

  

     

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE


‘Marriage by Consent’ or ‘Irregular Marriage’ was completely legal in Scotland until 1919. Many people were married that way and some were trapped.


The quotations that the heroine reads to the Duke are from The Splendours of Greece by Robert Payne.


This book has entranced and inspired me more than any other book on Ancient Greece and to quote Robert Payne,


“The splendour of Greece still lights our skies, reaching over America and Asia and land that the Greeks never dreamed existed. There would be no Christianity as we know it without the fertilizing influence of the Greek Fathers of the Church, who owed their training to Greek philosophy and we owe to the Greeks the beginning of science and the beginning of thought. They built the greatest Temples ever made, carved marble with delicacy and skill and set in motion the questioning mind which refuses to believe that there are any bounds to reason.”




  CHAPTER ONE ~ 1860


Sacha was arranging the flowers in the sitting room when she heard the sound of wheels outside the front door.


As Nanny, who looked after her, and her father were out, she quickly put down the flowers she was holding to smooth down her gown and took a quick look in the mirror over the mantelpiece to see whether her hair was tidy.


As she had been busy all the morning with household chores in the Vicarage, she had not at all been concerned with her appearance and she hoped now that whoever had arrived, presumably to see her father, would not be anyone of importance.


At the same time there were few people in the Parish who drove in carriages.


The farmers had high wooden carts and the doctor drove a gig in the summer to which in the winter was added an aged leather hood that gave him some protection against the weather.


Whoever it was had stopped at the front door and there was a rat-tat on the knocker.


Sacha hurried from the sitting room and saw to her astonishment coming through the open door a vision in pale pink who looked like a flower from the garden.


“Deirdre!” she exclaimed.


“Good morning, Sacha.” her cousin, Lady Deirdre Lang, replied. “I expect you are somewhat surprised to see me.”


“Very surprised!” Sacha agreed. “I thought you were in London.”


“I was, but I returned home the night before last.”


Deirdre walked into the sitting room ahead of Sacha and looked around it rather disdainfully before she said,


“Close the door. I want to talk to you.”


Sacha looked at her questioningly.


Deirdre was her first cousin and they were almost exactly the same age, but since they had grown up she had found the closeness that they had enjoyed as children had vanished.


Instead, when Deirdre came to see her, which was not very often, she always felt uncomfortably aware that she was the poor relation and both Deirdre and her parents despised her father.


It had been different when her mother was alive, but she had died three years, ago and since then Sacha was very aware of how uninteresting the daughter of the Vicar of Little Langsworth was, except that the Patron of his Living was her uncle, the Marquis of Langsworth.


When Lady Margaret Lang, the only daughter of the second Marquis, had insisted against strong paternal opposition on marrying the Reverend Mervyn Waverley, her relations had metaphorically washed their hands of her.


“How can you be so foolish as to waste your looks and your position in life on a Curate?” they had asked,


They had not listened when Lady Margaret replied that she was head over heels in love with the best looking, the most charming and the most attractive man she had ever met.


It was not surprising that they did not believe her, because Lady Margaret had been a great social success in London and had a number of suitors for her hand.


In fact her father was considering whether to accept a very distinguished Peer or a Baronet whose income and estates far exceeded his own.


But Lady Margaret had asserted that either she must be allowed to marry the man she loved or she would run away with him, which would undoubtedly cause a scandal.


After months of argument, tears and pleadings, which Lady Margaret ignored, her father had capitulated.


She was married quietly with no congratulations and few presents and two blissfully happy people settled down outside her father’s Park gates in the small Vicarage, which fortunately had just become empty.


The old Vicar who was over eighty had died and the Marquis thought that the least he could do for his daughter was to provide her with a roof over her head and her husband with a Living.


He was not, however, very generous as regards the stipend of his new son-in-law, nevertheless the bride and bridegroom were too happy to concern themselves with anything except each other and had no wish to see their relatives or be entertained by them.


It was only some years later that Lady Margaret realised she was depriving her daughter of many pleasures that should be hers by right and, as her brother had now become the third Marquis, his daughter and Sacha shared a Governess.


This meant, as far as Sacha was concerned, that she could enjoy many luxuries that she would otherwise have missed.


There was a magnificent early Georgian house to roam over, a superlative library filled with books for her to read and a stable full of horses, which she could ride with Deirdre.


The new Marchioness, however, followed the attitude of her predecessors in thinking that Lady Margaret had made a fool of herself and took every opportunity to make her aware of it.


