

  

    

      

    

  




  Author’s Note




  Doves have always been connected with religion and mythology in one way or another.




  The Athenians had a Temple of Aphrodite Pandemos (‘of all the people’) whose Temple was purified by the sacrifice of a dove.




  When I was in Haiti, I saw a Voodoo ceremony and there a sacrifice was made by the Mother Priestess of two white doves.




  The dove also stands, of course, for purity, for love and in this book for prayer.




  Kidnapping, a word originally coined about 1680, described the then prevalent practice of stealing children and sending them to servitude on British plantations in America and the Caribbean.




  In European countries one of the most prevalent forms of kidnapping was the impressment of soldiers or sailors into Military Service. Kidnapping or shanghaiing, as it is sometimes known, of Merchant seamen, flourished in Port towns throughout the world where owners of waterfront boarding houses, brothels and taverns victimised their own clientele.




  It was actually in the late 1920s and 30s that it became commonplace in the United States of America for wealthy persons or their children to be ‘snatched’ in the argot of the underworld and held for heavy ransoms, but there were many cases of it happening at the end of the previous century.




  Chapter One 1883




  “You are quite certain that is all the money your father has left?” Lady Katherine Kennington asked sharply.




  “I am – afraid that is everything – except of course, for the house.”




  Lady Katherine looked around her contemptuously.




  “I cannot imagine this will fetch very much, even if you find anyone willing to buy it.”




  She paused to look at her niece’s face and added even more scornfully,




  “I never knew why your father and I presume with your mother’s approval, wished to live in a ‘dead-and-alive hole’ like this.”




  “They were very – happy here,” Nolita Walford said.




  She spoke in a soft, musical, rather frightened little voice that was very unlike her aunt’s positive self-assured tones.




  The fact that she was so deprecating did nothing to appease Lady Katherine’s somewhat aggressive manner, as if she was forced to face a problem she disliked, which was in fact, a considerable inconvenience.




  She walked across the small but attractive sitting room with its threadbare carpet and faded curtains to stand looking out on the garden, which was a riot of flowers and, surprisingly enough, well kept.




  “Have you thought about your future, Nolita?” she asked.




  “I wondered, Aunt Katherine – if I might– stay here.”




  “Alone and unchaperoned?” Lady Katherine questioned, “I could hardly be expected to agree to that!”




  “I thought if Johnson and his wife were here I could manage on the one hundred pounds a year – which is what I shall have left – after all the bills are paid.”




  “My dear child, you may be stupid, but not so stupid as to think that as my niece and, of course, the niece of your Uncle Robert, you could live here alone at your age.”




  “How old would I have to be, Aunt Katherine – before I could – do so?”




  “A great deal older than you are now!” Lady Katherine snapped, “And by that time, who knows, you might find a husband!”




  The way Lady Katherine spoke made it quite apparent that she thought this unlikely and Nolita asked herself humbly who would wish to take on a wife of no Social consequence except for a few very grand relations and with only one hundred pounds a year between her and starvation?




  She had known before her aunt arrived for the funeral that she would be made to feel ‘the poor relation’ which, as her mother had laughingly said often enough, was the way they thought of her.




  “Your grandparents and, of course, my sisters and brother were appalled,” she had told her daughter, “that I should want to marry anyone as poor and unimportant as your father. But, dearest, I fell in love with him as soon as we met!”




  “I expect it was because Papa looked so dashing in his Regimental uniform,” Nolita had said to her once.




  “He was the best looking man I had ever seen,” her mother had replied softly. “Of course as a soldier he could not afford a wife, so he left the Grenadier Guards and has always sworn that he never regretted it.”




  “I am sure that is true, Mama, but there would have been no need for you to be so poor if your father had been kinder. After all as the Earl of Lowestoft he was a very rich man.”




  Her mother had laughed.




  “In every English titled family the money always goes to the oldest son and that was my brother Robert. The girls are expected to find themselves rich husbands.”




  However, money had never seemed to matter, Nolita thought now.




  The house had always been full of sunshine and laughter and she could not imagine any two people who could be as happy as her father and mother.




  The only consolation she had was that they had been killed together when the half-broken horse her father was driving had run into a train at the level crossing on a dark night when they were returning home from a dinner party.




  To Nolita it was as if her whole world had come to an end and she had known when dutifully she had sat down and written to her mother’s brother and sisters to tell them when the funeral was to be that there would be trouble.




  Actually Lady Katherine had been the only one to attend, but her brother, the Earl of Lowestoft, had sent a wreath and so had her sister, Lady Anne Brora.




