

  

     

  




  Author’s Note




  Arranged marriages for Royalty and the English aristocracy were continued until after World War I.




  Queen Victoria arranged marriages for twenty-four of her relatives who married Royal Princes and Grand Dukes all over Europe.




  In the reign of King Edward VII there was no question of a Duke or Nobleman’s daughter choosing her own husband.




  Everything was arranged so that the girl was betrothed to the most important title and the bridegroom received with her either land or money.




  It was only when chaperones ceased to exist in 1918 that debutantes were allowed to go to balls and parties with just a partner.




  When I ‘came out’ in that year, my mother complained that there were no lobster suppers for chaperones. In fact they were not invited.




  Most of the men who took me dancing had come out of the Services and were too poor to offer one anything but dancing after dinner in one of the smart restaurants or night clubs.




  It was then for the first time that girls could refuse to marry what previously had been the ‘highest bidder’ and could follow their hearts.




  Chapter One ~1880




  “God, what a finish!”




  The exclamation came from the front of the Jockey Club stand as the horses came thundering down the straight.




  Trumpeter, who belonged to the Marquis of Rakemoore, was the favourite.




  The crowds were already beginning to chant, as they always did when the Marquis’s horses were taking part on the Racecourse,




  “Rake! Rake! Rake!”




  Trumpeter was neck and neck with Ladybird who belonged to the Duke of Cumberworth.




  Both owners were watching at the front of the stand.




  The Duke was flushed with excitement, his lips pressed together in an effort to prevent himself from shouting wild encouragement to his horse.




  The Marquis on the other hand was, as usual, completely calm.




  He had a cynical expression on his face that had become habitual and even his eyes did not seem to express any particular excitement.




  At the same time anyone who knew him very well would have been aware that there was a little pulse beating in his neck.




  It was the only part of his body that he could not control.




  It was certainly an unexpectedly exciting race when everybody had anticipated that Trumpeter would walk it.




  As it was, Ladybird had come up on the outside at the last moment and now the two horses were neck and neck.




  As somebody in the crowd said almost beneath his breath,




  “There’s not a pin to put between them!”




  The noise from the crowd became deafening and because the Marquis was a habitual winner, and certainly the most spectacular owner on the turf, he had caught the public fancy.




  They supported him uproariously and every time his horses won.




  As this happened very frequently, it seemed as if he had grown used to their adulation.




  He only smiled somewhat mockingly when they cheered him on and off the course.




  It was, of course, the women who wished him ‘good luck!’ and thrust into his hand little bunches of white heather.




  Whatever their age, women, young or old, pretty or plain, were captivated by the Marquis’s appearance.




  Over six feet tall with broad square shoulders and the narrow hips of an athlete, he was exceedingly handsome.




  It was only when he lost his boyish enthusiasm for life that the cynical lines appeared on his face.




  There often seemed to be a somewhat sarcastic note in his voice when he was talking to some beautiful woman.




  He had begun to look like his name ­– Rake. It was what he was always called by even his closest friends.




  But only now did it seem really applicable. At the same time he did not really desire to be raffish.




  It was something that had happened! His name, tradition and his environment all had something to do with it.




  “The trouble with you, Rake,” one of his friends said to him, “is that you have too much and too little competition.”




  “I don’t know what you mean by that,” the Marquis replied.




  In actual fact he was well aware that the latter part of the sentence was true.




  He had achieved everything far too easily. He had not been given a challenge, which, when he thought about it, was essential for a man of his age.




  Now at nearly thirty he was beginning to think that he had tasted all the delights that were to be had in the Social world he moved in.




  The same applied to the sporting world where he reigned supreme.




  Last year his horses had won the Grand National at Aintree and the Gold Cup at Ascot and they had also been an easy first in a number of other Classic races.




  “There really is not much point in us competing against you, Rakemoore!” one of the members of the Jockey Club remarked. “In fact, as far as I am concerned, Race Meetings are rapidly becoming just a One-Man-Horse-Show!”




  The member was particularly piqued because his horse had not been in the first three.




  The Marquis did not bother to reply to him




  Yet when he had returned home, he wondered if there was not some truth in what had been said.




