

  

     

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE




In 1890, five years after the setting of this novel, Lieutenant-Colonel Sir William Gordon Cumming, a close friend of the Prince of Wales, was detected cheating at baccarat at a house party at Tranby Croft in Yorkshire.


Accused by other guests. Sir William signed a document never to play cards again in consideration of all those gentlemen present and to ‘preserve silence’ as to what they thought had occurred.


But gossip spread even to Paris and Gordon Cumming threatened to bring an action for slander against his original accusers.


However, when he asked leave to retire from the Army, the Adjutant General rejected his application and ordered him to appear before a Military Court.


In due course not only most of the distinguished guests at the house party were subpoenaed to give evidence at the trial but also the Prince of Wales.


Although Sir William always protested his innocence and his leading Counsel believed wholeheartedly in him, the Lord Chief Justice made a strongly biased speech against him.


The verdict was guilty.


Dismissed from the Army, expelled from his Clubs and boycotted by Society, Gordon Cumming once said to his daughter,


“Among a host of acquaintances I thought I had perhaps twenty friends, but not one of them ever spoke to me again.”


The shows at The Gaiety Theatre at the end of the century gradually ceased to be musical burlesque and became musical comedy. Little Jack Sheppard was a smash hit with Nellie Farren in the title lead and Miss Wadman also playing a male part.


 




  Chapter One ~ 1885


The Duke walked into the dining room and two of the ladies having breakfast hastily rose to their feet.


“Good morning, Hermione,” he said, his eyes resting for a moment with appreciation on his daughter’s pink-and-white beauty.


“Good morning, Papa,” Lady Hermione answered.


Without speaking the Duke glanced towards the girl who had risen from her seat at the other side of the table.


“Good morning, Uncle Lionel!” she said quickly.


The Duke made no response and, with a sound curiously like a groan, he sat down at the head of the table.


The butler hurried to place in front of him on a silver stand a copy of The Times, which had been carefully ironed in the pantry.


A footman, having first filled his cup, set a pot of hot coffee in front of him and another footman offered a crested silver dish.


“Sweetbreads again?” the Duke asked. “What else is there?”


“Kidneys, Your Grace, bacon and eggs and salmon kedgeree.”


The Duke reflected, then with an expression on his face as if all of them were distasteful, he helped himself to the sweetbreads, which had been offered to him first.


“You must be tired, Lionel,” the Duchess said in a solicitous voice. “The train was later last night than I have ever known it.”


“The Railway service gets worse and worse!” the Duke said. “I had hoped to take a train that arrived earlier, but I was prevented from doing so.”


“Prevented?” the Duchess questioned.


“That is something I intend to relate to you.” 


He spoke in a significant voice that his wife interpreted as meaning that he did not wish to speak until the servants had left the room.


The silver rack of hot toast was placed at his side and also a gold bell.


Then the butler and the footmen withdrew and, as the door closed behind them, three pairs of expectant eyes were turned towards the head of the table.


The Duke was a good-looking man. He had been considered very handsome in his youth, but now his hair was turning grey and there were lines on his face that made him at times look older than he actually was.


However, he carried himself with a dignity and an air of consequence that made him outstanding wherever he appeared.


It was well known that Queen Victoria, who had a penchant for handsome men, liked the Duke to be in attendance upon her.


Although it necessitated many journeys to London, the Duke was nevertheless flattered that Her Majesty frequently asked his advice and insisted on his presence at innumerable Court functions.


The Duchess had not weathered the years as well as her husband. She had been a pretty fair-haired girl when the Duke married her, but now she looked somewhat faded, although this did not make her any the less of a significant personality.


She had a presence that made strangers nervous and resulted in most of the parties that took place at Langstone Castle seeming very stiff and somewhat of an ordeal for those who took part in them for the first time.


Lady Hermione Lang was the pride of her father’s heart. She was extremely pretty with an unblemished English complexion, fair hair with touches of gold in it and pale blue eyes the colour of a thrush’s egg.


It was doubtful if she would have received so much attention and acclaim had she been born a nonentity and of no social standing.


But, as she was a Duke’s daughter, the glamour of her position added an aura to her looks that made those who saw her and read about her in the Society papers believe her to be more beautiful than she was in actual fact.


The other young occupant of the breakfast table was very different.


Alita Lang was the Duke’s niece.