“Whenever I sing, ‘The rich man in his Castle, the poor man at his gate, God made them high or lowly’,” Margaret Waverley had once said to her husband, “I am thinking of Alice who is so very conscious that God made her ‘high’ when we chose to be ‘lowly’.” 


Her husband had laughed, but he said,


“If it really upsets you, my darling, I will ask for a transfer to another Parish. I am sure that the Bishop will be sympathetic and provide me with another Living if I ask him urgently.”


“No, of course not,” Lady Margaret replied. “Anyway, if we went away, Sacha would have none of the advantages that she has now for you know perfectly well that we cannot afford the sort of horses she rides or the Teachers she enjoys with Deirdre.”


She knew if she was honest that it was Sacha who most enjoyed the music lessons that the girls had from a very experienced teacher who had been a professional musician until his health broke down.


It was Sacha who really loved the dancing lessons that took place in the ballroom of The Castle in order that Deirdre, when she went to London, could learn to dance at all the smartest balls with a grace that she did not have naturally.


It was Sacha too who was very grateful for the books in the library and was really the only person in the house who made full use of them.


“Do you know, Papa,” she had said to her father when she was fifteen, “the Curator told me today that I am the only person who has ever taken a volume from the Ancient Greece shelf and there are a large number of books that you don’t have here.”


Her father had looked interested.


“I wonder if they would be useful for the translations I am doing?” he questioned.


“I will write their titles down for you, Papa,” Sacha had said, “or better still bring them home for you to have a look at.”


There was a little pause before the Vicar replied,


“I am not sure that we should borrow books without the permission of your uncle and quite frankly I am not very keen at the moment to ask any favours of him.”


Sacha smiled.


She knew that her father was having a disagreement with his brother-in-law over the condition of some of the cottages where the old pensioners were living.


In spite of his great wealth the Marquis could be very cheese-paring over things that did not concern him personally and her father had pointed out firmly that some of the older pensioners were suffering in their health as a result of roofs that leaked and windows that did not fit.


“It’s all right, Papa,” Sacha said. “Mr. Cornwall the Curator is so thrilled that I am as interested in the books as he is that he will let me borrow anything I want.”


She did not listen to her father’s protests, but brought back any of the books in Ancient Greek that she knew would help his studies.


The Vicar had in the last five years started to supplement their very inadequate income by writing books, mostly translations from the Greek, which had a small sale amongst scholars and University Libraries.


Nevertheless, as Lady Margaret had said, ‘every little helped’ and she was also exceedingly proud that her husband was acclaimed by intellectuals as being an authority on Ancient Greece.


At Langsworth Hall, however, they were interested only in the Social world in which as soon as she was a debutante Deirdre shone brilliantly.


She was not only exceedingly pretty with the beauty of an English rose, but was dressed by the most expensive dressmakers in London and entertained for on a grandiose scale at Langsworth House in Berkeley Square. So it was not surprising that she was acclaimed and courted.


To Sacha her emergence from the schoolroom had changed her life overnight.


There was no longer the daily visit to The Hall. The lessons that she had enjoyed while Deirdre grumbled about them stopped automatically, as did her dancing and her riding.


Even more to be regretted it was now difficult to borrow books from the library. While Mr. Cornwall would be only too pleased to see her, she was well aware that if she met her aunt she would ask for an explanation of her presence in a way that would make it very clear that she was an interloper in the house.


Now that Deirdre was grown up Sacha was expected to keep her place in the village. 


Without her mother’s support it was impossible for her to do anything but try to forget all the delights that she had enjoyed at Langsworth Hall and just be grateful for the years that they had been available to her.


Fortunately there was a great deal for her to do at home.


With Lady Margaret’s death the small allowance that she had received from the Langsworth Estate came to an end and Sacha and her father had to live entirely on his stipend and the proceeds from his books.


This meant that they could no longer afford any extra help in the house and what Nanny, who was getting on in years, could not do fell on Sacha’s shoulders.


She was always happy to be with her father and was perfectly content to sit talking to him in the evenings.


That they were both busy during the day made the hours slip by quickly until they could enter into one of their spirited discussions on historical subjects that inevitably ended up in their talking about the Greeks.


Her father’s knowledge of the Ancient Greeks and of the Gods and Goddesses they worshipped was so fascinating to Sacha that she could never hear enough about them.


She also tried to help him with his translations, sometimes surprisingly finding the best English equivalent of a word more quickly than he did.


It was, however, a very restricting life for a young girl, especially one as lovely as Sacha was at eighteen.


“If you ask me, Vicar,” Nanny had said to him bluntly a few days ago, “it’s a cryin’ shame that his Lordship doesn’t do somethin’ for his niece, seein’ as how she and Lady Deirdre was so close when they were children.” 