  Did his horses and his jockeys really need more competition?




  Now, unexpectedly, in the big race at Epsom, his chief jockey on Trumpeter was having to exert himself considerably more than he had expected.




  The Winning Post was just ahead and the Marquis could see his jockey’s whole body straining with the effort of pushing Trumpeter ahead of Ladybird.




  The roar of the crowd grew louder.




  Then, as the two horses passed the White Post, the Duke gave an exclamation that was almost a cry,




  “A dead heat, dammit!”




  “I think you are right,” the Marquis said in a slow controlled voice.




  For a moment the Duke was incapable of answering him.




  Then, because he too was a sportsman, he said,




  “Well, I certainly gave you a run for your money, Rakemoore!”




  “It was one of the best races I have watched for a long time,” the Marquis replied.




  “I have just thought,” the Duke said, “as Ladybird’s dam is outstanding, if she was served by your stallion, we might breed the champion of all time.”




  The Marquis smiled.




  “It is certainly an idea.”




  “It seems quite a sensible one,” the Duke remarked, “considering our estates march with each other’s. And I have another proposition to put to you.”




  “What is that?” the Marquis asked.




  Both the owners were talking as they moved out of the stand, knowing that they had to watch their jockeys being weighed in.




  “My third daughter is unmarried,” the Duke replied, “and I think, if nothing else, you would have a bond in your knowledge of horseflesh.”




  He laughed as if he had made a joke, but the Marquis stiffened.




  His lips set in a hard line.




  He moved quickly ahead so that there was no possibility of his replying to the Duke’s suggestion.




  He walked towards the paddock and he was thinking as he did so that this was typical of the Duke of Cumberworth.




  Only he would suggest that he should marry his daughter at a moment when they were both concerned with a very outstanding race.




  ‘Why the devil cannot people leave me alone?’ the Marquis asked himself.




  At the same time he automatically raised his hat to a very attractive woman.




  She reached out to put her gloved hand on his arm.




  “Congratulations, Rake!” she said in a soft seductive voice. “I just knew you would win.”




  “I suppose half a loaf is better than no bread at all,” the Marquis replied and passed on.




  There were a number of other women present to clutch at his arm. Or else they gazed up at him, an invitation in their eyes and a provocative pout to their lips.




  By the time he reached his horse the Marquis had raised his hat a dozen times.




  He had been congratulated by too many people for him to count them.




  Now, as he patted Trumpeter’s neck, his Jockey said,




  “I did me best, my Lord, but I ain’t never ’eard of that Ladybird afore!”




  “You have heard of her now,” the Marquis retorted, “and we shall doubtless hear a great deal more of her in the future.”




  He was appraising the Duke’s mare as he spoke and he told himself that he had been very obtuse in not realising before the race that she was outstanding.




  The Duke was certainly delighted with his horse, his jockey and himself.




  He accepted the congratulations of his friends, beaming on them almost as if he personally had been riding Ladybird.




  The Marquis knew better than anyone that it was a great achievement to have nearly beaten Trumpeter and he could not help thinking that his stable had for once come up against some really stiff competition.




  ‘They have begun to take things too easy,’ he reprimanded himself.




  He knew in a way it was his own fault.




  The members of the Jockey Club were clustering round the Duke.




  It was obvious that they thought it was an achievement that had been needed for some time.




  Having watched his jockey weigh in, the Marquis walked slowly back to the paddock.




  He had a horse entered for the next race, but he had no chance of winning it because the horse had never run in a big race before and he was trying it out.




  It was being ridden by a young jockey who he was also giving a chance to to show his paces.




  He might be an asset in the future or he might not.




  At the moment, like the horse, he was an unknown quantity.




  Then, when the Marquis saw the other horses entered for the race, he told himself that it was a waste of time to stay and watch it.




  His Manager was present at the Race Meeting and he would give him a detailed account of how his horse had fared and if the jockey was worth retaining.




  He therefore decided to return to London.




  He did not stop to say ‘goodbye’ to anybody, but simply walked to where his phaeton was waiting and climbed into the driving seat.




  It bored him to be long on the roads, especially when the traffic was heavy.




  His phaeton therefore was drawn by a team of his fastest horses, all jet-black.




