

  

     

  




Author’s Note


Girls are usually accepted into a Convent at the age of eighteen.


A girl first becomes a Postulant for nine months, then a novice for two years and it is then, if they still feel that they have heard ‘The Call’, they take their final vows at a mystical Religious Ceremony.


Vowing to forsake all others, they become a ‘Bride of Christ’ and are given a gold Wedding ring often shaped like a crucifix.


Once they have taken their vows they rarely leave the Order that they have committed themselves to.


But a few who have done so have married, had children and written a book about their experiences.




  Chapter One ~ 1869


The Marquis of Okehampton felt sleepy.


It was not surprising considering that he had for two hours with an insatiable expertise been making love to the beautiful Yasmin Caton.


She was, he thought, one of the most passionate women he had ever met, besides being one of the loveliest.


At the same time enough was enough and, while he thought that it would be an effort to move, he had a sudden longing to be on his way home to his house in Park Lane.


He stirred preparatory to climbing out of bed and Yasmin, who was close against him, said in a low voice,


“I have something to tell you, Rayburn.”


The Marquis made a sound that was hardly a question and she continued,


“I heard only this afternoon from Paris that Lionel has collapsed with a very severe stroke.”


The Marquis stiffened.


“This afternoon?” he exclaimed. “And you entertained me here at dinner tonight?”


“I told nobody and I was so looking forward to seeing you.”


The Marquis was silent in sheer astonishment.


Lord Caton was an extremely distinguished man who was of great importance to the Queen and had gone to Paris on a special mission to meet with the Emperor of France.


He was, although it seemed incredible, forty years older than his wife.


All the more then, if he had suffered from a stroke, as Yasmin had just told him, she should undoubtedly now be at his side.


As if she guessed what he was thinking, Lady Caton said,


“Naturally I am leaving for Paris first thing tomorrow morning, but I had to see you, Rayburn, I had to!”


“Then, if you are leaving early – ” the Marquis began. 


He would have moved away from her, but she put her hand on his chest to prevent him from doing so, saying as she did,


“I have something else to tell you.”


“What is it?” he asked.


“I am going to have a baby!”


The Marquis was stunned into silence.


“What we have to do, dearest,” Yasmin Caton went on, “is to wait until Lionel dies, which according to the letter I have just received will not be long, then be married secretly perhaps in France.”


The Marquis thought that he could not be hearing her aright, as she continued,


“Then we can go on a long, long honeymoon before we announce that our marriage has taken place several months previously. Although the child will be born prematurely, there will be no question of it not being yours.”


The Marquis was still speechless as she moved closer to him and said in a caressing voice,


“Then we will be very happy, dearest, and when I am your wife all my dreams will come true!”


The Marquis was aware that a great number of women had thought that if they could marry him it would indeed be the dream of their lives.


But he had no intention of marrying anybody, least of all a woman who he was having an affaire de Coeur with.


There had been many women in his life, which was not surprising, considering that he was not only extremely handsome and attractive but one of the wealthiest men in England.


Ever since he had left Oxford University he had been pressured towards marriage.


His relatives had almost gone down on their knees to beseech him to settle down and have an heir.


He had been absolutely determined that nobody, definitely nobody, should choose his wife for him.


He was not at all sure exactly what he wanted, but it was certainly not a woman who in becoming his mistress had been unfaithful to her husband.


His contemporaries in the smart Social world that he lived in and relished would have laughed at him for having such ideas.


It was the Prince of Wales who had made easy it for the first time for a gentleman to have an affair with a woman of his own class.


His Royal Highness’s interest in the Princesse de Sagan and other beautiful women had naturally caused a great deal of comment. It had altered the rules of Society, which, while unwritten, were invariably obeyed by those who were accepted socially.


The Marquis had therefore made love to the lovely women who attracted him without his behaviour being considered in any way outrageous.


He had thought that Yasmin Caton was one of the most beautiful creatures he had ever seen.


From the very first moment when they had been introduced, there had been a vibration between them that made it inevitable what the outcome would be.


At least that was what he had thought, but now it appeared from what Yasmin had just said that the story was by no means at an end.


He was not only astounded by what she had told him but horrified.