The Vicar looked up from his desk to ask a little vaguely, 


“What do you mean by ‘something’, Nanny?”


“I mean, sir, that it would be only right for Miss Sacha to go to a few balls and meet gentlemen who’d admire her in the same way as they admire Lady Deirdre. There’s not much difference between them, seein’ as how Miss Sacha is the livin’ image of her mother and Lady Deirdre takes after her father. They might almost be twins.”


“I suppose there is a resemblance,” the Vicar agreed vaguely. 


“There would be if Miss Sacha had one decent gown to wear instead of those cheap cottons that are the best I can make her.”


After a pause the Vicar pointed out,


“You know, Nanny, we cannot afford to spend any money on clothes at the moment.”


“I knows that, sir,” Nanny replied, “and even if you bought Miss Sacha a gown from Bond Street, where could she wear it, except to dazzle the sprouts and cabbages and the few villagers what comes to Church on a Sunday?”


The Vicar did not reply and after a moment Nanny carried on, 


“It be a real shame that pretty child is slavin’ away here and never asked to any of the entertainments takin’ place up at the Big House. I’m ever so sure if her Ladyship was alive she’d have somethin’ to say about it and I only wish I could give his Lordship a piece of my mind!”


As Nanny finished speaking. she flounced out of the study door and shut it sharply behind her.


The Vicar sighed.


He knew only too well that what Nanny was saying was true, but there was nothing he could do about it.


He would not go down on his knees to his brother-in-law to beg him to invite Sacha to the house parties that took place regularly at what the village people called ‘The Big House’. 


He knew moreover only too well that there was not a chance in a million of Deirdre inviting Sacha to accompany her to London during the Season.


He looked at the miniature of his wife that was standing on his desk and wondered if her eyes were reproaching him.


‘What can I do, dearest?’ he asked in his heart. ‘This is another reason why I miss you unbearably and find myself lost because you are not here with me.’


However much his religion told him that they would meet again in another world, the Vicar recognised that he wanted his wife with him now.


The aching void that she had left when she died seemed to grow more painful as the years passed and every moment of every day he missed her more and more agonisingly.


When Nanny had said more or less the same thing to Sacha, she merely laughed.


“Can you imagine Deirdre inviting me to her parties?” she asked. “You know as well as I do that she is ashamed of me because I am so unimportant.”


“Jealous, more like!” Nanny replied abruptly.


Sacha laughed again.


“Dearest Nanny, you know that her Ladyship has nothing to be jealous about where I am concerned.”


Even while she spoke she knew that this was not quite true. Deirdre had always been jealous of everything that anybody else had, which might be hers.


She had hated the High Sheriff’s daughter because she had an adoring young man who followed her in the hunting field and who danced with nobody else at the parties that had been given for them before they were grown up.


Sacha used to be invited to these and, because she had enjoyed herself and looked so pretty as she did so Deirdre had been very unpleasant to her as they drove home from the last one they had been to together.


“I thought you made an exhibition of yourself, Sacha, when you were dancing Oranges and Lemons,” she said, “and you must have persuaded the boys in some underhand way to give you so many favours in the cotillion.”


“You had more than anybody else,” Sacha responded, hoping to appease her.


“Considering I had the prettiest dress in the room, I ought to have had them all,” Deirdre answered.


The Marchioness had joined in,


“That is true, my dearest, and you shall have another gown from Madame Yvonne although she is very expensive.”


Because she was determined to make Sacha feel small, she added,


“You might suggest to your mother, Sacha, that you have a new gown. The one you are wearing is too tight and in my opinion too short.”


“I will tell Mama, Aunt Alice,” Sacha replied meekly.


She knew that her gown was just right and her aunt was only being unpleasant because Deirdre was jealous of her.


Now for the last year she had not seen Deirdre and had only heard about her from the talk in the village.


Because most of the servants up at the Big House came from Little Langsworth, the stories of Deirdre’s success in the Social world were passed from mouth to mouth and there was very little that went on either in London or in the country that Sacha did not learn about.


She was aware that a number of distinguished gentlemen had proposed to her cousin, that the Queen had given her a special smile when she was presented at Buckingham Palace and that there were whispers of an impending marriage to someone of very high standing.


Sacha had found it all fascinating, although sometimes she thought a little wistfully that it would be delightful to see Deirdre herself and hear from her what was happening in her world.


Now astonishingly, when she least expected it, Deirdre had appeared and instead of sending for her had actually come to the Vicarage.