  They complemented his phaeton, which was black with yellow wheels and upholstery.




   These were the Marquis’s racing colours and were as noticeable as he was himself.




  As he drove towards the gate, the men in the crowd waved their hats and the ladies their handkerchiefs.




  There was a cry of,




  “Rake! Rake! Good Luck! God bless you!”




  This was taken up by the crowds outside the Racecourse.




  Drivers of vehicles on the road good-humouredly moved to make way for him as if it was his right.




  Because the Marquis had left early, once he was away from the vicinity of the Racecourse, the traffic thinned out.




  His horses were then able to carry him as swiftly as he wished them to.




  He was thinking as he drove on.




  He decided he would make it perfectly clear to his Manager, his grooms and his jockeys that they must pull up their socks and do better.




  He was determined that the same sort of thing should not happen on any other occasion.




  He could not remember when, in a big race, his horse had not been first past the Winning Post.




  There had certainly never been a dead heat before.




  *




  The Marquis reached London, as he expected, in record time.




  He drew up with a flourish outside his house in Park Lane.




  As he did so, he was surprised to see a chaise drawn by one horse waiting outside.




  He was almost certain that he had no engagements until the evening.




  Then he was dining with Lady Wisbourne, which was an occasion that he was looking forward to.




  Muriel Wisbourne was one of the great beauties of the day




  It was inevitable that she and the Marquis should become attracted to each other.




  The Marquis would have been mock-modest if he had not realised that together they might have stepped down from Mount Olympus and even the most blasé people drew in their breath when they saw them together.




  Lady Wisbourne was just another in a long line of beauties the Marquis had been associated with.




  He kept the gossips shaking their heads and whispering about him from dusk until dawn.




  Two grooms who had been awaiting his arrival ran to the horses’ heads.




  The Marquis stepped down from his phaeton to walk up the red carpet and into the hall where there were four footmen on duty.




  The butler, a pontifical figure with white hair, came forward to say,




  “I trust your Lordship has had a good day?”




  “Very good!” the Marquis replied briefly. “Who is here?”




  “Captain Brentwood, my Lord.”




  The Marquis was relieved.




  For a moment he had thought that it might be some bore who wished to talk to him. It would be about either a charity that he was not interested in or some young relative who wanted employment.




  This was a habitual occurrence as the Marquis had such a wide variety of interests.




  He had become, he said jokingly, a ‘labour bureau’ for almost every man he met.




  There were youths who he was quite certain would be hopeless as Farm Managers or in any sort of executive post.




  The older men had either retired from a well-known Regiment or had fallen on hard times.




  They thought that, with his very wide interests, there must be room for them and, of course, they all required large salaries that they could not obtain elsewhere.




  Having handed his hat and riding gloves to a footman, the Marquis followed his butler to the study.




  The door was opened for him.




  He found his friend Peregrine Brentwood sitting comfortably in an armchair with a glass of champagne in his hand.




  “Hello, Perry!” the Marquis said. “I was not expecting you.”




  “You are early,” Peregrine Brentwood remarked, “but I suppose you won?”




  “A dead heat with Cumberworth’s mare!”




  “I don’t believe it!” Peregrine exclaimed. “The betting in White’s Club was so odds-on that I did not bother to put down my money.”




  “You were quite right,” the Marquis said, “and I must say that Cumberworth’s horse Ladybird is superb. And I should have realised it before the race started.”




  Peregrine Brentwood laughed.




  “It is unlike you to be caught napping!”




  “That is what I thought myself,” the Marquis responded with a wry smile.




  He helped himself to a glass of champagne from the bottle that stood in a silver ice bucket on the grog table.




  As he walked to stand in front of the fireplace he asked,




  “Have you come to see me about anything in particular?”




  “You are thought-reading, as you always do!” Peregrine replied. “And the answer is ‘yes’!”




  The Marquis sat down and asked in a different tone of voice,




  “What has happened?”




  “I have something to tell you that I am afraid will upset you,” Peregrine began.




  “Upset me?” the Marquis asked curiously.




  It flashed through his mind that Lord Wisbourne had turned nasty over his association with his wife.




  And it would not be a surprise if he had.




