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  LOVE UNDER THE STARS


Ilena was thinking frantically if she should collapse completely or make an effort to allow him take her to a bedroom which she might not be able to escape from.


As she was looking very weak and her hand was trembling, Lord Witherington rose again and said,


“I think I should give you something stronger than what you have in that glass. So don’t move, stay where you are while I go and fetch some brandy and something you might like to eat.”


He left the room, shutting the door behind him.


The moment he had gone, Ilena jumped off the sofa where she had been sitting.


She put down the glass and ran towards the window at the far end of the room.


She had been fully aware that Lord Witherington’s drawing room where she had been taken was on the ground floor.


As it was very warm the windows were all open including the window at the back of the room.


She managed, with a little difficulty, to climb out of the first window she went to and found herself in a flower bed.
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  “Nothing could be more romantic than standing in the moonlight with your arms around your loved one and gazing up at the millions upon millions of stars in the sky.


You are looking into Eternity, the same Eternity that true pure love between a man and a woman lasts for.”


  Barbara Cartland




  





  CHAPTER ONE ~ 1877


Ilena Foringham was lying still in her bed when the maid brought in her letters.


Yawning, as she was so tired as she had eventually come to bed rather late, it was because she had been to yet another glamorous ball.


Ilena stared at the pile of envelopes in the maid’s hand.


She wondered to herself if there would be any more invitations to dances and balls that she had enjoyed more than ever before this Season.


Now that it was summer she knew that most of her friends would soon be leaving London and she would have to go back to the country.


She wished that she had had an invitation to stay with friends who owned large houses and gave the most delightful parties where she was always a great success.


Unfortunately, as it had become so warm, most of her friends had wanted to stay at the seaside or go abroad.


She had the feeling that she would have to return home to her mother, who would be complaining that the house needed endless repairs.


Or that there were not enough gardeners to make the garden as beautiful as she wished it to be.


Her father, Sir John Foringham, who was a prominent and senior Member of the House of Commons, was invariably away somewhere making one of his many brilliant speeches that he made up and down the country.


It meant that it took him away from her and her mother for long periods of time.


‘I have no wish to go home at this particular time,’ Ilena reflected.


Yet she was certain that one of the letters was from her mother asking her to return after the Season was over and she would be expected to do a great deal of gardening, which Ilena always found rather tedious.


‘I don’t want to go home!’ she told herself again.


But at the moment her friends seemed to be leaving London and, although there were two more balls for her to attend, which she would undoubtedly enjoy and which, she was sure, would be great occasions.


After them she knew that there would be nothing for her to do except to go home and hear her mother grumbling.


If only her father would stay at home and not be asked to speak at every possible political meeting in the country.


And because he was such a good speaker and so attractive, he was in demand in a great number of other countries abroad as well.


She picked up her letters.


She opened the first which was a bill, which she knew that she should have paid two or three months ago and it would now have to be paid immediately.


She could, as she well knew, go with her father to his meetings, which he enjoyed so much.


However, when she had heard him make the same speech six times in six Counties, she then found herself yawning before he came to an end.  With an effort, she managed to applaud him as much as everyone else in the hall.


‘Papa is brilliant,’ she mused.  ‘He always makes people believe everything he says to them.  I am certain that after he leaves they quote and re-quote him until they are sure that they have really heard a brilliant speech!’


Then, because she had no wish to go home, she was wondering what else she would do.


She realised that Lord Witherington was becoming such a bore and if she wanted to avoid him she would have to go home whether she liked it or not.


Ilena had met Lord Witherington, who was in the House of Lords, only a few months ago and he had been extremely tiresome ever since.


To begin with he was a pompous bore.  If there was one thing she disliked, it was people who were so absorbed by politics that they expected everyone else to be as keen and enthusiastic as themselves.


They had met at a political rally where he too had been asked to speak and he had been invited to stay with the friends who Ilena and her father were staying the night with.


From that moment on it had been almost impossible for her to avoid him.


He asked her, at first, to help him at his meetings as she was extremely good at her own form of shorthand and she had taken down his speeches as he made them.


At first Ilena had found it rather amusing and she had quite enjoyed herself travelling with him, although he only talked about himself or anything political that had just been brought to his attention.


Then he expected her to sit up late at night to do what he wanted and, as she found herself becoming more and more useful to him, she found that it was all becoming dispiriting and uninteresting.


“You are not coming with me tomorrow evening, when I am speaking at York?” Lord Witherington had said to her in amazement.  “Of course you are! And you know perfectly well that I could not do without you.”


He paused for a moment before he continued,


“Actually I am making a special speech that I have not done previously.  I want it all written down, word for word, and no one can do it as well as you can.”


Ilena had tried to explain to him that she had no wish to go with him.  


It meant that she would stay, as usual, at a most uncomfortable hotel until his speech was finished and then inevitably drive back to London.


She would arrive far too late at the hotel and would be far too tired to do anything but fall sleepily into bed.


At first she had found it all rather interesting and would listen carefully at the meetings she attended.


Then, as Lord Witherington became more and more demanding and arranged to make more speeches than she had ever anticipated, she had found it extremely boring to drive with him to different places in the country.


All the places seemed to her, as soon as she arrived, as dull and as uncomfortable as the last place.


