

  

	

	

	

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE


Herbs have been known about all down the centuries and especially by the Chinese.


In England, Nicolas Culpeper, the famous astrological-physician of the early seventeenth century wrote a Complete Herbal which is still used today.


Throughout his life from 1616-1654 he devoted very much of his time to the study of astrology and medicine and published numerous tracts.


Although they are unorthodox and undermined by contemporary medical standards, they nevertheless enjoyed huge sales.


These herbal remedies are still of inestimable value today to everybody in the National Association for Health, of which I am the President.


Since the Prince of Wales has announced his interest in and his approval of Alternative Medicine, it has become more popular than ever.


I started the National Association for Health in 1964 as a front for all the members and admirers of Alternative Medicine and a great many people said that it was very unnecessary.


Today it has a 250 million pound turnover a year, with a third going in exports, and at the last Health Conference in 1983, thirty-eight countries were represented.




Chapter One ~ 1870


The Duke of Mortlyn woke with a dry throat and a headache.


It infuriated him as he knew that last night, at Lady Bramwell’s party, the champagne and the claret had not been wines that he would have chosen for himself.


It annoyed him still more to know that Lord Bramwell, who was a rich man, was mean when it came to hospitality.


Nor did Lady Bramwell have the intelligence, although what woman had? – to choose good wines.


The dinner party had been boring, but then Doreen Bramwell had whispered that she had something important to talk to him about after the other guests had left.


The Duke was too experienced not to know what this meant and he had debated with himself whether he should go or stay.


He was well aware that Lady Bramwell had been chasing him for some time.


Finally since she was surely one of the most beautiful women in the whole of Society, he had succumbed to the pleading in her eyes.


He had lingered after the other guests had all said ‘farewell’.


It was then, with her arms around his neck and her perfectly formed lips on his, that he had given in to the inevitable.


Now, as he realised that his valet must have called him as usual at seven o’clock and left him sleeping, he realised that he had missed his usual ride in Hyde Park,


It was not surprising that he had overslept.


He had not returned to his house in Park Lane until after dawn had broken over London and people were already moving about in the streets.


Now, as he stretched himself out, he decided that he would not call on Lady Bramwell again as she expected him to do.


Despite the fact that the night had been exceedingly fiery and everything that any man could desire physically, there had been nothing new about it.


Because the Duke was so good-looking, extremely rich and was in the Social circle, only one step from the Royal Family, he had been cajoled, pursued and chased by women ever since he had left Eton and Oxford University.


At thirty-three he was still unmarried and the pleadings of his family that he should take a wife had left him unmoved.


He had the unshakable conviction that, if he married, he would be bored very soon.


Doubtless it would begin no more than two months after taking his bride down the aisle, which in fact would be longer than his affaires de coeurs usually lasted.


‘I am perfectly happy as I am.’


He had said this only yesterday to his grandmother when she begged him once again to settle down and produce an heir.


“It is all very well to talk like that, Wade,” she had replied, “but you know as well as I do that you cannot possibly allow your tiresome cousin, Giles, to inherit the title.”


“Certainly not,” the Duke had agreed, “but I am not yet in my dotage and, when I am, I am sure with my usual good luck I will supply you with several heirs.”


“I want them now,” the Dowager Duchess had insisted firmly as the Duke laughed at her.


He climbed out of bed without ringing for his valet and walked to the window.


The sun was shining on the trees in Hyde Park and the sky was clear. It was going to be hot again later in the day.


The Duke had a vision of the swans moving over the lake at Mortlyn.


He saw the gardens brilliant with flowers and the woods that had protected the house for centuries, dark and mysterious, as he had thought them to be when he was a small boy.


‘I will go to the country,’ he decided and then rang the bell.


*


Half an hour later the Duke was downstairs finishing an excellent breakfast.


He was unaware that, as he was late, the chef had cooked several dishes over again so that they would be exactly right for the moment when he appeared.


He was just finishing his second cup of coffee when the door opened and his secretary came in.


Mr. Watson had been with him since he had inherited the title and had left the Army.


He was an extremely efficient man, so reliable and intelligent that he was the only person in whom the Duke really confided.


The son of the Headmaster of one of the more important Public Schools, Mr. Watson watched over the Duke and spared him many unnecessary problems.


In fact he treated him in very much the same way as his father had treated the boys who had been in his charge.


“I apologise for bothering Your Grace,” Mr. Watson said, “but there is one thing that requires your attention.”