  They both wrote saying that they were unavoidably prevented from attending the funeral and Nolita could not help wishing that her Aunt Katherine had sent the same message.




  But she was here and Nolita knew that, when she stayed behind after the other mourners had left, she would have something unpleasant to say.




  ‘What do I have in common with someone so smart and who lives in a very different world from mine?’ Nolita asked herself.




  That Lady Katherine was dressed in the very latest and most expensive fashion, that she was an acknowledged beauty and that her picture appeared regularly in the women’s fashion magazines captioned as one of the most beautiful leaders of London Society, made her all the more formidable.




  As she moved across the drawing room, Nolita had been aware of an exotic fragrance and the rustle of her silk skirts gave her an aura of extravagance and glamour that she had never known before.




  The sun streaming in through the window glittered on the diamonds that surrounded her pearl earrings and on the rings that she wore on her thin white fingers.




  ‘She is very beautiful,’ Nolita thought, ‘but she frightens me. I can understand why Mama wanted to run away from her home and be happy alone with Papa.’




  “I have been thinking about your predicament,” Lady Katherine said, “and actually I thought of a solution before I came here.”




  “What is – it?” Nolita asked, expecting that she would not have any choice or say in the matter.




  “First I want to make it quite dear that neither I nor your Aunt Anne find it possible to chaperone you or introduce you to Society.”




  Nolita did not speak and Lady Katherine went on,




  “To begin with, it would be ridiculous for me to have to trail about with a young girl and I can assure you at thirty-five I have no intention of sitting on the dais at balls.”




  She was thirty-nine, as they both knew, and Nolita had no wish to argue as Lady Katherine continued,




  “Your Aunt Anne will be living abroad again as her husband has been appointed Ambassador to Paris and that is certainly no place for someone as young as you are.”




  “I was thinking,” Nolita said before her aunt could say any more, “that perhaps it would be – possible for me to find someone – respectable who would live here with me. I am sure there must be a retired Governess or lady in – reduced circumstances who would be – glad of a roof over her head.”




  “I think you are most unlikely to find one,” Lady Katherine replied, “but, as you speak of a Governess, that is actually something like the idea I have in mind for you.”




  “To be a – Governess?” Nolita asked.




  “Not exactly,” Lady Katherine answered, “but I have a friend, the Dowager Marchioness of Sarle who wrote to me only the other week to ask if I knew of anyone to act as companion to her granddaughter.”




  “A – companion?” Nolita murmured.




  “Do not keep repeating what I have said in that stupid fashion,” Lady Katherine said. “I am trying to explain to you that this is a unique position and one that I consider would be ideal, if you have enough intelligence to keep it.”




  Again her tone showed that she thought it was most unlikely.




  “The whole trouble,” Lady Katherine went on, “is that you look too young and, although you are over eighteen, no one would ever think so.”




  “I shall grow – older,” Nolita ventured.




  “I doubt if you will grow any taller, although I suppose you will lose that foolish baby-like face.”




  Nolita said nothing.




  She had the idea that one of the reasons why her aunt spoke to her so unpleasantly was that she had been surprised by her appearance when she arrived for the funeral.




  Because Nolita resembled her mother, she was aware that, whatever her aunt might insinuate, she looked at least pretty, if not, as her father had thought, lovely.




  “It is a privilege,” he had said only the week before he died, “to be able to sit down to meals with two of the loveliest women it would be possible to find anywhere in the length and breadth of England.”




  “You flatter us, darling,” her mother had replied, “but I love it, so go on saying such nice things.”




  “You bowled me over the first moment I saw you,” Captain Walford said to his wife, “but you have grown even more beautiful as you have grown older and I think that Nolita will do the same.”




  “There is plenty of time for that,” her mother smiled, “but I am glad I have such a beautiful daughter. I am very very proud of her!”




  Nolita had known from the expression in her aunt’s eyes that her appearance did not please her.




  She had thought it was perhaps because, although Aunt Katherine was still beautiful, there were little tell-tale lines of age around her eyes and mouth which had not been on her mother’s face.




  “Nevertheless,” she was saying, “it is the opportunity of a lifetime for you to be with the Marchioness’s granddaughter because she not only belongs to the Sarle family, who I imagine you have heard of even in this backwater, but she is a great heiress.”




  “How old is she?” Nolita asked.




  “I believe that she is nearly twelve. Her grandmother said to me, ‘she needs a more refined and cultured person with her than Governesses who can hardly be classed as ladies’.”