She lived with her aunt and uncle under sufferance and she never appeared in what was known as ‘the front of the house’ except when the family was alone.


While Lady Hermione was dressed in the very latest fashion with a gown draped in the front and finished with elaborate embroidery that swept into a bustle at the back, Alita’s gown was very different.


An extremely ugly shade of brown without any trimming made by an obviously unskilled hand, it made her skin appear sallow and perhaps accounted for the manner in which her uncle looked at her disdainfully and quickly looked away again.


It was well known that the Duke had an eye for pretty women.


His wife could have related times of deep unhappiness when he had been fascinated by some charmer years younger than himself and she had found herself neglected at balls or ignored even in her own drawing room.


Alita, however, was too used to the manner in which she was treated by her relatives for it to have any further power to hurt her.


And, as if their attitude made her indifferent to her looks as well, her hair was dragged back into an untidy bun at the back of her head.


She made no effort to prevent tendrils escaping from the confines of the pins and there were wisps trailing untidily on each side of her face.


The eyes she now looked at her uncle with were grey and they seemed to match her hair, which was an unusual colour. Someone had once described it as ‘ash’.


“You are an ash-blonde,” one of her Governesses had said to her.


But that was long ago in the past, when her appearance had been of importance not only to her father and mother but also to herself.


Now she seldom even bothered to look in the mirror in the morning when she rose and, if she did so when she changed for dinner, it was merely to see that she did not look so unkempt as to evoke a reprimand from her aunt.


“What I have to tell you,” the Duke said now with a slow pomposity that often infuriated his contemporaries, “is that Yeovil, who was poor D’Arcy’s trustee, kept me late at the Club discussing the sale of Marshfield House and estate.”


 “It has been sold?” the Duchess exclaimed. “Then why did no one tell me about it?”


“I am telling you now, my dear,” the Duke said.


“I asked Mr. Bates only a week ago if they had heard of a purchaser,” the Duchess went on in a complaining voice, “and he assured me that the house was too big to be interesting to many people. ‘The trustees are hoping they’ll find a millionaire!’ he said to me.”


“And that is exactly what they have found!” the Duke remarked.


“A millionaire?”


“A multi-millionaire!” the Duke added firmly.


“Oh, Papa, that sounds exciting!” Hermione exclaimed.


“It is very exciting, Hermione,” the Duke answered. “I was introduced to the gentleman in question two days ago at Windsor Castle by the American Ambassador.”


“The American Ambassador?” the Duchess queried.


“The purchaser of Marshfield House, my dear, is an American!”


The Duchess looked obviously disconcerted, but, before she could express her feelings, the Duke went on,


“Clint Wilbur is, I assure you, a most personable young man. I have invited him for dinner tonight.”


“Tonight?” the Duchess cried and it was almost a shriek. “But there is no time to arrange a party.”


“We don’t really need a party,” the Duke said. “I thought that it would be pleasant for Mr. Wilbur to meet us as a – family.”


He looked at Hermione as he spoke and the Duchess, who was not an obtuse woman, did not fail to understand what he was thinking.


“But an – American!” she said, as if he had spoken his thoughts aloud.


“The Wilburs, I understand, are a respected and distinguished family,” the Duke said. “The Ambassador told me that they are related to the Vanderbilts and to the Astors.”


“Is he really so rich, Papa?” Hermione enquired. 


“I am informed that he is one of the richest and most eligible bachelors in America and he owns an astronomical number of oilfields, railroads, shipping lines and Heaven knows what else!”


As if the Duchess had finally got the message, she said,


“We must certainly do our best to help Mr. Wilbur settle in. But why should he wish to buy such a large estate in England?”


“That brings me to another piece of information,” the Duke said in a tone of satisfaction. “Wilbur told me that he is interested in buying some horses, especially hunters. He will hunt with the Quexby.”


Now the Duke looked at his niece and, as if he thought that her attention was wandering, he said sharply,


“Did you hear what I said, Alita?”


“Yes, Uncle Lionel.”


“Then kindly see that the horses which you spend so much time on look their best when Mr. Wilbur comes to see them.”


“I will do that, Uncle Lionel.”


“I will discuss with Bates the prices we should ask for them.”


“I have a much better idea of what they would fetch in a sale room than Mr. Bates has,” Alita ventured.


There was a momentary silence after she had spoken, as if the Duke resented her being so knowledgeable.


