

  

    

      

    

  




  Author’s Note




  In England common law Guardianship, an outgrowth of feudal land law, conferred a right that was profitable to the Guardian. Only gradually did Guardianship become a trust for the benefit of the ward. By the thirteenth century, rights of wardship were recognised which enabled a feudal Lord, upon the death of a tenant leaving an infant heir, to administer the tenant’s estate as Guardian during the heir’s minority.




  Over several centuries, Guardianship, whether of the natural parent or other Guardian, has slowly become recognised as including the right of custody of the child, control over education and religious training, consent to Marriage, right of chastisement, right of enjoyment of his services, and control of his estate subject to the use of a sufficient portion for his or hers education and maintenance.




  By the Act of 1660 the father was given power to appoint by will or deed a Guardian for his children to act after his death and the mother was helpless to interfere with the father’s appointment. Under provision of this Act, however, she could be designated as Guardian if the father had made no appointment, or as joint Guardian if he had, and she was also permitted to appoint a Guardian to act after her death. Similar progress occurred regarding rights of custody.




  In Europe the children’s laws extended to the protection of life, prevention of ill-treatment or cruelty, regulation of dangerous occupations, the imposition of employment restrictions and the compilation of a children’s charter.




  In England ill-treatment proscribed by law originally consisted of blows or threats and was gradually broadened to include neglect to supply necessities. At the same time children of well-to-do parents, however they were treated, found themselves powerless in the hands of their Guardians and the Guardians’ power to marry them when they were old enough was usually reinforced by the Courts.




   




  chapter one


  1818




  Anybody seeing the Marquis of Raventhorpe driving his phaeton would have been impressed.




  With his high hat on the side of his dark head, his whipcord coat fitting without a wrinkle, a cravat tied in a new style that had not yet reached St. James’s, he was the epitome of elegance.




  At the same time those who knew him well were aware that only a first class tailor like Weston could conceal the muscles he had developed as an acknowledged pugilist in Jackson’s Academy.




  Hessians, shining like mirrors, covered his slim but very strong legs, on which he walked many miles in the pursuit of game birds.




  One might have thought that with his great entails, his enormous wealth and a handsome countenance that made every woman in the Beau Monde long for his attention, the Marquis would have looked if not delighted with life, at least contented.




  On the contrary, the cynical lines on either side of his firm lips and the fashionable droop of his eyelids made him appear disillusioned, as if he mocked at everybody he encountered.




  He was well aware that while the younger bucks copied his outward appearance, the older members of his Clubs shook their heads and said his arrogance and air of condescension showed that he was spoilt.




  The Marquis, however, ignored all criticism and continued to live as he wished to do, winning all the classic horse races and maintaining at his ancestral home a perfection of organisation that infuriated the Prince Regent.




  “I cannot understand, Raventhorpe,” he said the last time he was staying with him, “why in your house I have better food, better attention and certainly better wine than I have in my own.”




  There was a testy note in the Prince Regent’s voice, which told the Marquis that he was jealous. This was not surprising, as he liked not only being considered the “first gentleman in Europe”, but also to be first amongst his friends and to excel, just as the Marquis did, at everything he undertook.




  “I think the answer, Your Royal Highness,” the Marquis replied, “is that you expect perfection, and that, sir, even with your tremendous ability and perceptiveness, is almost impossible to find, especially where ‘The Fair Sex’ is concerned.”




  The Prince Regent had laughed as the Marquis intended him to do, but, when his visit was over, he said to one of his other friends,




  “I am damned if I will go there again in a hurry. I like to be at least on equal terms with my host and not to feel that he is one up on me in every particular.”




  His friend, because he wished to toady for the Prince Regent’s favours, expostulated that that was impossible. Nevertheless it was something that was more or less acknowledged in the Beau Monde and so indisputable that few people bothered to comment on it.




  The Marquis was at the moment on his way to call on a young lady who he thought matched his ideal of perfection.




  For years, in fact ever since he came of age, his relatives had been on their knees asking him to marry and to make sure that the Marquisate, which was of fairly recent creation, although the Earldom went back several centuries, continued.




