

  

     

  




   




AUTHOR’S NOTE


I have seen and touched the necklace I have written about in this novel, which is now in the possession of the Countess of Sutherland. This is the true story of what is wrongly called ‘The Marie Antoinette Necklace’.


The poor unfortunate Queen of France, who was to be guillotined, never even saw it.


The Comtesse de la Motte, an adventuress descended from a bastard of King Henry II, intrigued to procure the necklace by pretending that it was for Queen Marie Antoinette, but in reality it was for herself.


An enormous and magnificent diamond necklace worth a million and a half livres, it had twenty-one huge diamonds in a collet round the neck and four long strands, each containing hundreds of diamonds falling from it and ending in enormous tassels of diamonds.


The Comtesse tricked Prince Louis de Rohan, Cardinal and the Head Chaplain of France, into believing that the Queen wished to acquire it surreptitiously and he agreed to help her.


When a servant arrived to collect the necklace with the forged signature of the Queen, Cardinal Rohan was deceived into believing that it was genuine and handed him the diamond necklace.


The jeweller claimed his money for the necklace and Queen Marie Antoinette disclaimed all knowledge of it. Eventually the truth came out.


The Comtesse de la Motte was sentenced to be flogged and branded on each shoulder with a ‘V’, Voleuse, a thief.


Taking with her the two large diamonds from the collet of the necklace, the Comtesse escaped to London, where she sold the diamonds. She died in 1791.


Cardinal Rohan was acquitted of the charge of fraud, but was deprived of his offices and banished.


This saga gravely discredited and weakened the French Monarchy and was particularly responsible from the beginning for the violence of the French Revolution.




  Chapter One ~ 1839


Kezia, looking out of the window, saw a smart phaeton coming down the drive and gave a cry of delight.


She ran along the passage and down the beautifully carved oak staircase into the hall.


She flung open the door just as her brother pulled his horses to a standstill.


“Perry!” she exclaimed. “I was not expecting you. How exciting!”


Sir Peregrine Falcon handed his reins to a groom and stepped down from the phaeton.


As he reached the steps leading up to the front door, his sister ran down them and flung her arms round his neck.


“It’s so wonderful you are back!” she exclaimed.


“You are ruining my cravat,” her brother protested, but he was smiling.


They walked arm in arm into the hall together.


“But why have you come home?” she asked. “What has happened? You said you would not be returning for weeks.”


“I have some news that I think will please you,” Perry replied, “but first I would like something to drink.”


Kezia hesitated.


“I am afraid there is only some claret, which I was keeping for your return, or a bottle of cider.”


“Cider will do me very well,” Perry replied, “and we will most certainly need to keep the claret.”


She looked at him in surprise, but he did not explain and she ran to the kitchen quarters.


Humber, the old butler who had served her father faithfully for more than forty years before he died, was sitting in the pantry.


He was polishing the silver and his leg, which was stiff with arthritis, was propped up on a stool.


“Sir Peregrine is back!” Kezia called out excitedly. “And he wants a glass of cider. Don’t move, just tell me where the bottle is.”


“It’s just at the top of the cellar, Miss Kezia, where it keeps nice and cool,” Humber replied.


He did not attempt to move to fetch it himself.


If his Master had returned home, it meant he would have to wait at dinner and he could move only with difficulty.


Kezia ran to the cellar door, opened it and found, as Humber had told her, that there were several bottles of homemade cider brewed by one of the more enterprising farmers on the estate.


She took the nearest bottle and carried it down, knowing that her brother would have gone into the library, which was the room that they used when they were alone.


It had at one time been very impressive, but now the curtains were faded, the chairs needed repairing and the carpet was threadbare in several places.


Because her father had always kept a grog tray in a corner of the library with drink on it for anyone who needed it, Peregrine, when he had come into the Baronetcy, had continued the habit.


Now there were no decanters or bottles on the grog tray, only two or three glasses, so that there was plenty of room for Kezia to put the bottle of cider down on the tray.


Her brother then pulled out the cork.