  “But surely Aunt Katherine, I am rather – old to be a companion to a child of twelve,” Nolita said hesitatingly.




  “You will have some authority over her, of course,” Lady Katherine answered. “I imagine that she will have other teachers, but it will be your duty to try to guide and influence her.”




  Nolita must have looked doubtful and Lady Katherine said angrily,




  “Oh, use your intelligence! I know exactly what the Marchioness wants. Apparently the child is being difficult and Millicent Sarle of all people would not wish to waste her time with a difficult granddaughter.”




  “Is her mother dead?” Nolita enquired.




  “She died years ago and left her enormous fortune, which increases, I believe, year by year, to this one tiresome girl. I have often said to the Marchioness that it is such a pity there is not a son to inherit the title.”




  “Her father is still alive?” Nolita asked,




  “Of course he is. Heavens! Do you never read the newspapers? I suppose you could not afford one.”




  Nolita flushed.




  She could hardly explain to her aunt that neither her father nor her mother were the least interested in The Court Circular or the reports of the balls and parties that took place in London.




  Usually when the newspaper arrived her father turned to the sporting pages and they would all be engrossed in the reports of the horse racing.




  Every penny they could save went to buying horses, which her father would break in, train and sell at a profit.




  It was the only way they had of augmenting their minute income.




  Sometimes when he had been successful they would feel rich and he would buy presents and new gowns for his wife and daughter and there would be special food and very occasionally a bottle of champagne.




  It was the sort of life Nolita was aware would have horrified her aunt and yet it had all been such fun.




  Then suddenly she remembered where she had heard of the Marquis of Sarle and realised why, when her aunt had mentioned his name, it had seemed to ring a bell.




  Of course, he owned racehorses and her father had pointed out his racing colours at one of the nearby race meetings they had attended a year ago.




  “That is the favourite,” he had said. “It belongs to the Marquis of Sarle, but I don’t think it will win,”




  “Why not, Papa?”




  “I rather fancy the outsider and, if he romps home, we shall really be in luck.”




  “Please, dearest,” Nolita had heard her mother say pleadingly, “don’t wager too much money. You know how hard up we are at the moment.”




  But her father had backed his ‘hunch’, as he called it, and the outsider had won. Not until this moment had Nolita given a thought to the favourite, which had come in third.




  “All you have to do,” her aunt was saying, “Is to ingratiate yourself with this child and make her happy and who knows what she might do for you in the future.”




  There was a note of envy in her voice as she went on,




  “Someone was saying the other day that her grandfather’s fortune, which she will inherit as well as her mother’s, is one of the greatest in America.”




  “Was her mother an American?” Nolita asked.




  “That is what I am trying to tell you,” Lady Katherine replied. “She married when she was very young and was delighted, as naturally all Americans are, to buy themselves into the British aristocracy,”




  “I thought the Marquis was very rich.”




  “He is, but who ever has enough money?” Lady Katherine asked petulantly. “Anyway the Marquis certainly benefitted from her dollars and so has his estate in Buckinghamshire where you will live.”




  Nolita drew in her breath.




  “Please, Aunt Katherine – I don’t wish to – annoy you, but I would much – rather not go to this place.”




  “Why not?”




  “I have never had very much to do with children and, if I have to be a Governess or a nursemaid, I would prefer babies of two or three.”




  “I might have guessed that you would be as perverse and stupid as your mother was, when she ran away in that ridiculous fashion,” Lady Katherine replied angrily. “Surely you can get into your head that I cannot have you take a menial post when you are my niece?”




  She did not sound proud of the relationship and went on,




  “This is not the position of a Governess or a nursemaid. You will merely be with the child because you are connected with a distinguished family. It is a marvellous opportunity, if you exploit it, that you may never have again.”




  Nolita wanted to say that she did not wish to exploit anything or anybody, but before she could speak Lady Katherine continued,




  “Don’t go on arguing, Nolita. Your mother and father are both dead. Your Uncle Robert is now your official Guardian and you have to do as he says. He has left this in my hands and you will obey me.”




  She picked up her black gloves from the arm of the chair where she had laid them when she came into the room and started to put them on.




  “I am going back to London now and I suppose, although it will be an extreme inconvenience, I must send one of my own carriages for you the day after tomorrow. That will give you time to pack everything up and to bring what clothes you possess with you.”