The Marquis had been in many dangerous situations in his life, but it flashed through his mind that this was more dangerous than anything he had ever encountered before.


Bullets had missed him by a hair’s breadth and by a miracle his life had been saved at sea.


He knew now that another miracle was needed if he was to escape from a trap that he would be a prisoner in for the rest of his life.


The Marquis was astute and very quick-witted, but for the moment he felt as if his head was filled with cotton wool and he was finding it difficult to know what to say or think.


How could he have imagined for one moment that Yasmin Caton would contrive to force him to marry her?


She had put him in a position where it would be impossible for him to refuse to make what the servants called ‘an honest woman’ of her.


His first thought was that perhaps things were not as bad as she had thought and Lord Caton would not die.


Then he knew, if he was honest, that the last time he had seen his Lordship at Windsor Castle he had thought that he looked drawn and tired and even older than he actually was.


The Marquis strove wildly to find words to answer Yasmin with, but before he could do so she said,


“I love you, Rayburn, I love you with all my heart and, as I know that you love me, what could be more wonderful than that I should give you a son?”


She spoke in a gushing voice that he thought now he had heard her use before on several occasions and had considered it far too effusive.


Then, almost as if he was being helped by some power beyond himself, a conversation came back to him.


It had taken place soon after he had first met Yasmin Caton.


He remembered sitting in White’s Club in St. James’s with one of his special friends whom he had served with in the same Regiment.


His name was Harry Blessington and they had been discussing the next house party that the Marquis was to give at Oke Castle, his magnificent ancestral home in Sussex.


He seldom gave a party without Harry being present, especially when it was one that included the London beauties who they were both interested in.


Slowly, as if he was feeling his way through dark clouds, the Marquis made himself recall what had been said.


“I suppose you are asking Yasmin Caton?” Harry Blessington had asked. “I saw you with her last night.”


“She is unusually beautiful,” he had answered.


“I agree with you and my mother, who knows her family well, has often claimed that it was a crime to make a girl who was so lovely marry a man old enough to be her father.”


“I suppose, as Caton is rich and prestigious, they considered that was all that mattered,” he replied cynically.


“Of course,” Harry agreed, “and they rushed Yasmin up to the Altar before she was even eighteen and obviously had no idea what a crashing bore Caton could be!”


“I have hardly ever spoken to him.”


“I had him next to me for two hours the other night at a dinner at Windsor Castle,” Harry grumbled, “and he droned on until I thought I should go mad!”


“In which case,” he recalled saying with a twist of his lips, “I must obviously console his wife.”


“He married again to have an heir,” Harry had told him reflectively, “as his first wife only produced daughters, but my mother told me that once again he has been frustrated.”


The Marquis had not been listening to Harry with much attention, but now he was sure that Harry had finished by saying,


“The beautiful Yasmin had a bad fall out hunting a year after they were married and that apparently put paid to any hopes she might have of producing a son!”


While giving only one ear to Harry’s story, the Marquis was thinking just how beautiful Yasmin Caton was.


He was also planning how he would have the opportunity of telling her so very much more eloquently than he could do in words.


Now, like a light in the darkness, what Harry had told him came flooding back.


He knew now that Yasmin was trying yet another trick on him and, God knows, he had encountered quite a number of them to force him up the aisle.


The numbness that had encompassed him and muddled his brain now vanished.


He could think clearly, he was after all not trapped, and his one idea was to get away without a scene.


Aloud he said to her,


“I think you are looking too far ahead. What you have to do now, Yasmin, is to leave for Paris and hope that nobody is ever aware that I dined with you after you received the letter telling you of your husband’s sudden illness.”


“I have locked it away in my jewel case,” Yasmin replied.


The Marquis only hoped that her lady’s maid would not have any opportunity of reading it.


Aware how servants always gossiped, he recognised that a story like this would circulate round Mayfair quicker than the North wind.


“You are very sensible,” he said to her, “but now I must leave you.”


Yasmin tried to hold onto him, but he rose from the bed and started to dress.


As if she thought that it was necessary for him to recognise how beautiful she was, she lay back against the pillows her body looking, as he had told her earlier, as translucent as a pearl.