“The roads were incredibly dusty today,” he related, “but I managed the journey in three hours, which I consider to be close to a record!”


“Is that counting your stop for luncheon,” Kezia asked, “or are you hungry?”


She looked at him anxiously, thinking that there was little in the house and Humber’s wife, Betsy, who did the cooking, would be resting.


“No, I had something to eat,” Perry replied, “and I deducted that from the time I left London until I reached here. To be truthful in exactly three hours, sixteen minutes and a few seconds.”


Kezia laughed.


“No wonder you feel proud.”


“I have something more important to be proud of,” Perry said.


Kezia looked at him questioningly, wondering what had happened and feeling a little apprehensive.


Life had been so difficult lately.


They were so hard up that she was always afraid that her brother, whom she loved very dearly, would marry for wealth rather than because he was in love.


Although he was an impoverished Baronet, it would not be difficult considering how handsome he was.


He was very much in demand simply because he was charming, good mannered and contributed considerably to the gaiety of every party he attended.


He was indeed an outstanding rider, so that men liked him, while the women became infatuated with him.


Even so Kezia appreciated how humiliating it must be for him that his friends were all richer than he was.


While he accepted a great deal of hospitality, it was completely impossible for him to return it.


In the past some of his closest friends had come to stay, but he could not provide them with beautiful women to entertain them nor the horses they would ride when their host had large stables.


Kezia was therefore alone week after week and month after month in the attractive but dilapidated black and white house that had been in the Falcon family for several generations.


It had been there since the Falcons had moved from Cornwall where the family had started, because Surrey was much closer to London.


They had found Surrey more amusing than living, as Kezia’s father had once said, ‘at the very end of the world’.


Nevertheless Kezia had always felt that, as her name was Cornish, she really belonged there.


As she waited for her brother to explain why he had come home so unexpectedly, she looked very lovely.


Her gown, which she had made herself, had been washed until it had lost a great deal of its colour and, because she had worn it for several years, it had also become too tight over her curved breasts.


But that did not detract in any way from the gold in her hair with its red tints that caught the sunshine streaming in through the library windows.


Her eyes, which were green, seemed also to catch the sunlight as she waited to hear what Perry had to tell her.


He drank half a glass of the cider before he declared,


“Now hold your breath! I think I have sold the necklace!”


Kezia gave a little gasp and then she cried,


“Are you really sure? Are you going to get what you have beeb asking for it?”


“I am practically certain that, when the Marquis sees it, he will not only buy it but pay exactly the sum I want.” 


“The Marquis?” Kezia questioned.


Perry took another sip of cider before he responded,


“The Marquis de Bayeux.”


“French,” Kezia murmured.


“Norman,” her brother corrected her.


“But how do you know him and how did you manage to tell him about the necklace?”


“I first met the Marquis over a year ago when he was buying horses at Tattersalls,” Perry explained. “I have seen him on and off at Race Meetings, as he often visits England. Then two days ago, one of my friends, Harry Perceval – you remember Harry?”


“Yes, of course,” Kezia answered.


“Well, Harry brought him to White’s Club and, as he entered, I heard somebody behind me say, ‘I saw Bayeux in Bond Street today buying diamonds for a beautiful creature, who was already weighted down with them’!”


Perry paused.


“It was then it struck me that he might be just the person we were looking for.”


Kezia clasped her hands together.


“Oh, Perry, I do hope you are right. We need the money so desperately and, as you have said so often, it would be foolish for us to accept the ridiculously small sum that the jewellers have already offered us.”


“If the Marquis comes up to scratch,” Perry said, “it will certainly have been worthwhile waiting for the right man to come along even though it has been extremely uncomfortable at times.”


He looked round the room, taking in at a glance how shabby everything was. 


Then he turned to look at his sister.


“It is you who has suffered the worst,” he said frankly, “and I swear, Kezia, I will make it up to you. You shall come to London, have pretty gowns and we will arrange for one of our relations to present you to Queen Victoria at Buckingham Palace.”


“It sounds wonderful!” Kezia replied. “At the same time I think I would rather have a decent horse to ride than a grand gown to dance in!”