  She looked her niece up and down before she added,




  “I imagine, if that is the best you own, I shall have to provide you with something decent to wear before you go to Sarle Park,”




  She did up the last of the pearl buttons on her suede glove before she went on,




  “You will stay with me for one night in London and I will ask the Marchioness to have you collected the following day. I have already told her about you and I expect that I shall find a letter expressing her satisfaction when I return home tonight.”




  Lady Katherine buttoned her other glove before she asked sharply,




  “Is that quite clear?”




  “Yes – Aunt Katherine.”




  “And you can make what arrangements you like about this house. Personally, I should let it fall to the ground. I cannot think there is anything in it worth saving.”




  As Lady Katherine finished speaking, she walked towards the door and waited automatically for Nolita to hurry to open it for her.




  She stepped into the tiny hall, looked around her with disdain and then hurried as if she was anxious to get away to where her comfortable travelling carriage drawn by two well bred horses was waiting outside.




  She paused for one moment outside to say,




  “Goodbye, Nolita. Do exactly as I have told you and, when the carriage comes on Thursday, you are not to keep the horses waiting.”




  “No, Aunt Katherine.”




  A footman wearing a cockaded hat was holding the door open.




  As Lady Katherine swept into the carriage, he arranged a satin cushion behind her back and placed a light rug over her knees.




  The door was closed, the footman jumped up onto the box, the coachman touched the horses with his long whip and they were off.




  Lady Katherine did not bend forward to wave to her niece and Nolita did not expect it.




  She only stood watching until the carriage was out of sight hidden by the shrubs and trees that bordered the twisting drive.




  She did not go back into the house, but ran in the direction of the stable, which was a long low building, surprisingly in better repair than the house.




  The cobbled yard had been weeded and watered and the stalls themselves were painted yellow in a somewhat amateurish fashion.




  As Nolita ran towards the stable door, there was the sound of a horse whinnying and the stamping of hoofs.




  In a second she had the door open and had stepped inside.




  Then the horse was nuzzling against her shoulder and she had her arms round his neck.




  “Oh – Eros – Eros,” she said and her voice broke. “I have to go – away. What am I to do without – you?”




  The tears were running down her face.




  She heard the sound of footsteps behind her, but she did not look round.




  She was aware that it was only old Johnson, who had looked after her father’s horses and had always seemed to be one of the family.




  He came now to stand beside her.




  “What did ’er Ladyship say to you, miss?”




  “What do you expect?” Nolita answered brokenly. “I have to – go away.”




  “’Tis just what I feared, miss.”




  “Yes, I know,” Nolita answered. “She had it all arranged before she came. Oh, Johnson – what shall I do?”




  “Nothin’ much you can do, Miss Nolita, seein’ as ’ow you be under twenty-one.”




  “Three years,” Nolita whispered. “Three years – without Eros.”




  “P’raps it’ll not be as bad as you think,” Johnson said, “if I could look after ’im for you.”




  Nolita gave a little start and raised her face, wet with tears, which she had hidden in Eros’s neck,




  “Would you – would you do that for me? Would you –really do it?”




  “Of course, miss, if you wants me to. ’Tis just a question of money.”




  “Could you and Mrs. Johnson manage on one hundred pounds a year if you stayed here?”




  Johnson considered for a moment. He was not an impulsive man and was given to thinking slowly.




  “One ’undred pounds a year be two pounds a week, Miss Nolita. I could cope with vegetables from the garden and there’ll be chickens and rabbits. Aye, miss. We’d manage on that and Eros’ll ’ave ’is oats in the winter.”




  Nolita gave a little cry.




  “Oh, Johnson, thank you! Thank you! For one terrifying moment I thought – I should have to sell him. If he had to go – I think I should die!”




  “Now, Miss Nolita, you mustn’t be talkin’ like that. You’re young. You’ve your life in front of you and you’re pretty! As I were sayin’ to the wife only this mornin’, there’ll be a gentleman comin’ along sooner or later, you mark me words!”




  “I don’t want a gentleman,” Nolita answered. “I just want Eros and to stay here with him and you.”




  “I fancies ’er Ladyship’d ’ave sommat to say about that,” Johnson remarked.




  “I did not even mention to her that Eros existed,” Nolita admitted. “Otherwise I am quite certain that she would try to say he was not mine but Papa’s and must be sold as we had to sell the other horses.”




  “I’Il miss ’em, Miss Nolita, They worked me ’ard at times, but I’ll real miss ’em,”




  “You will have Eros and he is more important and finer than all the other horses put together!”




  “That be true enough, miss, and I might ’ave guessed when the Captain brought ’im back for you on your birthday, ’e’d turn out to be the best of the lot.”