Then he replied grudgingly,


“Very well, I will discuss it with you. This is your chance to prove that the large amount of money you have inveigled me into spending on the stables has been worthwhile.”


“I am sure Mr. Wilbur would find it difficult to find better horses to purchase, at least in this part of the country,” Alita said.


“I hope you are right!” the Duke replied.


“Don’t sell too many horses, Papa,” Hermione pleaded petulantly. “I want some of your best ones to carry me out hunting this year. Those I rode last Season were far too wild. They frightened me!”


Alita looked across the table at her cousin and thought, as she had so often before, that it was really a mistake for Hermione to ride at all.


She was always afraid of her horse, however quiet it might be, and she looked far more attractive attending a meet in a carriage or a pony cart and then driving home without taking part in the sport.


But Hermione was well aware that, if she wanted to meet gentlemen without the stiff formality that existed in her parents’ house, the best place was in the hunting field.


Every winter, therefore, she forced herself to hunt with the fashionable Quexby foxhounds, even though, as her cousin was well aware, she hated every minute of it.


“How many horses will Mr. Wilbur want?” the Duchess enquired.


“Let’s hope he will buy the lot!” the Duke said. “God knows we need the money.”


The Duchess sighed.


“I was going to speak to you on that subject, Lionel, but I decided to wait until you returned from Windsor.”


“If you are about to ask me for an increase in your housekeeping allowance or for any quite unnecessary decorations in The Castle, you can save your breath!” the Duke said.


He spoke sharply and then turned his attention to The Times, opening it out with a great rustling of the pages and folding it neatly so that he could read, as he always did, the editorial first.


“It is all very well, Lionel, for you to talk like that,” the Duchess said plaintively, “but the curtains in the drawing room are almost threadbare and Hermione must have some new gowns this winter. She cannot appear at the balls wearing the same clothes she wore last year.”


Alita knew that, once her aunt embarked on a list of the things she required for the house and her daughter, it would be an endless monologue.


Hastily she pushed back her chair.


“Will you please excuse me, Aunt Emily?” she asked. “After what Uncle Lionel has told us, I have a great deal to do.”


“I will come down to the stables in about an hour’s time,” the Duke said. “Then we will discuss the prices of the animals we decide to sell.”


“Very good, Uncle Lionel.”


Alita went hastily from the room and the Duke remarked,


“That girl looks more like a scarecrow every day. Can you not tidy her up a bit?”


“What is the point?” the Duchess asked. “You know as well as I do that nobody sees her. But what I want to talk about, Lionel – ”


She was off again on the familiar tack and Alita, running down the corridor, was thankful that she had escaped.


She went up the staircase two steps at a time and, rushing into her bedroom, threw off the gown she had worn for breakfast and put on her riding habit.


It was very old, worn and almost threadbare, but it had come from a very expensive tailor and the cut of it had not been lost in the years that it had been in service.


It looked very different on Alita from the shapeless ugly gown that she had worn for breakfast.


She did not stop to look at herself in the mirror, but, having put on her riding boots, she picked up her thin whip and once again ran down the corridor.


This time she took a back staircase that led her to the part of The Castle that was nearest to the stables.


It was a crisp autumn day, the leaves were still not off the trees and the gardens contained a few late roses.


But Alita noticed nothing on her way to the stables, as she was deep in thought about the horses she loved.


She spent every moment of her time with them, when her aunt did not demand that she perform a number of household duties, which she found extremely tedious.


“Sam! Sam!” she called.


An old groom came from one of the stable doors.


“What do you think His Grace has just told me, Sam?” Alita said in a lilting voice that she never used when she spoke to her relatives.


“I’ve no idea, Miss Alita!” Sam replied. “But it seems to ’ave pleased you.”


“Marshfield House has been sold!”


“I ’ears that!” Sam replied.


“You never told me!”


“I only ’ears it last night, miss, down at The Green Duck. They was a-sayin’ as the new owner be a Amer-a-cane.”


Sam pronounced the word in a funny way and Alita laughed as she said,


“He is a very rich one, Sam, and His Grace wants to sell him our horses. That means that, if we can get a good price for them, we will be able to buy in new bloodstock and perhaps purchase some outstanding mares.”


“I ’opes as ’ow you’re right, miss,” Sam said and his tone of voice sounded as if he doubted that such good fortune would come their way.