“You shall have both,” Perry answered. “But now, as the Marquis is arriving in two days’ time, you have to disappear.”


Kezia looked at her brother in astonishment.


“What do you mean – disappear?”


“What I say,” Perry replied.


“But – I don’t – understand.”


“Well, Monsieur le Marquis is not only a very wealthy man and owns a great deal of property in Normandy and I believe that his Château is magnificent. But he also has a house in Paris, which is as notorious as he is himself!”


“He is notorious for what?” Kezia asked.


Perry hesitated for a moment. 


Then he said,


“For running after women. He has broken more hearts than Casanova and is such a Don Juan that no woman is safe with him!”


“So that is why you will not let me see him.”


“Exactly,” Perry answered her. “You are too young, too innocent and much too pretty!”


Kezia laughed.


“How can you be so ridiculous? If the Marquis has, as you say, pursued lovely women in France, he is not likely to look at me.”


“I see your point,” Perry admitted, “But he is dangerous.”


“Forewarned is forearmed,” Kezia pointed out.


“It is not only what the Marquis will do,” Perry said, “but Harry was telling me that he possesses some strange charisma about him that makes women throw themselves at his feet. According to Harry he has only to look at them and they behave like lunatics!”


Kezia laughed again.


“I don’t believe a word of it. Even if the Marquis did look at me, which is very unlikely, he sounds the sort of man who would frighten me. So I would be too busy running away from him to do anything so foolish as to fall in love with him!”


“You cannot be certain of that,” Perry replied, “so you must understand that you must go away for the two days he is here.”


“And who is going to look after him?” Kezia asked. 


“It is not only him.”


“He is bringing someone else?”


“He is and I call it impertinent and almost an insult, but I can hardly object.”


“What are you saying?” Kezia asked her, feeling rather confused at the sudden turn of events.


“The Marquis left a note for me at White’s Club to say that he would be arriving here on Thursday and bringing with him a certain Madame de Salres.”


“Who is she?”


“She is his current – ”


Here Perry stopped, realising that what he had been just about to say would have been indiscreet.


After a poignant pause he went on,


“I understand that she is a – very close friend.”


“What you are saying is that she is in love with him,” Kezia said. “Well, that makes it quite clear that he will not notice me and I am sure, if the Marquis is interested enough to bring a lady friend with him, he is definitely enamoured of her.”


“That is very likely true,” Perry agreed reluctantly. “At the same time he has no right to bring her into the house when you are present.”


“But, you have said, I will not be here,” Kezia remarked logically. “You obviously did not tell him I would be acting as hostess.”


Perry put down his empty glass.


“There is no use in arguing about it,” he said firmly. “You must stay away. Perhaps you could stay with some friends or with the Vicar in the village.”


“Surely the Vicar would think it very strange if I ask him if I can stay with him because you are entertaining a man who you don’t approve of?” Kezia said. “And you know that we cannot say that we are selling the necklace or it might be picked up by the newspapers.”


Perry frowned.


“Oh, stop making difficulties, there must be somewhere you can go!”


“And what do you think will happen if I do?” Kezia asked. “You know who we have in the house, old Humber, whose rheumatics are so bad he can only just shuffle into the dining room.”


She paused to catch his breath and then went on,


“While Betsy is a good cook, she cannot manage anything complicated and certainly not a dish that would be palatable to a Frenchman.”


Perry was listening with a frown between his eyes, but he did not interrupt as Kezia went on,


“You know that Mrs. Jones comes in from the village for two hours every day, but she could not manage the beds without me and she forgets what she is supposed to do unless I remind her constantly.”


Kezia paused and Perry said irritably,


“Well, try to find somebody else.”


“And train them in two days? You know that is impossible!”


“Nothing is impossible,” Perry parried crossly, “and, if we lose the Marquis, we may never find another buyer for the necklace.”


“Why can he not view it in London?” Kezia asked. 


“Because when I told him that it had been in our possession ever since the 1789 French Revolution, I happened to mention that my grandfather had bought it for my grandmother to wear when she was painted by the Master artist, Reynolds.