“What is that?” the Duke asked uninterestedly.


Then, following his own train of thought, he said,


“Send off the usual bouquet of flowers to Lady Bramwell and tell her that unfortunately I cannot call on her this evening as I am leaving for the country.”


Mr. Watson made a note on a pad and then, lifting his eyebrows, he asked,


“Is Your Grace really going to Mortlyn?”


“I am becoming bored with London,” the Duke said almost petulantly. “The horses that I bought at Tattersalls last week should have arrived by now. I want to try them out.”


“Very well, Your Grace, I will make all the arrangements. You will, I imagine, wish to drive your phaeton?”


“Of course,” the Duke agreed, “with the new team of chestnuts.”


He would have arisen from the table, then he remembered and asked,


“What was it you said needed my attention?”


“Actually it concerns Mortlyn.”


The Duke frowned.


“No trouble, I hope?”


Mortlyn, his ancestral home, was very close to his heart. If he loved anything, he loved the huge Georgian house.


It had been erected by his grandfather on the site of an earlier Elizabethan building.


The estate that surrounded it consisted of twenty thousand acres and the Duke liked to boast that he knew every inch of it and there was no other in the whole country to equal his.


“I told Your Grace last week,” Mr. Watson said, “that the Vicar of Mortlyn Village has died.”


“Yes, I remember,” the Duke remarked. “You sent a wreath, of course?”


“Yes, Your Grace.”


“I suppose that you are now asking me to appoint another incumbent? Well, the Bishop knows exactly the sort of man I want.”


“What I was actually going to ask Your Grace,” Mr. Watson said, “was if it would be possible for you to provide the Vicar’s daughter, Miss Linton, with a small house.”


The Duke looked surprised before he answered,


“I suppose it would be possible, but it is not something we do usually.”


“Mr, Hunter, who Your Grace will remember looks after the alms-houses, the pensioners and all other buildings, has suggested The Dovecote.”


The Duke looked astonished.


“The Dovecote?” he repeated. “Why should Hunter suggest that?”


“It would be suitable, Your Grace.”


“Suitable for the daughter of a Vicar?” the Duke exclaimed. “It seems to me to be an extraordinary suggestion.”


The Dovecote was in fact a house on the estate that he was very fond of.


It was small but pure Elizabethan and one of the oldest houses on the whole estate and it had originally been the Dower House, but had proved too small for the Dowager Duchesses.


A very much larger and more imposing building had been provided for them in the reign of King George IV.


For some years, the Duke remembered, one of his great-aunts had lived in The Dovecote until she died.


Since then it had remained empty, but he was sure that it was well looked after and well-tended.


Now it seemed a revolutionary idea that someone from the village, even though she was the Vicar’s daughter, should occupy what he had always thought of as a family residence.


Aloud he enquired,


“What possible qualifications can the Vicar’s daughter have for aspiring to live at The Dovecote?”


He felt that Mr. Watson was searching for words as he said,


“She has, Your Grace, preserved and greatly extended ‒ the Herb Garden.”


“I would have thought that it was the job of the gardeners,” the Duke snapped.


“They would not have been as knowledgeable as Miss Linton is or known what to plant and what to retain.”


“You think because she is interested in the Herb Garden, which I admit I have not seen for some years, she is entitled to be the tenant of The Dovecote?”


Mr. Watson moved a little uneasily.


It struck the Duke as extremely strange that he seemed somewhat hesitant, even nervous.


It was so unlike Watson, who was an extremely positive man and so quick-brained that the Duke always enjoyed talking to him.


“Come on, Watson,” the Duke said, “tell me the truth. What is behind all this?”


Mr. Watson smiled and it made him look almost like a schoolboy who had been trying to put something over on a Master.


“The truth is, Your Grace,” he said, “Miss Linton is needed in the village and, if she left, it would deeply distress everyone for miles around.”


“What does she do then to make herself indispensable?” the Duke enquired. “Teach the Sunday School, visit the sick? Good Heavens, Watson, there cannot be many invalids in such a small village.”


“There are very few, Your Grace, but that is due to Miss Linton.”


“What are you saying? I don’t understand,” the Duke almost snapped.


He had the feeling once again as he spoke that Watson of all people was being evasive.


To prompt his secretary into telling him more, he persisted,


“I am most certainly not going to let The Dovecote, which is without exception the most attractive small house I own on any of my estates, to any tiresome ‘do-gooder’ who wishes to hold Prayer Meetings in the drawing room.”