  The Marquis was well known to be a menace to any beautiful woman and jealous husbands were reputed to hurry their pretty wives to the country if he so much as looked in their direction.




  It was said that quite a number of them regretted the passing of the chastity belt!




  Although it was against the law and certainly against the wishes of Queen Victoria, duels did take place on occasions.




  The Marquis had been involved in two, both of which most unfairly had left him the victor.




  He had emerged without a scratch and his opponents, who had every reason to call him out, had their arms in slings for nearly a month.




  Lord Wisbourne was an older man and the Marquis thought it very unlikely that he would risk the scandal of a duel.




  But, of course, one could never be certain how far a man would go when he believed that his honour was at stake.




  Peregrine was being unaccountably silent and the Marquis demanded,




  “Well? Out with it! I might as well know the worst.”




  Peregrine put down his glass of champagne.




  “You know, Rake,” he said, “that my uncle is the Lord Chamberlain?”




  “Yes, of course I do,” the Marquis replied.




  He wondered as he spoke how this could possibly have anything to do with him.




  “I am very fond of him,” Peregrine went on, “and after my parents died I more or less made my home with him and his charming wife.”




  The Marquis thought that he must have been aware of all this.




  But, as Peregrine was in the Household Brigade, he was housed in the Barracks in London.




  He had not therefore connected him very closely in his mind with Windsor Castle.




  “Last night,” Peregrine continued, “because I had no invitations that interested me and you were with Muriel Wisbourne, I dined with my uncle who was also alone.”




  The Marquis wondered where all this could be leading.




  “After dinner,” Peregrine said, “Uncle Lionel told me that the Queen is sending for you today. She would have done so yesterday, but she remembered that you would undoubtedly be at the races.”




  “The Queen is sending for me?” the Marquis asked. “What on earth for?”




  Peregrine looked at him as he said slowly,




  “Princess Greta of Saxe-Coburg is arriving in England at the end of the week!”




  The Marquis stared at his friend.




  “What has that to do with me?”




  Peregrine did not reply and after a minute the Marquis said incredulously,




  “You cannot mean – it is impossible!”




  “She is a distant cousin of the late-lamented Prince Consort,” Peregrine went on, “and the Queen is anxious that she should be married to somebody suitable.”




  “Suitable!” the Marquis exclaimed. “I am damned if I will marry some dreary German Frau to please the Queen or anybody else!”




  “I told my uncle that you have no intention of marrying anyone,” Peregrine replied.




  “What did he say to that?” the Marquis enquired.




  “He said that Her Majesty has thought for some time that you needed a wife. The actual expression was to ‘steady you down’.”




  “My God! I have never heard of such a thing!” the Marquis exploded.




  He knew as he spoke that it was exactly what he might have expected from Queen Victoria.




  She had been busy marrying off her own relatives and doing her best for Prince Albert’s ever since he had died.




  The Marquis was well aware that he would not have been allowed to marry anyone who was an important Royal.




  But the Saxe-Coburgs were a very large family.




  They had not been of any significance until Prince Albert became the Consort of the Queen of England.




  He could imagine nothing more ghastly than finding himself lumbered with a German girl who he would have nothing in common with.




  If he was truthful, he did not like the Germans and those he had met to date he had found singularly lacking in any sense of humour.




  “I am sorry, Rake,” Peregrine was saying. “I knew it would upset you, but I thought it was only right that I should tell you before you went blithely off to Windsor Castle.”




  “If you think I am going there to let the Queen order my private life about and tell me whom I should marry, you are very much mistaken!” the Marquis said sharply.




  “I told my uncle that that would be your attitude,” Peregrine replied, “and he said that actually you have no choice. The invitation will be a Royal Command!”




  The Marquis rose and walked to the grog table to fill up his glass with champagne to the top.




  It was very unusual for him to drink more than one glass at this hour of the day and he was in fact extremely abstemious when it came to wine and rich food.




   




  Now he felt as if he had been confronted suddenly by a maelstrom and had no idea what he could possibly do about it.




  He now remembered what he had almost forgotten and that was that the Queen was his Godmother.