  The Marquis’s two nearest relatives, first his brother and then a cousin who had followed him as his heir presumptive, had both been killed in the war against Napoleon.




  It was therefore imperative that the Marquis should take a wife in case, by some unfortunate though unlikely accident, he was killed while fighting a duel or break his neck out hunting.




  Alternatively he might catch one of the diseases so prevalent in London that the people had stopped worrying about them.




  The Marquis, however, had declared he would never marry unless he found a woman who he thought was perfect enough to bear his name and sit at the head of his table.




  The ideal of perfection stemmed from the fact that he had adored his mother, who had died when he was only seven years of age, but who had lived long enough to have remained in her son’s mind as somebody beautiful, dignified, warm and loving.




  Every woman he met, and the majority of them made sure that they did meet him, failed on one count or another to come up to his requirements.




  But now, when his family and friends had almost despaired, he had met Lady Sarah Chessington and decided that she was in fact the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.




  There were a number of people to tell the Marquis that they would make a perfect couple and that no two people could be more handsome or in fact so exactly suited to each other.




  Lady Sarah was the daughter of the Fifth Earl of Chessington-Crewe, whose horses continually tried to rival the Marquis’s on the Racecourse.




  His estate on the borders of Hertfordshire had been acquired only half a century after the Marquis’s father had acquired theirs.




  The Marquis’s house had been completely rebuilt by the Adam brothers fifty years ago, but that did not detract from the fact that there was a mention of the land on which it stood, belonging to a man named Raven, in The Domesday Book.




  All this had persuaded the Marquis logically that Lady Sarah was the wife he was looking for.




  He therefore, without hurrying himself in the slightest, had made it clear to her that she held his interest.




  Lady Sarah had been feted and acclaimed as an ‘Incomparable’ when she first appeared on the London scene and that the Marquis should admire her was no less than what she expected.




  She was, however, clever enough to look both surprised and flattered at his attention. When he finally decided that she possessed the attributes he required in a wife, he had notified her that he would be calling on her this afternoon.




  After an early luncheon in his house in Berkeley Square, he had stepped into the phaeton he had recently designed and which had been a sensation from the moment he drove it down St. James’s Street.




  It was not only smarter, better sprung and more manageable than any other phaeton ever seen, but it had an elegance that seemed part of the Marquis himself.




  And the four horses that pulled it were a perfectly matched team, which made all the horse-lovers in the Clubs grind their teeth as he passed.




  Perched high behind on the small seat, which always seemed somewhat precarious, was a groom wearing the Marquis’s livery and cockaded hat, who always sat in the correct position with his arms folded and without moving, however fast his Master travelled.




  It took the Marquis under an hour to reach the Earl’s ponderous and rather over-spectacular iron gates that opened onto a long drive of oak trees.




  The Marquis could see the house in the distance and thought that architecturally it was an ugly building and later additions to it badly designed.




  At the same time it was undoubtedly impressive and the gardens surrounding it were well cared for.




  He was aware, however, that the Earl had expended a great deal of money in buying a house in London in which to entertain for his daughter Sarah, the family mansion being too small for the ball he gave for her and for the receptions which often involved entertaining two or three hundred guests.




  The Marquis could not help thinking that if he married Lady Sarah, as he intended to do, the Earl would feel such extravagance had been well worthwhile.




  He knew that debutantes were dangled in front of eligible bachelors like flies over trout, but the snag was the very obvious hook of matrimony. Once the fish was caught, there was no way of escape.




  The Marquis, who had avoided many varied and ingenious baits over the years, could not help feeling that the Earl was a lucky man in catching the largest fish of them all.




  It would have been mock modesty if he had not realised he had no equal amongst the bachelors of the Beau Monde and there was no parent in the whole length and breadth of the land who would not have welcomed him as a son-in-law.




  Lady Sarah had first attracted his attention at a large ball given by the Duke and Duchess of Bedford, when in her white debutante’s gown she had looked, he thought, like a lily.