As the Marquis adjusted his tie in the mirror over the mantelpiece, he could see her very clearly behind him.


He was thinking now that she was not beautiful but merely dangerous.


He had never been foolish enough to think that she was a clever woman, but he had not realised that she was such a determined one.


He could now understand that, if she was debarred from enjoying all social activities for a year while she was in mourning for her husband, she would realise that she might easily lose him.


She had therefore thought out the only way that she could make him feel completely and absolutely beholden to her.


If, as she was planning, they were married within a month or two or perhaps even sooner, there would be no reason for him to learn until some time later that the baby was just a myth of her over-active mind.


The Marquis shrugged himself into his long-tailed evening coat as he walked to the side of the bed.


Yasmin held out her arms, but he knew if he kissed her that she would pull him down on top of her and once again it would be hard to escape.


Instead he took both her hands in his, kissing first one and then the other.


“Take care of yourself, Yasmin,” he said in his deep voice.


“You will think of me, dearest wonderful Rayburn?” she asked. “You know that I will be counting the hours until I see you again.”


The Marquis did not answer.


He only moved towards the door and, as he opened, it Yasmin cried,


“Wait! I have something else to say – ”


She was too late.


The door closed before her sentence was half-finished and she could hear the Marquis moving quickly down the thickly carpeted stairs to the front door.


Outside his carriage was waiting and, as soon as he appeared, the footman jumped down from the box to open the carriage door.


He was a little earlier than usual and he had been half-afraid that his carriage might not yet have arrived.


Unlike many of his contemporaries, he was extremely considerate towards his servants.


If he knew that he was not likely to be leaving the house where he was dining much before two o’clock, he would order his carriage accordingly.


It always irritated him to know that his coachman and his horses were waiting outside and resenting the fact that they were kept out so late.


Now, as he stepped into his carriage, the footman put a light rug over his knees.


The Marquis thought to himself as he did so that like a fox he was running to ground and there were just a very few seconds to save himself from being torn to pieces by the hounds.


How could he have imagined that Yasmin Caton would sink so low as to try to deceive him with the oldest trick in the world?


If it had not been for Harry Blessington’s mother, he would be in an impossible position.


He would have had to agree to Yasmin’s insistence that he should marry her the moment she was free.


A lesser man might have refused to do so because the child was her husband’s in the eyes of the Law. 


But that, the Marquis knew, would be at the expense of betraying his every instinct of how a gentleman should behave.


It was something that would make him ashamed of himself for being what the members of White’s would undoubtedly call a ‘bounder’.


Women could cheat and no one thought the worse of them. In fact as one wit had said,


“No lady has to be a gentleman!”


But the unwritten laws of being a gentleman were very strict and any man who broke them was liable to be thrown out of his Club and ostracised by his friends.


At the same time, when he reached his house in Park Lane, the Marquis had to face the fact that he was not yet entirely out of the woods.


If Lord Caton died, and it seemed inevitable that he soon would, Yasmin would surely continue to try to deceive him.


Although he had avoided a scene tonight by not telling her what he suspected to be the truth, there would inevitably be scenes and flaming rows in the future.


The whole scenario made him shudder.


If there was one thing that the Marquis really disliked it was tears and recriminations from a woman he was no longer interested in.


It always meant cries of ‘why do you no longer love me?’ 


‘What have I done to lose you?’ and 


‘How can you be so cruel?’


It made him feel as if he would never be able to show any interest in a woman again for the rest of his life.


And yet inevitably a few days later he would see another lovely woman and be aware of the invitation in her eyes and the provocative pout on her lips.


Then he would feel once again the first warmth of desire and know that sooner or later she would end up in his arms.


“The real trouble with you, Rayburn,” Harry had said to him once, “is that you are too damned good-looking!”


The Marquis had laughed.


“That is hardly my fault!”


“Your father was one of the best-looking men I have ever seen,” Harry had gone on, “and your mother was lovely. I can understand how he found it difficult to find anybody to take her place although there must have been plenty of applicants.”


‘That was true,’ the Marquis thought now.


When his valet had helped him undress and, when he had climbed into bed, he found himself thinking of his mother rather than Yasmin.


When she had died, she was still beautiful even though her hair was white and her face was lined.