Because she could not help it, she said impulsively, 


“You look lovely, Deirdre. I have never seen you in pink before and it makes you look very very beautiful!” 


“That is what everybody says,” Deirdre answered complacently, “but I am not certain that I don’t look better in blue.”


She walked to the mantelpiece as she spoke to look at her reflection in the mirror as Sacha had done.


“The other night,” she said, “I wore pale green at a ball given at Buckingham Palace and I heard afterwards that the Prince Consort had said that it was the prettiest gown in the whole room.”


“Oh, Deirdre, how wonderful for you. Did you dance every dance?”


“Of course. And a number of very distinguished gentlemen were extremely annoyed when they found that my programme was filled and they were unable therefore to have even one dance with me.”


“I am sure that you are the belle of every ball you attend.” 


“Of course I am,” Deirdre said, turning from the mirror, “and I have come to tell you, Sacha, a secret that you must not repeat to anybody.”


“You know if you tell me something in confidence I will be as silent as the grave,” Sacha promised.


She thought excitedly that with Deirdre confiding in her it was just like old times when they shared special secrets that must not be revealed to their parents.


“Do sit down, dearest,” she suggested indicating the sofa, “and tell me why you have come to see me. I have missed you more than I can possibly say.”


Just for a moment Deirdre had the grace to look embarrassed. 


Then she said,


“I have been so busy, Sacha. I was saying to Mama only yesterday that I never have a moment to myself.”


“I understand, of course, I understand. And now you are here you have a secret to tell me?” 


Deirdre lowered her voice.


“The secret is that I am to become engaged to the Duke of Silchester!”


Sacha looked at her wide-eyed.


“How exciting! How wonderful for you. Do you love him very much?”


“I am delighted that I should marry the Duke. Think of it, Sacha, I shall be a Duchess and walk into dinner before Mama!”


“Tell me about him,” Sacha urged her. “Is he very handsome?”


“Yes, very, and it is so like you Sacha, not to have heard of him. He is one of the most important Dukes in England, a big racehorse owner and he has an enormous house in Buckinghamshire far, far bigger than ours.”


“It sounds everything you should have,” Sacha cried. “When are you to be married?”


There was a little pause. 


Then Deirdre replied,


“Papa is making all the arrangements and we are first to have an engagement party to which all our relatives will be invited and, of course, everybody of importance in the County.”


“When will that be?” Sacha enquired.


“In about three weeks’ time, but Papa says that nobody is to know that we are engaged until then because it would spoil the surprise.”


“I am so glad you have told me,” Sacha said, “and you know, Deirdre, I shall pray that you will be marvellously happy.”


Deirdre did not answer and after a moment Sacha said,


“What is wrong?”


“There is nothing wrong,” Deirdre replied. “It is just that I need your help.”


“My help?”


“Yes, Sacha. You can help me and it is something you must do.”


“But of course. I will do anything you ask of me, as I always have, Deirdre.”


“That is what I knew you would say,” Deirdre replied. “Now listen carefully, because this is important.”


Sacha had sat down beside her cousin on the sofa and now Deirdre turned to her to say,


“Papa heard the day before yesterday that the Duke has had an accident!”


“An accident? Was he injured?”


Deirdre nodded.


“He is in Scotland with his grandmother and he stood on a gun trap.”


“Oh, no!” Sacha exclaimed. “How terrible.”


She was well aware that gun traps were dangerous because her father often deplored the use of them in the same way that he thought mantraps were hideous instruments of cruelty.


He had explained to Sacha that gun traps were used in the North of England and Scotland and less commonly in the South to catch foxes and wildcats that preyed on sporting birds.


A small animal, such as a rabbit or sometimes a lamb, was put alive in the trap and when a fox attracted by its bleating went to investigate the trap it exploded either killing it or inflicting serious wounds.


“They are barbarously inhuman,” the Vicar had said angrily. “Nobody should use such contraptions.”


He was angry because he suspected that one of the Marquis’s keepers had been using a gun trap not only to trap and kill foxes but also to warn poachers that their lives could be in danger.


He had been successful in having both gun traps and mantraps abolished on the Langsworth Estate, but not before there had been some rather heated arguments with the Marquis.


“You must be very upset about the Duke,” Sacha said a little breathlessly.


“I am sorry for him,” Deirdre answered, “but at the same time I have no wish to go to Scotland.”


“Has he asked you to go to him?”


“His grandmother has written to Papa saying that, as he is very depressed being confined to bed and having to be operated on to remove the pieces of metal that were driven into his body by the explosion, it would be a nice gesture on my part if I went North to stay with her at her Castle.”