  He had not, however, given her more than a passing glance, since he was at the time enjoying the company of the attractive wife of a foreign diplomat, who fortunately spent a great deal of his time travelling.




  The diplomat’s wife was only one of several beautiful, witty and sophisticated women who passed through the Marquis’s hands before he made up his mind to meet Lady Sarah.




  Strangely enough, he had found himself noticing her at every party, at every assembly and at every ball he attended.




  Each time he could not help thinking that she was looking more beautiful than the time before and that she had other attributes that he was sure were not to be found in most debutantes.




  She moved with grace and without hurrying herself – her hands with their long, slim fingers were still and not needlessly obtrusive and when she spoke it was in a soft low voice.




  If there was one thing the Marquis disliked, it was hard voices.




  Several of his most ardent affaires de coeur had come to an end because he found that however lovely a woman might be, if her voice irritated him, he could no longer bear to be in her company.




  His mistresses, who were too numerous and, as some wag had said, ‘changed with the seasons,’ came under the same criticism.




  There was one entrancing little ballet dancer he had set up in a house in Chelsea who was dismissed after only a few weeks because she had a hoarse voice in the morning that grated on his Lordship’s sensibilities.




  The road to Hertfordshire, being the main thoroughfare to the North, was kept in better condition than most other roads out of London.




  The Marquis made good headway, so that he arrived at Chessington Hall a little earlier than he had expected.




  There was, however, a groom waiting outside the front door to lead his horses to the stables.




  Stepping down from his phaeton, the Marquis walked languidly up the red carpet, which had quickly been rolled down the stone steps and through the front door into the not very imposing hall.




  The butler in a pontifical manner went ahead of the Marquis to show him into what he was aware was the library, although it did not contain half as many books as did his own at Raven.




  “I’m not certain, my Lord,” the butler said respectfully, “if her Ladyship is downstairs, but I’ll inform her of your Lordship’s arrival.”




  The Marquis did not reply and thought a little cynically that Lady Sarah, anticipating his arrival, had doubtless been waiting eagerly at the top of the stairs and she would join him the moment she was officially informed he was there.




  Slowly he walked across the room and, as he reached the fireplace, he noticed an indifferently painted picture of horses over the mantelshelf.




  Then he was aware that a fire which had clearly been lit in the grate only a few minutes before was smoking badly and the Marquis disliked smoking chimneys.




  He took the greatest care at Raven and in all his other houses to have the chimneys swept every month during the summer and every two weeks during the winter.




  It was, he thought, quite unnecessary anyway at the beginning of May for a fire to have been lit at all and, as it had, it was unpardonable that it should have been allowed to smoke most unpleasantly.




  As he knew the layout of the house, having been a guest of the Earl on several occasions in the past, when he did not have a debutante’s daughter on show, the Marquis left the library.




  He moved a little way down the passage to where there was, he knew, a room in which the Earl and Countess habitually sat when they were alone.




  It opened out of the blue salon, which was the main receiving room and, when there was a large dinner party, it was often used as a card room.




  Cards were much more to his liking than the musical entertainment that so often took place after dinner in the country. He had on various occasions won quite considerable sums from the Earl’s guests, who were not as good or as lucky at the game as he was.




  In this room, he noted, there was no fire and he imagined with a slight amusement that Lady Sarah intended to receive him in the blue salon, which was a fitting background for her beauty and also the right setting for a proposal of marriage.




  While he was thinking of it, he heard voices and realised they came from the blue salon and that the door connecting it with the room he was in was ajar.




  “But surely, Sarah,” a girl’s voice asked, “you are not going to keep his Lordship waiting?”




  “That, Olive, is exactly what I intend to do,” Lady Sarah answered.




  The Marquis had no difficulty in recognising her voice. At the same time there was not the sweet softness about it, which he had noticed particularly when she spoke to him.




  “Why, Sarah? Why?”




  He identified the other speaker now as a rather dull young woman he had encountered when he had attended a reception which the Chessington-Crewes had given in Park Lane.




