alone. She saw his strong dark eyebrows, one arched disdainfully high.




  She noted his eyes, which even at this distance she could make out were black with heavy lids. Never had she noted so much about any man without being introduced. 




  He was not, alas, observing her in a like manner. His gaze had settled on the spire of a nearby Church, where a large bird perched high above the clamour of the City.




  Could it be a falcon from Regents Park? Madelina watched it keenly as if through his eyes. She followed its progress as it opened its wings and rose to fly away. 




  When she looked down, it was in time to see Mr. de Burge take Lady Kitty Villers’s arm and escort her up the steps and into the hotel. 




  Madelina let the curtain drop back into place. 




  She then stood staring at her dim reflection in the mirror. What would Oliver de Burge have seen if he had looked her way? 




  She had often been told that she was beautiful, but she had never really believed it, not in the way that Lady Kitty Villers obviously believed that she was beautiful! 




  She thought her own complexion a little too pink, too like a baby. Her eyes were too large and gave her, she felt, a rather startled expression. 




  Her hairstyle was surely out of date for this great City. And all her clothes, the height of fashion in Albany, suddenly seemed horribly dated as well.




  She had never really cared how she looked before, but now it seemed that nothing about her was right. 




  Mrs. Winston opened her bedroom door and called,




  “You should now think about dressing for dinner, Madelina. I’m sending Beth in to open your trunk.”




  “There is nothing I want to wear – nothing!” cried Madelina. “I don’t like any of those dresses anymore.”




  Mrs. Winston came into the room, astonished. Her stepdaughter’s lack of interest in her own appearance had always been a grave disappointment to her.




  “You chose what to bring with you, dear girl.”




  Madelina threw herself onto the sofa. 




  “I know I did. But I just did not realise how old-fashioned they would seem here.”




  Mrs. Winston put her hand to her breast. 




  “Well, my dear, I’d be only too delighted to take you round the stores for a whole new wardrobe. Why not? It’s not as if you don’t have the funds. We can dress you to look as well as any young lady in this magnificent City.”




  Madelina glanced at her stepmother and away. She did not dare voice the question that trembled on her lips. 




  Could Mrs. Winston even dress her to look as good as Lady Kitty, daughter of an Earl and companion of the most romantic-looking man in England?




  *




  Mrs. Winston’s eyes darted hither and thither over dinner, searching the adjoining tables as if each might sport a flag indicating ‘Blue Bloods are supping here’.




  Madelina, however, kept her gaze firmly fixed on the large gilt wall mirror facing her. She was not regarding herself in its shining depths, but she was busy watching the reflections of Mr. de Burge and Lady Kitty Villers where they sat with two friends at a table nearby.




  She noticed that many fellow diners on their way in or out of the dining room stopped to greet them. 




  One was a rotund gentleman in a tartan waistcoat, an unlit cigar in his fist. Feet planted wide on the carpet, he seemed to be regaling the de Burge party with details of a shoot and some of his words hit the air like,




  “Buckshot, fine birds, brought down, fifty of them myself. The Prince of Wales bagged a hundred or I’m a French monk!” 




  Mrs. Winston herself twisted round in her chair as she heard this last expression.




  “The Prince of Wales!” she said. “That gentleman knows the Prince of Wales.”




  She beckoned to a waiter.




  “That fellow holding forth there, what’s his name?” 




  The waiter turned his head to follow her gaze.




   “It’s Tunney Whipps, the Duke of Belmont himself, ma’am. Head of one of the most distinguished families in England,” he added with just a slight hint of reprimand at her referring to the Duke as a ‘fellow’.




  Madelina felt the Duke looked more like a farmer in fancy dress than a member of the aristocracy, but Mrs. Winston was impressed.




  “We shall endeavour to cross his path later,” she whispered to her stepdaughter.




  This plan proved more difficult to pursue than Mrs. Winston thought, as the Duke went to the smoking room, entry to which premises was expressly denied to the ladies.




  After supper was over Mrs. Winston hovered in the hotel drawing room in the hope that he or some other BlueBlood might drop in, but she was to be disappointed.




  Madelina was disappointed for other reasons. 




  Just as soon as Oliver de Burge and his party had finished eating, they had called for a carriage. Madelina wondered if they were going to the opera or the theatre.




  She had bitten her lip as she saw him rise first to draw out Lady Kitty’s chair. 




  As Mrs. Winston had chosen to quit their own table a little later, Madelina had the dubious pleasure of passing by Mr. de Burge’s party as they waited in the foyer.
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