As he spoke, held had a picture of The Dovecote in his mind.


With its shallow bricks, mellowed with age, diamond-paned windows and its rooms with their low ceilings supported by ships’ wooden beams, it was really very beautiful.


“I would hardly call Miss Linton that,” Mr. Watson was now replying, “although she does help people and in fact there is no one more popular or more sought-after.”


“Why?” the Duke asked.


“Because, Your Grace, she understands the use of herbs. Anyone who is injured or sick goes to her, as they went to her mother before she died, and is healed.”


Mr. Watson took a deep breath and then, with what was clearly an act of bravery, said,


“They think of her, Your Grace, as a ‘White Witch’.”


“Good God!” the Duke expostulated.


Then he sat up straighter in his chair.


“Are you telling me, Watson, that in this day and age, when we are supposed to be more enlightened than we were in medieval times, that people still believe in witches?”


“I said a ‘White Witch’, Your Grace, as where the doctors fail, Miss Linton appears to effect almost magical cures.”


The Duke sat back in his chair again,


“I suppose that in the country,” he said, “where they have nothing to think about, the old superstitions are bound to linger on and people believe things that would be laughed to scorn elsewhere.”


“I do not think that anyone would laugh at Miss Linton.”


It was unlike his secretary to champion anyone who was not worthy of it, since usually he was more sparing with his praise than his Master and the Duke was definitely intrigued.


Rising from the table, he said,


“I tell you what I will do, Watson. As I am leaving for Mortlyn in the next hour or so, I. will see Miss Linton myself.”


He paused before he added,


“I will then decide whether I consider her worthy of being allotted a cottage, when, as you well know, there is a great demand for them.”


“I hope that Your Grace will find something suitable,” Mr. Watson replied.


The Duke was aware that his secretary was thinking of The Dovecote.


But something obstinate within him made him determined, although he did not say so that The Dovecote would remain empty.


He would certainly not allow some Parson’s boring daughter to occupy it.


He was leaving the room when Mr. Watson said hastily,


“There is something else, Your Grace.”


“What is it now?” the Duke asked irritably.


“Mr. Pearce, Your Grace’s accountant, asked me to bring to your notice that Mr. Digby has drawn cheques for no less than four thousand pounds in the last two weeks.”


“Four thousand pounds!” the Duke exclaimed. “So what the devil can the boy be up to now?”


He did not wait for Mr. Watson to tell him as he already knew.


His nephew, the son of his elder sister, Oliver Digby, was infatuated by an alluring, but extremely expensive Cyprian.


She was well noted for being able to empty a man’s pockets more quickly than any of the other pretty young women in the same profession as herself.


‘Four thousand pounds is too much,’ the Duke decided.


As he walked into the hall, he looked back over his shoulder and said sharply,


“Send a groom to tell Mr. Oliver that I wish to see him and to hurry as I am leaving for the country shortly.”


“Very good, Your Grace.”


The Duke then walked into his study, which was an. attractive room on the ground floor looking out over the garden at the back. It was decorated with a great number of books and a collection of sporting pictures, which the Duke knew were the envy of his friends.


He sat down at his flat-topped desk where there was a pile of letters waiting for him to sign.


There was a frown between his eyes and there was no doubt that Oliver was a problem.


But he had promised his sister, Violet, before she went to India where her husband had been made the Governor of a Province, that he would look after their son until they returned.


He was a good-looking young man and the Duke had expected that, when he left Oxford, he would enjoy his position in the Social world, and of course, ‘sow his wild oats’.


He had smiled understandingly when he was told stories about Oliver’s riotous evenings with his contemporaries.


He thought that noisy rows in Night Clubs, Steeplechases at midnight and a great deal of damage done after a drunken party were of no consequence.


All this was to be expected from a young man who had been let off the leash for the first time.


He had always thought that his sister-in-law had indeed been over-protective and much too fussy about her only child.


At the same time four thousand pounds was undoubtedly a fortune.


His brother-in-law, Lord Digby, was a rich man, but he would find his position in India expensive and would not enjoy having to pay up on such a scale for his stepson.


‘The best thing they could have done,’ the Duke thought, ‘was to take Oliver with them.’


He knew his sister had been reluctant to do that because she thought Oliver should move in the Social world as he was entitled to.


Now he would have the chance of meeting a nice girl whom he would marry.