  He had learned that her name was Olive and he vaguely remembered that she was some relation.




  As she was getting on for twenty-five, rather plain and, he thought, somewhat self-assertive, he had decided that she was a bore and had moved away from her proximity as quickly as possible.




  Now in answer to Olive’s question, Lady Sarah said,




  “It will do the noble Marquis good to cool his heels a little. He should have called on me at least three weeks ago, but as he had kept me waiting, I will now do the same to him.”




  “But, Sarah dear, are you wise? After all, he is so important and personally, I find him very intimidating. Suppose, after all, he is not going to make you a proposal of marriage?”




  “Nonsense!” Lady Sarah replied. “That is, of course, why he has come and I consider it an insult that he has taken so long in making up his mind.”




  She paused before she added complacently,




  “After all, as you well know, Olive, there is no one else in the whole of London who is as beautiful as I am and I have dozens of letters and poems to prove it.”




  “Of course, dearest,” Olive agreed, “I am not disputing that, but unfortunately the Marquis has not written a poem to you.”




  “He is far too self-centred for that,” Lady Sarah answered. “He is much more likely to write a poem to himself!”




  There was a little pause and then Olive said tentatively,




  “But surely, Sarah dear, you are in love with him? Who could fail to be when he is so handsome and so rich?”




  “That’s the point,” Lady Sarah replied. “So rich, Olive, and undoubtedly the most eligible bachelor in the whole of the England.”




  “And therefore you love him!” Olive insisted.




  “Mama says that love, such as you are talking about, is for housemaids and peasants. I am sure that his Lordship and I will deal well together, but I am not blind to his faults and I am certain that he would not resort to threatening suicide like poor Hugo.”




  “I should hope not!” Olive said quickly. “And what are you going to do about Hugo?”




  Lady Sarah shrugged her shoulders.




  “What can I do to cope with someone who loves me to distraction and says he would rather die than go on living without me.”




  “But, Sarah, you cannot let him die.”




  “I doubt if he will do anything so silly. If he does, I shall be extremely annoyed. It would be sure to cause a scandal and all those who are envious of me would be delighted to say that I had encouraged him.”




  “I am afraid that is rather the truth.”




  “Poor Hugo,” Sarah sighed. “I am sorry for him, but as you are aware, he could never offer me the Raventhorpe jewels or the position I shall have as a Marchioness.”




  “You will certainly be the most beautiful Marchioness there has ever been!” Olive enthused.




  The Marquis, whose lips were set in a sharp line, decided he had heard enough.




  He walked across the sitting room and looked out into the passage, then quickly walked past the door into the blue salon and out into the hall.




  There were two footmen on duty whispering together who sprang to attention as he appeared.




  The Marquis passed them and, walking down the steps, set off towards the stables. The footmen were so astonished at his behaviour that they made no effort to try to detain him.




  He reached the stables to find his phaeton standing in the centre of the cobbled yard, while his groom and two stable-lads were giving his horses a drink from buckets spilling over with water.




  The Marquis frowned before he climbed into his phaeton, picked up the reins and, as his groom flung himself into the seat behind, drove off.




  When he turned up the drive, down which they had so recently come, he was furiously angry in a way he could not remember feeling for many years.




  How could he, with his discrimination and what he had always thought of as his perception, have considered marrying somebody who could talk in a manner that had not only been unpleasant but positively ill bred?




  He had prided himself for so long on being a good judge not only of horseflesh and men, but of women too, that he was appalled at his own failure to realise that Lady Sarah, like so many of her sex, was interested only in a man’s position.




  She wanted the place he could give her in Society, not what he was in himself, which to him was of sole significance.




  He was used to the sophisticated women with whom he had affaires de coeur losing their hearts irresistibly to him and loving him to distraction. He could hardly believe that the young woman on whom he had looked with favour should have considered him in such a cold calculating manner.




  He was genuinely shocked at the way she had spoken and at the same time humiliated that he should not have been aware of what lay behind her beautiful face.