  “He certainly is and please, Johnson, saddle him for me while I go and change,”




  “You’re goin’ riding, miss?”




  “It is what I have been longing to do all day,” Nolita answered. “I thought people might think it was wrong before the funeral, but Papa would have understood.”




  “Aye, that ’e would!” Johnson agreed. “The Captain always said, ‘there’s nothin’ so wrong or so right that wouldn’t be better if one thought about it a-ridin’ an ’orse’.”




  There were tears in Nolita’s eyes, but she gave a little laugh.




  “I can hear Papa saying that, Johnson, and I want to ride and think. They will be happy thoughts, because you have solved my problem for me. I was so afraid you would not think that one hundred pounds was enough money.”




  “I’ll manage,” Johnson said stoically.




  As he carried Nolita’s side saddle towards Eros, she ran from the stables and back towards the house.




  Ten minutes later riding over the rough infertile fields that lay at the back of the house she felt the depression that had lain over her all day like a deep dark cloud moving away.




  It was not only the agony of knowing that she had lost her mother and father whom she had adored, but it was also that she must leave Eros,




  He had meant so much in her life that it was almost impossible to contemplate the future without him.




  Because her father had sensed that she needed companionship, he had bought Eros for her five years ago on her thirteenth birthday.




  They had been going through a rather straitened period when the horses that Captain Walford had trained had not fetched as much as he had expected.




  What was more, the racehorses he backed, despite his wife’s pleadings to be more careful, had been ‘pipped at the post’ or fallen at a fence he had anticipated they would take easily.




  Then at a horse fair he had seen a foal that he had instinctively known was a good one being sold for a few pounds.




  The man who had bought the mother had wanted her to pull a Post chaise and was not interested in anything else.




  Captain Walford had brought the foal home and given it to Nolita and from that moment she knew a delight and happiness that was inexpressible.




  She had trained Eros not only to come when she called but also to do fantastic tricks at her command.




  He would stand up on his hind legs and waltz while she hummed to him, bow his head when she said ‘yes’ and shake it when she said ‘no’.




  Every year she taught him new things until her father said laughingly,




  “He is more human than most human beings and certainly more intelligent!”




  The idea of losing Eros, or having to sell him, had been like a dagger in Nolita’s heart from the moment her father and mother had died.




  She had known how little money they had and she had half-expected that when everything was settled that there would be nothing left.




  Fortunately the small amount her grandfather had settled on her mother had increased in value until it brought in nearly fifty pounds a year and her father had the same income from a trust of which he had been unable to touch the capital.




  Now it was hers and, although it was little enough, it would at least prevent her from having to part with Eros.




  That night when she went to bed in the small bedroom she had occupied since she was a child, she thanked God that she could still keep him and she also prayed that she would not have to stay for very long at Sarle Park.




  ‘If they think I am unsatisfactory,’ she reasoned to herself, ‘they will soon dispense with my services. Then perhaps Aunt Katherine will be so angry that she will let me stay at home.’




  She knew, however, that she dare not actually bank on it.




  Although Lady Katherine had no wish to have her orphaned niece with her, she was very conscious of the family connections.




  Nolita remembered that her mother had often laughed at how her relatives worried as to ‘what people would say’.




  “The reason why they were so angry that I ran away with Papa,” she had said to Nolita once, “was because of ‘what people would say’. If he had been rich and important, of course they would have said that it was a very good thing, but, as he was poor and had to leave his Regiment, they were prepared to be extremely disagreeable about my marriage.”




  “Why should they worry?” Nolita asked, wide-eyed, “and what people?”




  “The people they admired, their friends and a whole circle of acquaintances,” her mother explained. “When you are older, Nolita, you will find that Society has hedged itself around with a whole lot of unwritten rules and laws, many of which seem quite nonsensical, but they are there.”




  “What sort of rules?”




  Her mother had looked at her father who had a twinkle in his eye and he had said,




  “First, of course, is the Eleventh Commandment,”




  “And what is that?” Nolita had enquired.




  “Thou shall not he found out!”




  “Really, Harry! You should not say such things in front of the child!” her mother had cried.




  “If she does not learn it from me, she will find out about it for herself,” her father answered.




  “Sins are not important in the Social world, Nolita, if they are swept under the carpet,” he went on, “but they are wicked if they get talked about and most reprehensible of all if they appear in the newspapers!”




  Nolita had actually been too young to understand what her father was saying, but later, when she grew older, she did.
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