“‘Then it is a painting I must see!” the Marquis exclaimed. “I have several Reynolds in my collection and consider him one of the best English artists there has ever been, especially when it came to painting women.”


“‘I agree with you,’ I said and it was then that he asked himself to stay with us.”


“I do see that you could hardly take the picture to London when it is so large,” Kezia nodded.


“What was I to do,” Perry asked, “except agree that he come here, but I had no idea that he was going to bring some fastidious Frenchwoman with him.”


Kezia gave a little cry.


“If she is fastidious and therefore uncomfortable, she may persuade him to leave earlier than he intends and so not buy the necklace.”


Perry saw the point of what his sister was saying and he walked across the room to the window.


He looked out at the garden, which had grown very wild and unruly with no one to tend it.


“I have been planning all the way down here,” he said, as if he spoke to himself, “the improvements that we can make to the house. To start with we have to mend the roof and put new panes of glass in the windows.”


“We need a new stove in the kitchen,” Kezia said. “It is a miracle that the old one has lasted as long as it has and, if you don’t do something about the pump, we shall have no water unless we fetch it from the lake.”


“I know, I know,” Perry groaned. “That is why we have to make sure that the Marquis is satisfied not only with the necklace but also with the house and the food he eats as well.”


“Therefore,” Kezia asserted positively, “you cannot possibly do without me!”


Perry put his hand up to his forehead.


“I am trying to look after you,” he said. “I am trying to make sure that you don’t make a fool of yourself over a man who will go back to France and forget you even exist.”


Kezia threw up her hands.


“What can I say to convince you that I will not fall in love with him? All I will do is to make him so comfortable and feed him so well that he will be in a good humour and then pay up!”


Perry walked back to stand in front of the fireplace.


He was gazing at his sister as if he had never seen her before and he then commented,


“You know, if you were decently dressed and your hair was arranged in a fashionable style, you would be a sensation in London!”


“Thank you, dearest,” Kezia said. “It is very nice of you to talk like that, but you know as well as I do that unless we sell the necklace, I will never go to London and the only people who are likely to think me a sensation here are Humber, Betsy, the rooks and the rabbits!”


Perry laughed.


“That is true enough anyway. But I have the uncomfortable feeling that if I let you stay, however reasonable it sounds, it is something I shall bitterly regret later!”


Because he sounded so anxious, Kezia rose from the sofa where she had been sitting and went to his side.


She kissed his cheek before she said,


“You are a wonderful brother and you have always been very kind to me, but now you have to trust me.”


“I trust you,” Perry assured her. “It’s that damned Frenchman I don’t trust any further than I could throw him!”


There was silence between them and he then realised that his sister was looking shocked because he had sworn.


“I am so sorry,” he said. “I only wish to God that Mama were here. She would know how to cope with him.”


“Of course she would,” Kezia murmured softly.


Then she gave a sudden cry.


“I have an idea!”


Perry walked again to the window and then turned his head back to ask her,


“What is it?”


“It is actually what you said just now about Mama being here. If Mama and Papa were entertaining the Marquis and the fastidious Frenchwoman who he is bringing with him, there would be no difficulty.”


“Of course not,” he agreed, “except that I think Mama would have been rather shocked that they were travelling together without a chaperone.”


He thought to himself, although he did not say it out loud, that it was damned insulting of the Frenchman to bring his mistress into a respectable household.


But it was something that he could not say to Kezia.


“My idea,” Kezia was saying slowly, “is that I should be your wife!”


There was silence while her brother stared at her.


“What are you saying?”


“You think that the Marquis would make advances to me because I am an unattached woman, but he would not dare approach me if I was his hostess and your wife!”


It shot through Perry’s mind that the fact that Kezia was married would not inhibit the Marquis as she thought it would.


Madame de Salres doubtless had a husband, who had been left behind in Paris.


Equally he could see that it would certainly make things better if Kezia was a ‘married woman,’ provided that they had not been married for long.


Kezia was waiting for his response and Perry thought over very carefully what she had said before he replied cautiously,


“It is a possibility.”