  Like any young greenhorn, he told himself angrily, he had been captivated into believing a superficial beauty covered a heart of gold. Perhaps even, an idea that was often laughed at, a soul.




  It was something he wanted in the woman he would call his wife and who would be the mother of his children.




  ‘How can I have been such a damned fool?’ he asked himself furiously.




  Only years of self-control prevented him from pushing his horses hard in his desire to distance himself from Chessington Hall with all possible speed.




  ‘I will never marry – never!’ he told himself. He passed through the iron gates and set off down a side lane that would bring him out onto the main road.




  He realised that in one aspect of the matter he had had a very lucky escape and he felt now like a man who by a hair’s breadth had been saved from total destruction.




  He was well aware that the fact that he had called at Chessington Hall and then not ‘come up to scratch’ would infuriate the Earl and he could only hope that it would upset and distress Sarah.




  Although he felt contemptuous of any woman who would sell herself to the highest bidder, he knew that he was more shocked than by anything else that he should have been so obtuse!




  How could he have been beguiled as actually to be prepared to offer marriage, which he had never done before, to a girl who was completely and utterly unworthy of bearing his name.




  His chin was square, his lips were set in a tight line and his eyes beneath his drooping eyelids were dark with anger as he drove on.




  Then nearly a mile along the main highway he saw ahead and there was no one else in sight, a small figure running along at the side of the road, who turned to look back at the sound of his approach.




  Then she deliberately stepped into the centre of the road and held out her arms.




  He was surprised, but there was nothing he could do but pull his horses to a standstill only a few feet from the slight figure with her outstretched arms.




  She had not moved and had not in fact shown the slightest fear that he might run her down.




  As the phaeton came to a stop, she ran to his side saying in a breathless little voice,




  “Would – you be very – kind, sir, and – give me a – lift?”




  The Marquis looked down, seeing a small flowerlike face turned up to his, dominated by two very large grey eyes that were surrounded by wet lashes which were accounted for by the tearstains on her cheeks.




  It was a very pathetic little face.




  He could see that, with the speed at which she had been hurrying along the road, her bonnet had been pushed onto the back of her head and her hair, which was curly, was rioting untidily over her forehead.




  As he looked, wondering what he should reply, to his astonishment, the girl, who was so young she seemed little more than a child, exclaimed,




  “Oh – it is – you!”




  “Do you know me?” the Marquis enquired.




  “Of course, but I thought you would be with Sarah at The Hall.”




  The Marquis looked at her in astonishment. Then before he could speak the girl went on,




  “Please – please – if you are going back to London – take me with you – if only a – little way.”




  The Marquis realised now that she was not a village girl as he had first thought, but spoke with an educated voice and her reference to ‘Sarah’ told him that she must obviously have something to do with the Chessington-Crewe household.




  “Surely,” he said, “you are not going to London alone?”




  “I have to! I cannot – stand it any longer and, if you will not take me – I shall have to – wait and find somebody else – who will!”




  There was a desperation in the young voice that made the Marquis say,




  “I imagine that you are running away and I will give you a lift on condition that you explain to me what you are doing and where you are going.”




  “Thank you – thank you!”




  Her eyes seemed suddenly to hold the sunshine in them. She ran around the back of the phaeton and without waiting for the groom who was getting down to help her, climbed up onto the seat beside the Marquis.




  “You are very kind,” she said, “but I never expected it to be – you – when I heard your horses coming down the road.”




  The Marquis drove on slowly.




  “I think you should start at the beginning,” he said, “and tell me who you are.”




  “My name is Ula Forde.”




  “And you come from Chessington Hall?”




  “Yes, I am living there or – I was!”




  There was a little break in the words and then she said quickly,




  “Don’t try to – make me go – back! I have made up my mind, and whatever – happens to me – it cannot be – worse than what has been happening already.”




  “Suppose you tell me what it is,” the Marquis suggested. “You must be aware that if I behave correctly I should take you back.”




  “Why?”




  “Because you are much too young to go to London alone, unless there is somebody there who is waiting to look after you.”
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