

  

    

      

    

  




Author’s Note


Caves have always attracted mankind since the beginning of time.


They were first, of course, used by animals, and the largest cave in England is Giant’s Hole, Oxlow, in Derbyshire. The largest cave in the world is the Mammoth Cave National Park, Kentucky, U.S.A., and was first discovered in 1799.


The caves in Scotland provided hiding-places for the Picts and the Scots when they saw the ships of the Vikings coming across the North Sea to pillage their crops, their animals, and even their women.


Caves hid, romantically, kings and pretenders, pirates and highwaymen, as well as criminals.


Many a love story has started in a cave and they will continue to do so until the world ends.




Chapter One ~ 1830


Bending down and trying vainly to reach her dog, Salema suddenly heard a voice behind her ask, 


“What has happened? What are you doing?”


“What do you think I am doing?” she replied crossly. “I am trying to pull my dog out of this terrible hole into which he has fallen!”


The man who had spoken tied the reins of his horse, then, moving beside her, said,


“Let me try.”


“Perhaps you will be able to reach him,” Salema said. “He is too far down for me, but how could anyone do anything so cruel and so criminal as to dig a hole like this?”


The man who had spoken to her knelt down, then slipped backwards until he was lying on the ground. Only then could he just reach the neck of the small spaniel who had fallen into the deep, waterlogged hole. Slowly he pulled the frightened dog up, needing all his strength to do so until he dragged him out onto the ground.


The girl gave a cry of delight.


“You have done it! You have done it!” she exclaimed. “Oh, thank you, thank you!”


Before she could say any more, the spaniel shook himself violently.


The mud and dirt with which he was covered flew into his mistress’s face and bespattered the smart, skilfully tied cravat of his rescuer. Salema was blinded by the mud.


The man beside her gave a hastily swallowed exclamation of annoyance. The spaniel moved away, still shaking himself. Salema wiped her eyes and saw the mud on the gentleman’s cravat.


“I-I am sorry…” she started to say, groping for a handkerchief.


She did not find one, and the gentleman pulled one from his pocket. It was white and clean, and Salema hesitated before she started to wipe her face with it.


“I am so sorry,” she said again, “but it is all the fault of the wicked owner of this wood.”


She dabbed her small nose as she spoke, rather ineffectually, leaving a dirty mark across her cheek.


The gentleman facing her, who was still sitting on the ground, smiled. Bending forward, he took the handkerchief from her.


“Let me do that,” he said.


Like a child, she shut her eyes and raised her face.


Skilfully he wiped the mud from her eyelids, her cheek, and her chin.


“That is better!” he exclaimed.


He thought, as he spoke, that she was the prettiest girl he had ever seen.


In fact, she was so lovely sitting opposite him, that he could hardly believe he was not imagining her. The sunshine percolating through the leaves of the trees turned her hair to gold. Her eyes, now that they were open, seemed to dominate her face. Strangely enough, they were not blue as they should have been for a perfect English Beauty, but green, flecked with gold.


“I am afraid I have ruined your handkerchief,” Salema said.


“In a good cause!” he replied.


He rose to his feet as he spoke and put out his hand to help her up. He realised as he did so that her riding habit was an attractive shade of blue. The white muslin blouse she wore beneath it was also slightly spattered with mud. She had no hat, and he felt in consequence that she must live somewhere nearby.


As if Salema had read his thoughts, she said,


“Thank you again for your kindness. I should never have managed to rescue Rufus by myself, and the appalling owner of this estate shoots stray dogs or else leaves them to die in the traps from which you have just rescued him!”


“Can he really be as bad as that?” the gentleman asked with a slight twist of his lips.


“He is worse!” Salema answered. “And the sooner we get off his land the better!”


She did not wait for the gentleman to agree. She walked a little way ahead, then turned inwards. As she expected, taking the bridle of his horse, the stranger followed her. They stepped through a dilapidated fence into another part of the wood. Salema still went ahead and a few minutes later came to a clearing.


Her own horse, a very fine-looking Bay, was cropping the grass. As soon as Salema had started to move away from the hole, Rufus ran after her. He was still shaking himself from time to time, as if he was determined to get dry.


Now, as Salema reached her own horse, she patted him, then turned to face the gentleman behind.


“If you take this path,” she said, pointing with her finger, “it will take you back to the village, but do remember another time you must never go in His Grace’s wood unless you wish to get into trouble.”