As a young girl she had been breathtakingly lovely, but it was not only her beauty that mattered, the Marquis thought, it was because she was so sweet, gentle and loving.


What was more he was quite certain that the only man who had ever touched her had been his father.


She would no more have thought of being unfaithful to him than of flying to the moon!


‘How could I possibly contemplate marrying someone like Yasmin, beautiful though she is?’ he asked himself, ‘and have to wonder how many men sitting at my table have been her lovers or are likely to become so?’


At the same time the debutantes he had met, and there were not many, seemed gauche, plain and usually painfully shy.


They had, of course, been paraded in front of him whenever their ambitious Mamas had the chance at balls and house parties where the hostess had an unmarried daughter and even at dinner parties too.


He would find himself seated next to a girl of eighteen and know exactly why she was his dinner partner.


How could he ever marry someone, however suitable from a worldly point of view, who would bore him stiff from the moment he put a ring on her finger?


His thoughts were once again on Yasmin and before he went to sleep he made up his mind if possible never to see her again.


He was quite certain that she would bombard him with her letters, but that was nothing unusual.


If and when Lord Caton died, they were not likely to run into each other at any party because for a year, following the example set by Queen Victoria, she would have to forgo all social activities.


*


When the Marquis was called at eight o’clock the following morning, he felt as if, after a terrible nightmare the night before, that the sun was now shining.


He went down to breakfast in a buoyant mood.


Then, almost as if the ghost of Yasmin was still haunting him, he had a sudden longing for the country.


He knew that today he was supposed to have luncheon with the Prince of Wales and tonight there was a dinner party for a ball where he would meet his special friends and many of the beauties who were captivating the Social world at the moment.


He had the feeling that every beautiful woman would look to him like Yasmin and he would be suspicious that beneath the surface there were lurking lies, deceptions and danger.


‘I will go to the country,’ the Marquis decided firmly.


He rose from the breakfast table and walked into his study, which was an attractive room overlooking a small garden at the back of the house.


He knew as he did so that the butler would notify his secretary where he was and his secretary would bring his letters to him there.


Mr. Barrett was an elderly man, who had been with his father during the last years of his life and his staying on was the chief reason that the Marquis’s estates were run so well.


His houses were kept stocked with excellent staff and his engagements carefully detailed so that none was ever forgotten.


The Marquis had already seated himself at his flat-topped Georgian writing desk when Mr. Barrett came into the room.


“Good morning, my Lord,” he said respectfully. “I am afraid I have rather more letters today than usual.”


As he spoke, he placed two piles down on the desk, one the Marquis knew were private letters that Mr. Barrett was too discerning to open.


The other and larger pile was of invitations and appeals from charities, which ran into an astronomical number during the year.


“Is there anything pressing here, Barrett?” the Marquis asked.


“No more than usual, my Lord, except that there is a Priest here who wishes to see you.”


“A Priest?” the Marquis asked. “Begging, I suppose! Surely you can deal with him?”


“He has called, my Lord, regarding Miss Zia Langley.” 


The Marquis stared at him as for a moment as he could not place the name.


Then he asked,


“Do you mean Colonel Langley’s daughter?”


“Yes, my Lord. You will remember that she is your Lordship’s Ward.”


“Good Heavens!” the Marquis exclaimed. “I had forgotten all about her! Now I think of it, the girl was being brought up by one of her relatives.”


“That is correct, my Lord, I knew that I could rely on your memory,” Mr. Barrett said admiringly. “When Colonel Langley was killed, his sister-in-law, Lady Langley, had the young lady to live with her and sent her to a good school.”


“And what has happened since? Why am I involved?” the Marquis asked.


“I think your Lordship must have forgotten, although I did tell you six months ago, that Lady Langley had died.” 


The Marquis could not remember this, but he did not interrupt and Mr. Barrett went on,


“The notice of it was in the newspapers because Lady Langley left her niece her fortune, which was a quite large one.”


The Marquis thought in that case he would not be expected to support his Ward whom he had never seen.


The background to all this was that Colonel Terence Langley had been his Commanding Officer when he was in the Household Brigade.