Oliver, however, as the Duke had expected, found the pretty Cyprians more to his taste.


Ambitious mothers of debutantes had, of course, quickly added him to their long lists of eligible bachelors.


Unfortunately they waited in vain for his appearance at the balls and Receptions to which he was inevitably invited.


The Duke signed his letters and then looked somewhat disdainfully at a small pile on the side of letters addressed to himself which had not been opened.


He knew that with his usual perception Watson had realised that these were personal.


They were written to him by women who affirmed far too positively that he had broken their hearts.


Pushing them over with one finger, the Duke recognised the flowery handwriting of a Countess who had wept bitterly when he left her and continued to write to him reproachfully.


Another envelope, which carried the faint scent of gardenias was from a beauty who he thought had fallen into his arms far too quickly.


What the Duke really enjoyed in his love affairs was the hunt and the chase rather than the inevitable end.


He had often asked himself why he was so cynical and far too frequently bored.


He knew it was because he was always searching for something that he could not find.


But he found it hard to express to himself what it exactly was.


A lovely woman might easily attract him and he would feel, when he met her, a rising excitement.


It was much the same sensation as when he brought down a right and left of grouse or stalked a magnificent Royal over the Highland moors.


The trouble was that where women were concerned he was invariably bored so soon.


It was because he knew, if he was truthful, that he was looking for something unusual and different.


Something that was not so banal that he not only knew every move of the game but also exactly what his ‘prey’, if that was the right word for it, would say.


‘What is the matter with me?’ he often asked as he walked home from a house near his own when dawn was breaking.


It was then he knew that, instead of feeling happy, he was disappointed.


Last night there had been nothing unsatisfactory with the fiery exchange between himself and the beautiful Doreen.


Yet this morning, while he still admired her, he had no wish to touch her again.


He was quite certain that, for the next two or three weeks, until she realised finally that she had failed to hold him, he would be bombarded with letters.


They would be cajoling, begging and pleading that he would see her.


Sometimes it seemed to him extraordinary that, while almost every woman to whom he made love lost her heart while his, if he had one, was still intact and unmoved.


Because he had no wish to think about Lady Bramwell or to open the letters on his desk, the Duke was relieved when the butler announced,


“Mr. Oliver Digby, Your Grace.”


His nephew came hurrying into the room. Because he was so young there were no signs of dissipation on his face.


The Duke however, was extremely sure that he had spent the night with his Cyprian and undoubtedly, if rumours were true, had indulged heavily.


“Good morning, Uncle Wade,” Oliver said. “I am sorry if I kept you waiting, but I was asleep when your groom came hammering on my door.”


“I imagined you would be,” the Duke replied. “I am just going to the country and wanted to see you before I leave.”


There was a wary look in Oliver’s eyes as he asked,


“What about?”


“I think you know the answer,” the Duke said. “You must be well aware that you are spending far too much.”


Oliver threw himself down into one of the comfortable armchairs.


“Things are very expensive in London at the moment,” he said truculently.


“Especially someone called ‘Connie’?” the Duke suggested.


“So you know about Connie!”


“I imagine it is no secret. In fact the majority of people in London would know if they were interested. But quite frankly she is too expensive for you.”


“She is lovely and very amusing,” Oliver protested.


“Not to the tune of four thousand pounds,” the Duke replied.


Oliver stood up from his chair and walked to the window to stare with unseeing eyes at the garden.


“All right,” he said grudgingly after a moment, “if you are going to be unpleasant about it, I suppose I shall have to give her up.”


“It is not a question of me being unpleasant,” the Duke replied. “I am thinking of your stepfather – it is he who eventually has to foot the bill.”


Oliver turned round,


“You are not going to tell him?”


“You will have to do that,” the Duke replied, “as soon as the Bank will no longer permit you to be overdrawn.”


“Dammit!” Oliver exclaimed. “Why the hell can I not have money of my own and not have to go crawling for every penny I spend?”


The Duke knew well that his brother-in-law had given Oliver a most generous allowance before he went to India.


He therefore thought that this outburst was unfair, although he did not say so.


“What I was about to suggest,” he replied, “was that, as I am leaving for Mortlyn almost immediately, you might like to come with me.”


“To the country – what on earth for?” Oliver enquired.


“I bought some horses at Tattersalls last week and I so intend to try them out,” the Duke explained. “I also thought some fresh air might be good for both of us.”


Oliver considered this for a moment and then he said,


“I think I should see Connie before I leave. I have rather committed myself to giving her a necklace she fancied.”