“His Grace?” the gentleman questioned.


“The Duke of Mountaired,” Salema said. “He owns a great many acres round here, all of which are strictly taboo.”


“It sounds very frightening,” the Gentleman said.


“It is!” Salema answered. “If the gamekeepers catch you and accuse you of poaching, His Grace will do everything in his power to have you transported.”


She paused before she went on,


“As I have already said, stray dogs are shot on sight, and Rufus would never have gone over the boundary if it had not been for a very provocative and delectable-looking lady rabbit!”


The gentleman laughed.


“So Rufus has a roving eye!” he remarked.


“Of course he has!” Salema agreed. “And when I bring him here another time, I shall put him on a lead.”


She drew in her breath as if remembering what had happened to him, and said again,


“Thank you, thank you! I do not know what I would have done if you had not appeared like a genie at exactly the right moment to help me.”


“I am glad to have been of service,” the gentleman remarked.


He did not, however, mount his horse.


As Salema looked at him questioningly, he added,


“I am, of course, interested and intrigued by what you have been saying. Surely there is somewhere where we can sit down and talk without the ground crumbling under us?”


Salema laughed.


“You are quite safe here,” she said. “This is ‘No-Man’s-Land’, although in fact its name is ‘Monk’s Wood’.”


“Tell me about it,” the gentleman pleaded.


Salema hesitated. Then, as if she felt she owed him something for saving Rufus, she said,


“If we walk a little farther we shall not only be safer, but you shall see why from there the wood got its name.”


“I would like that,” the gentleman said.


Salema smiled at him.


Taking her horse Flash by the bridle, she led him down a narrow, twisting path. It was in a different direction from the one she had indicated to the gentleman.


It took her only a few minutes to reach what remained of the chapel. It was here an ancient monk had built himself a place to live following his retirement from the local priory. The latter had long since been demolished. Surprisingly, the monk’s small chapel in which he had lived and slept, still had two of its walls left and part of the roof.


In front of it was a forest pool and a small amount of grass on which the sapling trees never grew. It was a very attractive site. As Salema reached it, she let Flash loose while Rufus ran forward to drink from the pool.


“So this is where the monk hid himself from the world!” the gentleman said.


As he spoke, he released his own horse, which joined Flash in cropping the grass. There was the trunk of a fallen tree beside what was left of the Monk’s chapel.


Salema sat on it, and the gentleman joined her, saying as he did so,


“Tell me – why do you call this ‘No-Man’s-Land’?”


Salema smiled.


“About six years ago,” she explained, “a terrible row broke out between the Duke, who is the greatest landowner in the county, and the owner of a quite small estate that marches with his acres.”


She paused before she continued,


“They both claimed Monk’s Wood, the Duke because he said it rounded off that particular part of his estate, while the Earl who owned the smaller acreage proclaimed that the priory from which the monk came was on his land.”


“So what happened?” the gentleman enquired.


“They raged at each other until finally, rather than have a scandal in the courts, it was agreed by their solicitors that the land should belong to neither. In consequence, it is a sanctuary for birds and beasts who live here.”


As she spoke, she looked up at the trees above them.


The gentleman heard a flutter of wings, as if those who were listening were agreeing with what she said.


“So that is why you come here!” he said.       


“I am perhaps the only person who does,” Salema replied, “for the simple reason that the villagers think it is haunted by the monk, and the gamekeepers on either side walk by, grinding their teeth at the magpies.”


She stopped for a moment and smiled at him.


“The squirrels, the pheasants and the ducks, who want a quiet place for their dreys and nests, all come here and remain unmolested.”


“What an extraordinary story!” the gentleman exclaimed. “I quite understand why it attracts you.”


He thought as he spoke that she was so lovely that she might be a nymph from the pool that lay in front of him. Or perhaps a spirit from the trees.


“I come here whenever I feel unhappy,” Salema said. “No-one disturbs me because they have no idea where I am.”


“I think that is what everybody wants in their life,” the gentleman said. “Somewhere where they can think and get away from the crowd of chattering tongues, which seldom say anything worth listening to.”


Salema laughed.


“Now you are being cynical,” she said, “and there is no reason to be cynical when one can listen to the birds and the bees and hear the squirrels telling one a tale of adventure and excitement while they hide their nuts.”


The gentleman laughed.


“And what do you think about when you are here?”