He was a charming man and a magnificent rider and he had befriended the Marquis as soon as he joined the Regiment. Because they were both absorbedly interested in horses, they had spent a good deal of time together apart from their Regimental duties.


Colonel Langley had stayed at Oke Castle and the Marquis had stayed in the Colonel’s house in the country when he was arranging a Point-to-Point or a Steeplechase.


There had been one occasion, he now recalled, when there was a race on a particularly dangerous course and before they set out the Colonel had said,


“I suggest that all you young men, if you have anything to leave, should make a will just in case anything nasty happens to you.”


This advice was a tradition and they had all laughed. Some of them had made ridiculous wills, which they read out aloud.


When they had finished, somebody had asked the Colonel somewhat impertinently,


“What about you, sir? Have you not made your will?” 


“Not for a long time,” the Colonel admitted.


“Then come on,” everybody shouted, “you cannot give orders and not do what is right yourself!”


Good-humouredly and, the Marquis thought later, because they had all had a great deal to drink, the Colonel had written a will in which he distributed his worldly goods.


He had left his house to his wife, his horses to his brother, his polo ponies to an Officer of the Regiment and his pigs and cows to various friends.


Only when he had finished, after bequeathing a number of other items, did the Marquis ask,


“What about your daughter? We have never been allowed to see her, but I believe you have one.”


“I am not having all you young bloods turning her head,” the Colonel answered. “But now you mention it, Rayburn, I will leave her to you. You are the richest of this bunch and at least, if I am not here, you can give her a ball and make her the belle of the Season.”


The others had laughed uproariously at this.


But the Marquis, who had not then come into his title, had replied that, if the Colonel should die that day, the only ball he would be able to pay for would be a football!


Everybody thought this very funny and they were cracking jokes as they mounted their horses for the Steeplechase in which fortunately nobody was killed.


It was just over three years later that Colonel Langley was involved in a fatal carriage accident.


After his death it was discovered he had never made a later will than the one that he had made before that Steeplechase.


His wife was killed with him and the Marquis, as he was now, then found himself the Guardian of the Colonel’s daughter.


He had, however, been staying abroad with friends when the Colonel and his wife were buried and Mr. Barrett had duly sent a wreath with the correct message to the funeral.


He had waited until the Marquis returned before he told him of what had occurred.


“Good God!” the Marquis had exclaimed. “What am I to do with a child on my hands? How old is she, by the way?”


“She is fifteen, my Lord, and there is no necessity for you to worry about her. In your absence I was in touch with her aunt, Lady Langley, the Colonel’s older sister. She is having Miss Zia to live with her and will arrange for her education.”


The Marquis had given a sigh of relief.


“Thank you, Barrett, I might have known I could rely on you.”


“Lady Langley is very well off, my Lord, so, although the Colonel was unable to leave his daughter very much money, she will have everything she could possibly need.”


The Marquis had never thought about her again.


Now he asked,


“Why has this Priest come to see me?”


“He has brought with him a letter from Miss Zia Langley,” Mr. Barrett replied, “and here it is.”


He put the letter in front of the Marquis and, because there was something a little odd about the way he spoke, the Marquis remarked,


“I presume you have already read it. What does it say?”


“Miss Langley asks your permission to become a nun!” 


“A Nun?” the Marquis exclaimed.


He picked up the letter as he spoke and read it.


 


“Dear Guardian,


I wish to take the veil in the Convent of the Holy Thorn and I am told that I have to ask your permission to do so.


I should be grateful if you would allow this for I know that here I shall be able to devote myself to the worship of God.


I remain,


Yours respectfully,


 


Zia Langley.”





The Marquis read the letter and then he said,


“This seems somewhat extraordinary! How old is the girl now?”


“The Priest says that she is just eighteen.”


“And you say that she has recently inherited a large fortune from her aunt?”


“Yes, my Lord.”


The Marquis looked down again at the letter. 


Then he muttered,


“I think I had better see this Priest.”


“I thought that was what your Lordship would wish,” Mr. Barrett said.


“What did you think of him?” the Marquis enquired.


Mr. Barrett hesitated.


“I may be mistaken, but I have a feeling that he is not a particularly Holy man. Of course your Lordship may think differently.”
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