She was well aware, without being conceited, that Lord Witherington found her indispensable and relied on her to record his speeches the moment he made them.


Although his speeches varied a bit, she soon found after quite a number, however much he said in a different way, it was inevitably more or less the same dirge.


What he said was what he had actually thought of and said at their very first meeting and it had not changed much since.


‘I just cannot stand any more of it,’ she admitted to herself.


Then she knew that, if she told his Lordship enough was enough, he would only make a scene to make her give in and do as he required.


‘What I will do is to go abroad,’ she said to herself.  ‘I am fed up with England.  I am fed up with politics and I am fed up with Lord Witherington!’


She stopped her train of thought for a minute before she continued,


‘I have to get away and I am certain that I should find something much more interesting than his Lordship’s speeches which alter so very little from what he said from the first one I took down for him.’


Ilena knew, however much she tried to make him understand, that he was asking too much of her time.  


She had other things to do, but she knew that there would be a row as he was a rather overwhelming man.


He was a close friend of her father’s and she was afraid, however tactfully and politely she spoke, that she would be brought back and forced to do what she had no longer wished to do.


‘I must go abroad.  I will disappear,’ she decided.


Then she remembered that not far away from their house in London there was an Employment Agency and, if she went to see them, she was sure that she could find a job which would enable her to go away.


She could then be able to give Lord Witherington an intelligent reason as to why she was unable to go with him to his next meeting which was scheduled for three days’ time.


As soon as she was up and dressed, she went to the Agency in Bond Street, which she knew was patronised by a great number of professional people.


‘I am sure they will be able to find something for me,’ she thought, ‘which will give me a chance to escape.  In fact, if it does sound important enough, his Lordship will realise that I am not being rude, but merely attempting to assist someone who particularly needs help.  He will think that this is only one time when I cannot accompany him, as he has asked me to do.’


She paused and then went on thinking,


‘What I have to do is to find something where I will be paid for what I do, rather than as Lord Witherington thinks, that just to be with him is payment for any ordinary woman, which is all he considers me to be.’


As she entered the Agency, Ilena was almost saying a prayer that by a miracle they would offer her something that she could do and really enjoy.


Then it would enable her to see very little of the boring Lord in the future and at least it would be a change for her and not be as demanding as he had been.


She went up to the first floor to the Agency Office, where an elderly woman shook her hand.


Mrs. Morton asked Ilena to sit down and said that she had heard that she wrote down shorthand for all Lord Witherington’ speeches.


“I think it very clever of you especially as he makes so many speeches,” she remarked.


Ilena laughed.


“Quite honestly, that is why I have come to you, only you must not tell Lord Witherington. I want a change.  I find that writing about more or less the same thing is very repetitive and, quite frankly, I need a rest.”


“That is sensible of you,” Mrs. Morton said, “and I think I have something that might suit you. I have just been asked by a gentleman to find someone to accompany him abroad, someone who can take notes and also report what is being said in French.”


There was a pause and then Mrs. Morton asked,


“You may have heard of Lord Henry Brantford?”


Ilena thought for a moment.


Then she said,


“I think I have read his name in the newspapers, but I have never met him.”


“That is not surprising because he lives in the North of England,” Mrs. Morton replied, “in a Castle that is one of the finest in the country.”


Ilena smiled.


“We learned about his Castle at school.”


“Lord Henry needs a great deal of help to restore the Castle,” Mrs. Morton said. “He inherited it from his father, who had sold many of the family treasures to pay off his gambling debts.  Now Lord Henry owns the Castle, he wants to find all the fine furniture and pictures that his father sold and return them to the Castle where they duly belong.”


Ilena was listening intently to her and wondering if this would really be anything that might concern her.


“As it so happens,” Mrs. Morton was saying, “his Lordship has found a number of things in England already which he has managed to buy back.  At present he wants to travel to France and other countries, where his father sold off quite a number of his family treasures” 


Ilena was thinking that this was not really what she wanted as Mrs. Morton continued,


“I have looked at a number of people who want to work abroad, but I was quite sad when I talked to them for they did not have the slightest idea of what was required.”


She shook her head as she went on,


“In fact it could only be someone like yourself, as I know of the magnificent collection of antique furniture and pictures your father has, that you would recognise what he is anxious to recover for his Castle.”


For a moment Ilena just stared at her, hardly able to believe what she was hearing, as it suddenly occurred to her that was not only most unusual, but also one way of avoiding Lord Witherington.


After a moment’s silence she said,


“Well, I expect if that is what you think – I would be ready to go abroad.”


“I hoped you would say that.  In fact his Lordship is ready to go in two days’ time and this morning he rang me on the telephone and begged me to find someone to suit him very quickly.”


Mrs. Morton took a deep breath and then went on,


“You may have to hurry up.  But I am certain that you would find a few things that have been sold in France.  You would understand better than the average lady what exactly his Lordship is looking for.”


It flashed through Ilena’s mind that she had had an excellent education from her father when it came to finding pictures and antique furniture.


“When will he leave?” she then asked.


“As soon as possible.  Certainly within two days.  I know that he would be thrilled and delighted to have you.  In fact I know a number of people have said how well you worked for Lord Witherington and how pleased he was.”
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