  The Marchioness of Rakemoore was traditionally a Lady of the Bed Chamber and, when he had been christened, it had been a great honour that Her Majesty had signified her willingness to be a Godparent for him.




  Now, he thought bitterly, she doubtless thought that she was doing him another favour.




  “I am sorry, Rake,” Peregrine repeated.




  “There must be some way out of this,” the Marquis answered. “For God’s sake, Perry, tell me what I can do!”




  “I have been thinking about it all day,” Peregrine replied.




  “Have you seen the woman?” the Marquis quizzed him.




  “No,” Peregrine answered, “but I have seen her sister who was married to a Frenchman, the Comte of something or other. I met them both at the French Embassy last year.”




  “And what was she like?” the Marquis asked.




  “Just what you might expect, big, fat, with nothing to say and, when she did speak, very guttural.”




  The Marquis walked across the room to the window and back again.




  “I will not do it,” he declared. “I will go abroad rather than be tied to a woman I would want to murder a few hours after she had become my wife!”




  As he spoke, he thought of the perfection of his houses, especially Rake Castle, his ancestral home.




  It was indisputably one of the most beautiful houses in England and, having been added to all down the centuries, its contents were the envy of every connoisseur and museum.




  The Marquis was exceedingly proud of his ancestors and one of the most distinguished of them had served Queen Elizabeth.




  But the one who had been most remarkable had been an adviser to King Charles II.




  The story was told and retold so that every member of the family believed it to be true.




  A Moore, which was the family name, had been a rake like his King and the two of them had become close friends.




  A dinner party had been given just after Christmas in the Palace of Whitehall and the beautiful Barbara Castlemaine had asked King Charles if he had made a resolution for the New Year.




  He smiled and replied gallantly,




  “What could it be, Barbara, but to make love to you more ardently than I have done so far!”




  The Courtiers sitting round the table had all laughed.




  And the King, turning to his friend, Moore, asked him,




  “What is yours? And donot tell me it is the same as mine, or I shall have you beheaded!”




  Moore’s eyes had twinkled.




  “My wish, Sire, is that I should be more of a Rake than I am at the moment.”




  The King had thrown back his head and laughed.




  Then he exclaimed.




  “That is what I have been seeking, a good name for you! ‘Rakemoore’ and you shall be the first Earl with that name!”




  From then on it had been a tradition that the head of the family, who one hundred years later had risen to be a Marquis, should be a ‘Rake’.




  In fact it would have been a disappointment if he had been anything else.




  Now, out of the blue, Queen Victoria had decided that enough was enough.




   The Marquis knew that it was because Lady Wisbourne was one of her hereditary Ladies-in-Waiting.




  Before her there had been another beautiful Peeress who he had had a fiery and somewhat indiscreet affaire de coeur with.




  “Help me, Perry,” the Marquis said now. “There must be some way out of this. Would it be any use talking to your uncle?”




  Peregrine shook his head.




  “I asked Uncle Lionel the same thing and because he admires you as a sportsman, and who does not, I think he is genuinely sorry that you are to be leg-shackled to a German.”




  Peregrine’s voice deepened as he added,




  “My uncle’s actual words were, ‘the only possible excuse the Marquis could give for refusing to accede to the Queen’s command would be if he was either married or engaged to be married to somebody else’.”




  For a moment there was a poignant silence.




  Then the Marquis remembered what the Duke had said to him when they were together in the Jockey Club stand. It was almost like a light in the darkness.




  God knows, he had no wish to marry anyone!




  It was a question of a fat German who he had nothing in common with or an English girl.




  As the Duke had said, at least his daughter and he both would have an interest in horses.




  “I will do it!” he cried aloud.




  “Do what?” Peregrine enquired.




  “Marry the Duke of Cumberworth’s daughter!”




  Peregrine stared at him.




  “What are you talking about?”




  “The Duke suggested today after our horses passed the Winning Post together that we could breed an exceptional animal out of Ladybird’s dam and Trumpeter.”




  “That is certainly a good idea!” Peregrine exclaimed.




  The Marquis ignored the interruption and went on,




  “He also said, which I thought was damned impertinent at the time, that, as our estates marched with each other’s, I might marry his third daughter and at least we would share an interest in horses.”
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