“It’s a long journey, but I am sure you will want to go.”


There was silence before Deirdre said,


“That is just the point, Sacha. I don’t want to go and in fact I cannot go at the moment!”


“Why not?”


“Because Lord Gerard has already invited me to a party he is giving specially for me at his house, which is about thirty miles from here. Having accepted his invitation, I have no intention of letting him down.”


“But Deirdre, surely if you are going to marry the Duke you will want to be with him when he needs you?”


Deirdre seemed to be feeling for words before she said, 


“That is not the point. Lord Gerard is a close friend and this party has been planned for some time. He is giving a small dance, very intimate and cosy, and there will be lots of fascinating things to do in the daytime. I have to go and, what is more, I intend to do so.”


There was a hard note in Deirdre’s voice that Sacha did not miss. Then because she was very perceptive and knew Deirdre so well, she said,


“I think, dearest, Lord Gerard means something very – special to – you.”


For a moment she thought that Deirdre was going to deny it. 


Then she said,


“I am very fond of him and I want to go to his party.”


Sacha’s eyes were searching her cousin’s face. 


“Deirdre, you love him? Why do you not marry him?


“How can I when the Duke has asked me?” Deirdre objected. “Papa and Mama are so thrilled that I shall be a Duchess! Think of the position I shall hold at Court as well as in the country at the Duke’s ancestral home and at all the other houses he owns.”


Deirdre drew in her breath before she went on,


“And the Silchester diamonds are famous! There is a tiara that looks just like a crown.”


“But you love Lord Gerard!”


“There is no use in going on saying that,” Deirdre answered irritably. “And even if I do, it would be crazy and would infuriate Papa and Mama if I refused the Duke. No, I have every intention of marrying him, but I am going to Harry’s party because it will be the last time I will be able to see him – before I am married.”


There was almost a little sob in Deirdre’s voice and Sacha put out her hand to lay it on hers.


“Do you really think, dearest, however consequential you are, that you will be happy with the Duke when you love somebody else? Will you not find yourself always regretting that you have given up Lord Gerard when he might have been your husband?”


“He cannot offer me enough,” Deirdre replied, “and that is the truth. His estate is small and I know he is in debt, but I want to be rich very rich and a Duchess!” 


Sacha wanted to say that her mother married her father and never regretted it for one moment, but she knew that Deirdre would not believe it, just as in the past she had often asked, ‘how could your mother give up living here for that pokey little Vicarage?’


“I have known nobody as happy as Papa and Mama were together,” Sacha had answered loyally.


“Well, I think it was sheer madness on your mother’s part,” Deirdre answered. “I am sure sometimes she longs for pretty clothes, for carriages, horses, servants and, of course, the company of distinguished and grand people who certainly do not find the Vicarage amusing.”


There was no use, Sacha thought, in using her mother as an example of what her cousin should do now. At the same time she was sure that Deirdre was making a mistake that she would regret bitterly in the years ahead.


“Of course I have quite a lot of money of my own,” Deirdre said as if she was following the train of her own thoughts, “but I have no intention of spending it on a man, when I expect him to spend his money on me.”


“When you marry,” Sacha replied, “it’s the law that a woman’s property becomes her husband’s. So you will not feel it is yours any longer.”


“I should,” Deirdre asserted. “Anyway, even then I should want more and the Duke is very rich.”


Sacha clasped her hands together.


“Oh, Deirdre, do think about this sensibly. I want you to be happy. I want you to find real love and I have always been afraid in my heart that you might be forced into an arranged marriage.”


“That is exactly what this is,” Deirdre replied, “and very much to my advantage. Stop being foolish, Sacha. I am going to marry the Duke and I shall enjoy it very much, but I also intend to go to Harry’s party and that is where you have to help me.”


“How?” Sacha asked feeling bewildered. “What can I do?” 


Deirdre paused before she said slowly,


“You are going to Scotland in my place to make yourself pleasant to the ailing Duke.”


“That is ridiculous!” Sacha explained in horrified tones. “He does not want to see me, he wants you.”


“That is who he will think he is getting.”


There was a short silence and then Sacha said,


“I don’t – understand. Explain to me what you are – saying.”


“You are being very stupid!” Deirdre said impatiently. “It’s quite simple, I am going to Harry’s party while you travel to Scotland, pretending to be me, to stay with the Duke’s grandmother and soothe his fevered brow or whatever one does when a man is ill.” 


“I think you have gone mad,” Sacha said. “Are you seriously suggesting that the Duke would believe that I was you?”
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