“Can you afford it?”


“You know I cannot,” Oliver answered, “but I did promise.”


He looked at his uncle.


He was torn between doing the right thing where his stepfather was concerned and then disappointing a woman who he was infatuated with.


“Save yourself from making such a momentous decision,” the Duke said, “I will use my prerogative as your Guardian and order you to accompany me. If you explain that to Connie, she will understand.”


“How do you know she will?” Oliver asked disagreeably.


There was silence and then, as he saw a mocking smile on his uncle’s face, he said,


“Oh, my God, I never thought of that! Curse it, is there any woman in London who has not fallen for you?”


It was not a compliment. He walked towards the door and jerked it open before he said with deliberate rudeness,


“I will be ready to accompany Your Grace in fifteen minutes.”


He slammed the door behind him and the Duke gave a little laugh.


As it happened, because he was very fastidious, he had made it a rule long ago never to patronise Cyprians or any woman who expected to be paid in cash for her favours.


However, because he was so very rich all the beautiful women who he spent his time with expected to receive presents.


These were usually chosen by Mr. Watson with exceedingly good taste.


The Duke had lost count long ago how many sables, muffs, diamond bracelets, earrings, bags, sunshades and fans he had paid for.


They had certainly amounted to a very large sum over the years. Oliver would learn in time, he thought, that women invariably asked for more than a man could afford.


It was just as much a mistake to be over-generous as it was to be niggardly.


Anyway it would be a good thing for Oliver to accompany him to Mortlyn.


He thought that his sister would be grateful if she knew of all the trouble that he was taking on her behalf.


The journey to Mortlyn took just over two hours, although the Duke was always trying to improve on his own record.


As they drove past the ancient oaks and the house lay ahead of them, he was conscious of something like a thrill.


It was something that he always felt when he saw his home. Mortlyn was a Greystone building with a pillared front and wings stretching out on each side. It was certainly one of the finest pieces of Adam architecture in the whole country.


The sun was glinting on the windows and the statues and urns that decorated the roofline were silhouetted against the blue of the sky.


There were green lawns sloping down to a large lake well stocked with fish


The Duke invariably thought that it was even lovelier than when he had last seen it.


He had not spoken very much to Oliver on the journey as he was more concerned with driving his new team with an expertise that made him and his horses outstanding.


Although he was not aware of it, he had the envy and admiration of all the young men about town.


As he crossed the bridge over the lake and drove up to the front door, the groom, who was sitting behind him, said,


“You’ve done it again, Your Grace! Five minutes off the last time we comes ’ere!”


“Five minutes?” the Duke repeated. “That is good, but not good enough. I had hoped for ten or fifteen.”


“Your Grace’ll do it sooner or later,” the groom said confidently as he jumped to the ground before the wheels had stopped turning.


He need not have hurried for, having been alerted that the Duke was now arriving, two grooms came running to the horses’ heads.


A red carpet was already laid on the steps and a number of footmen in the family Livery were in attendance.


The Duke walked slowly into the hall, saying to the old butler who greeted him,


“’Good morning, Groves, is everything all right?”


“It’s delightful to see Your Grace again so soon,” the butler replied, “The champagne’s in the study and luncheon will be ready in fifteen minutes.”


“Good,” the Duke approved. “Mr. Oliver and are both hungry. We came straight from London without a stop.”


“You are so right, Uncle Wade. I did not have any breakfast this morning, so I really am famished.” Oliver announced.


“As it would doubtless have consisted of a brandy and soda after a heavy night, that is a good thing,” the Duke remarked.


“It is all very well for you,” Oliver replied. “Everyone knows that you drink very little. But it is difficult to say ‘no’ when everyone else is swilling it down.”


The Duke laughed.


He had not forgotten that, when he first sampled the delights of London life, he too had ‘swilled it down’, as Oliver put it.


Then he had become aware that it affected his athletic pursuits, which were much more important. His horses had always been more of a delight to him than anything else.


He was also an acknowledged pugilist.


Although it was out of fashion, he was additionally a swordsman who had tried his skill with the champions of Europe.


He was wondering how he could persuade his nephew to take more exercise, He knew it was something that he should not be pressured into doing.


It would be better for him to enjoy the challenge and then, in consequence, keep his body fit and agile.


But he said nothing as Oliver proceeded to drink three glasses of champagne to his one before luncheon was announced.
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