“It is a sensible solution,” Kezia corrected him. “I can stay here and look after him. I can make sure what servants we do have will carry out their duties and I assure you I shall be too busy doing all that besides coping with most of the cooking to philander with the Marquis, however attractive he may be!”


“I shall certainly be a very jealous husband!” Perry remarked with a smile on his lips.


Kezia clapped her hands together.


“Of course you will and he could hardly be so thick-skinned as to flirt with me in front of you.”


Perry did not reply and she went on,


“Besides, if he is busy with Madame de Salres, why should he take any notice of me?”


Perry wondered why he had not thought of this himself.


At the same time he was suddenly aware that his sister seemed even more beautiful than she had when he had last been at home.


The Falcon women were famous for their beauty all down the centuries and there was plenty of evidence of it in the portraits of them that hung on the walls of the house.


As he remembered this, he gave an exclamation and said, 


“The idea is hopeless!”


“Why?” Kezia asked.


“Because you are very like the portrait of Mama that hangs in the drawing room and Papa always said that you resemble the wife of the fourth Baronet, who was acclaimed as a great beauty by all the Officers who fought with the Duke of Marlborough in France!”


Kezia thought for a moment and next she suggested,


“Then I am a cousin and I was also a Falcon and we fell in love because we have known each other since we were children.”


“I suppose that might be a good explanation,” Perry said doubtfully.


“It is a sensible one if you think about it and, if the Marquis is interested in the house, I shall have to know all about the Falcons.”


She paused to smile at him before continuing,


“It is reasonable therefore to explain that, as a Falcon myself, I was brought up on the history of the family, their ghosts and, of course, ‘the Bad Baronet’, who is responsible for our present predicament.”


Perry did not speak and after a moment Kezia carried on,


“As I have told you before, I shall be very delighted if we can sell the necklace. I have always believed it to be unlucky.”


“It is going to be extremely lucky for us if the Marquis pays the money I am asking for it.”


Kezia was not listening to him.


She was thinking of how the diamond necklace that her grandfather had bought for his wife had caused one of the greatest scandals of the eighteenth century.


It was in 1785 that the Comtesse de la Motte, an avowed adventuress, had seen the most expensive and fantastic necklace that had ever been made in Paris.


She had then persuaded the Cardinal de Rohan to help her convince the jeweller that the necklace was to be given to Queen Marie Antoinette.


Instead the Comtesse had stolen it and her subsequent trial had electrified the whole of France.


The Comtesse was arrested, but she then escaped from prison and fled to London. And she took with her twenty-one diamonds that she had removed from the necklace.


They were only a small part of what had been the most enormous and magnificent piece of jewellery of the era, besides being the most expensive.


The diamonds were arranged in a new setting and were very beautiful when they were presented to then Lady Falcon, the grandmother of Perry and Kezia.


Because they had caused such a commotion and so much suffering in their wake, many historians at the time averred that the scandal had been directly responsible for the outbreak of the French Revolution.


Kezia, therefore, had always considered them to be unlucky.


They were locked away in a safe place that would have been difficult for a burglar to locate and Kezia had never put them round her neck.


She did not like to remember that her mother had worn them at a hunt ball three months before she died.


It was largely because the necklace was so valuable that it had been difficult to sell and Perry had been determined after it had been valued that he would obtain the right price for it or it would remain where it was.


“It is the one saleable objet d’art we possess,” he had said to his sister, “and the only hope we ever have of putting this house back in shape and being able to enjoy ourselves as we should.”


Kezia agreed with him, but was aware that she longed to be able to employ younger and more active servants.


It broke her heart to see the house growing more and more dilapidated month after month. She loved her home and she loved too the old people in the village who were really their responsibility, but they could do so little for them.


Now, she thought, although there was very little time, she must make the Marquis and the Frenchwoman with him happy and comfortable.


Otherwise she was quite certain that they would leave as quickly as possible without taking the necklace with them.


She felt as if her head was whirling with the thought of all that she had to do, but aloud she said,
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