“I think about all who are here with me,” Salema replied, “then, I travel with the birds when they migrate for the winter, and listen to the tales of the ducks when they fly in from the North because it is too cold there.”


“I have been travelling through foreign lands,” the stranger said, “but now I am wondering in my search for new places and new people, if I have not missed something in England.”


“But you have been able to travel,” Salema said. “That is what I long to do, but for the moment I can do so only in my mind.”


“If you could travel, where would you go?”


“The world is a big place,” Salema answered, “and I would like to see all of it, but I would be quite content to visit the Greek islands, then perhaps a desert in North Africa and look in at the Pyramids of Egypt.”


The stranger laughed.


“That will certainly take you some time.”


“I read everything I can find about those countries and a dozen more,” Salema said, “but unlike you, it has to be part of my dreams, for I cannot do it in reality.”


She paused for a moment, then she said,


“Please tell me about the places you have visited, especially those in the East.”


The gentleman started to describe India, where he had spent some time, to her. She listened, entranced.


“How could you look at the Himalayas and leave them?” she asked. “I want to see them perhaps more than any other mountains.”


“I am sure you believe in the gods who do not allow mere men to explore them,” the gentleman said. “In fact, they are very resentful and cruel to those who try.”


“I would be content just to look, marvel, and of course, worship them,” Salema said softly.


They went on talking, until suddenly she gave a little cry.


“It is growing late and I must go! My mother will be wondering what has happened to me.”


“You cannot leave just like that,” the gentleman said. “You must tell me when I can meet you again.”


“I do not think that is possible,” Salema answered.


“Not possible?” he queried, “but why?”


“Well, for one thing, we have not ... been introduced.”


The gentleman laughed.


“We were introduced, whether it was formal or informal, by Rufus! And do not forget – you have not given me back my handkerchief!”


Salema put her hand into her pocket. She realised now that the handkerchief was there, but very wet and dirty.


“I will have it washed,” she promised, “and return it to you tomorrow.”


“You will come here? At what time?” the gentleman enquired.


Salema thought for a moment.


“At eleven o’clock, if I can get away. But now I really must go!”


She rose from the log on which she was sitting and walked towards her horse.


The gentleman went with her. When they reached Flash, Salema realised he was going to lift her into the saddle. She smiled at him and said,


“Thank you again for everything, including the loan of your handkerchief. Do you think you will be able to find your way without going on the Duke’s land?”


“I am sure I can,” the gentleman replied.


Then, as she waited for him to lift her into the saddle, he said,


“I suppose you realise that although we have been formally introduced, I do not know your name.”


Salema thought quickly. Because she had talked somewhat indiscreetly about the Duke and the feud over Monk’s Wood, she thought it would be a mistake for the stranger to know who she was. She could, in fact, have given quite a variety of names.


She had been christened Lettice Alverline Harriet Muriel after each one of her Godmothers. Her mother had wanted her to be called Salema, thinking it a pretty name and knowing it meant ‘Peace’. Her father had reacted violently to the idea.


“What sort of name is that?” he asked. “Some Eastern nonsense! I will not have it in my family tree!”


His daughter had therefore been christened with the names of which he approved. Nevertheless, her mother called her Salema, and it was the name that she herself preferred. It always seemed to her to fit in with Monk’s Wood and the joy she found there.


Now she said,


“My name is Salema. What is yours?”


“It is Charles,” the gentleman replied.


“Charles II was always one of my favourite Kings,” Salema remarked.


“Because he was a roué?” the gentleman asked with a smile.


“No, because he was very intelligent,” she replied, “and loved everything that was beautiful. Do not forget that it was he who put the ducks in the lake at St. James’s Park.”


The gentleman laughed.


“That, I did not know until now, but of course it is delightful to think he added anything so attractive to London besides the beautiful women who filled his court.”


There was a twinkle in his eyes as he looked at Salema. It made her suddenly feel shy.


“I must go!” she said, quickly turning towards Flash.


Charles lifted her into the saddle.


“I will be waiting here for you tomorrow,” he said, “and I shall be very disappointed if you do not come. In fact, like the monk, I shall haunt this place until I find you again.”


“I promise I will be here at eleven o’clock, unless something untoward occurs,” Salema replied.


She touched Flash with her heel as she spoke, and he started forward. Charles watched her until she was out of sight amongst the trees. Then with a sigh he undid the knot he had made in his horse’s reins and swung himself onto his back.


He rode away down the path that Salema had indicated to him. He knew that it would bring him to the small village of Little Bemberry.


*


As soon as she had passed out of Monk’s Wood, Salema started to ride as quickly as she could. She had not told the stranger that her father was the Earl of Ledgebourne simply because she felt she had been indiscreet in saying what she had about the Duke of Mountaired.


All her life, it seemed to her, she had been hearing about the autocratic way in which the Duke ran his estate. She knew the hole into which Rufus had fallen was only one of a number of traps that the gamekeepers had set for poachers.


They had at one time used the man-traps that crushed the intruders’ legs, whether man or beast. But these were so dangerous that, after two village boys were made lame for life, the villagers had sent a deputation to the Duke. They demanded that such lethal objects should not be used on his estate. He had replied that he would do as he liked on his own land. At the same time, the feeling against his game-keepers became so intense that he modified his punishment for the poachers. Instead of man-traps, he dug deep holes that were invisible until somebody fell into them. They were not imprisoned by the sharp teeth of a man-trap, but by the hole itself.


When a hole was filled with mud and water it could be a very disagreeable place in which to spend several hours, let alone days and nights. One boy was caught in this way while trying to capture a rabbit. He was lost for three days and nights before he was finally found half-dead with cold and hunger.


After that the Duke had few poachers, but was violently hated by his tenants and by most of the County. Of course socially, they kowtowed to him. He was rich, he was the Lord Lieutenant, and it was in fact impossible for them to avoid him.


Following the trouble over Monk’s Wood, Salema’s father refused to speak to the Duke. He was as vitriolic about him as any of his tenants. At the same time, Salema was aware that her father was jealous of the position the Duke occupied in the county.


He was the Patron, the President, or Chairman of anything that was important to the people of Hertfordshire. When the two landowners met, which was inevitable, they each pretended the other man did not exist.


“If you ask me,” Salema’s mother said, “I think they are both behaving in a very childish manner. But, as you are well aware, Darling, there is no use talking to your father. When he gets an idea into his head, nothing will move it.”


Salema knew this was true. She therefore never mentioned the Duke at home and, like her father, tried to pretend he did not exist. Now she felt she had been extremely indiscreet about him to a perfect stranger. She only hoped he would not find out who she was and repeat what she had said.


‘To him I am just Salema,’ she thought.


To everybody else in the County she was Lady Lettice. It was the name she disliked the most of all of those with which she had been christened.


“It always makes me think of rabbits!” she complained to her mother. “And who wants to be named after a vegetable?”


“Your Godmother, Lettice, gave you a very pretty necklace, dearest,” the Countess answered, “and has promised to give a ball for you when you make your début.”


Salema had looked forward to the ball. But disaster had struck two days after she had been presented to the King and Queen at Buckingham Palace.


With a great deal of grumbling because it was so expensive, her father had taken her to London. He had opened Ledgebourne House in Berkeley Square which had been closed for years. He planned to give a small ball there. Salema had counted on the promise of one of her Godmothers and perhaps a reception at which her grandmother would be the hostess. The very day after she had been an undoubted success at Buckingham Palace, her maternal grandmother had died.


The Earl, with a sigh of relief, had returned to the country. Naturally the whole household, together with Salema, went with him.


“It is too disappointing!” Salema’s mother said miserably.


“I know! I know!” the Earl said sharply. “But nothing can be done about it, and I am not spending any more money on black. Apart from the gowns you and Salema will wear at the funeral, you can wear your other clothes at home, where nobody will see you.”


Salema thought that was some consolation. At the same time, she felt as if having to leave London was like having the Gates of Paradise closed against her.


She lived a very lonely life in Hertfordshire. They were near enough to London for the young people to go there to enjoy themselves, rather than in the country. The young men certainly gravitated automatically to the amusing clubs in St. James’s Street, besides enjoying the glittering beauty of the dancers at Covent Garden.


With the death of George IV, a new era began when his brother William came to the throne. The first thing the new monarch did was to cut down the extravagances that had been condemned by the prudish. Yet they had certainly been enjoyed by the great majority of the social Beau Ton.


King William and his prudish young wife, Queen Adelaide, dispensed with three of the Royal Yachts, the foreign musicians, and the French chefs. They also dispensed with most of the frivolities at court as quickly as they could.


“You are missing nothing,” one of the young women from Hertfordshire who was still enjoying the Season in London, told Salema. At the same time, she felt she would rather have liked to have been able to judge for herself. 
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