“Mr. Wilbur will be coming over any day,” Alita said, “so we must make the horses look really impressive.”


She paused before adding,


“I wonder if he knows anything about horses. I believe some Americans out in the West are good riders, but from what His Grace said about Mr. Wilbur, he sounds as if he is a businessman from New York.”


“I thinks it’s unlikely as ’e’ll know one end of an ’orse from t’other!” Sam snapped.


“Which means that he will have no idea what they are worth,” Alita observed.


She glanced at the old groom and her eyes were shining.


“Come on, Sam! Let’s go to work. If he is sufficiently dazzled by them, we ought to be able to get a good many of his dollars for them before he realises what has happened.”


She did not wait for Sam to reply, but hurried into the first stall that was open.


The stables at Langstone Castle had been built by the previous Duke, who had squandered a great deal of the family fortune on his horses.


His son, the present Duke, complained bitterly that, if his father had spent the same sum in buying pictures or furniture, there would have been heirlooms to hand down to the next owner of The Castle, instead of horses, which lost their value all too quickly. 


It was in his favour that the Duke, while trying to keep up appearances, was deeply concerned that his son Gerald would eventually inherit less than he had himself.


Her cousin Gerald, who was a Marquis, was presently in India, and Alita often told herself stories in which he accumulated a great deal of money there, as other people had done.


When he came home, he could then spend it on filling the enormous stables with thoroughbreds and then watch his horses carry the family colours in the Classic races.


But when Gerald was away there was really no one but herself to be interested in the horses they had bred.


When her uncle was in a disagreeable mood, Alita was aware, he grudged every penny that she and Sam must spend in keeping the stable fit and healthy if nothing more.


As she entered the long building, she thought with satisfaction that they in fact owned some magnificent animals to show to Mr. Wilbur or to anyone else who might be interested.


Sam was, of course, extremely short-handed and, if Alita had not worked as hard if not harder than any stable boy, it would have been impossible for them to keep as many horses as they had at the moment.


The Duchess took it for granted that there would always be carriage horses to carry her anywhere she wished to go in the County.


The animals were also taken to London for the Season to convey her and Hermione to Ranelagh and Hurlingham and to stand for hours waiting for them at night when they were attending some grand ball.


The Duke had found that riding increased the pain he suffered from rheumatism and he had therefore left the hunting to Hermione and Alita.


Alita was well aware that she would not have been allowed to hunt even with an unfashionable pack if she had not been breaking in the horses that the Duke sold at a large profit as soon as she had brought them to the peak of perfection.


She had a perfect seat on a horse, light hands and remarkable expertise in training difficult animals.


It was a talent that the Duchess looked on as regrettable in a young woman.


But the Duke, who realised Alita’s worth, turned a deaf ear to his wife’s suggestion that she could be better employed sewing and running errands for her in The Castle.


“His Grace will be coming here within an hour, Sam, to discuss the prices we should ask. He wanted to talk it over with Mr. Bates!”


Sam chuckled.


“Ain’t no use ’Is Grace askin’ ’im!”


“That is what I told him,” Alita replied.


They both knew that Mr. Bates, the Agent, who had been at The Castle for over thirty years had long since given up interfering with anything to do with the stables.


He knew that Alita could better him in any argument about horses and, as he was growing old and tired, he was only too grateful that one burden at any rate had been lifted from his shoulders.


“I suppose that Double Star will be the American’s first choice,” Alita said as if she was talking to herself.


“Or Red Trump,” Sam interjected.


“They are neither of them as good jumpers as King Hal,” Alita remarked, “but for all we know he may be a gap-seeker!”


They both laughed, despising with the arrogance of experienced equestrians those who waited for a gate to be opened or looked for a gap in a fence.


When the Duke arrived in the stables, it was to find Alita brushing down a horse and whistling as she did so in exactly the same manner as Sam was doing.


He frowned for a moment as he watched her, knowing that it was not the behaviour that was to be expected from a young lady.


Then he told himself that, as his wife had often said, Alita did not really come into that category.


It was, of course, through no fault of her own. At the same time nothing could be done about it and, as long as she was useful to him, it was really of no consequence how she behaved.


He must have stood watching her for a few seconds before Alita, who had been concentrating fiercely on what she was doing, looked up and saw him.


“Hello, Uncle Lionel!” she exclaimed. “I want you to look at Double Star. I think with a bit of luck we might get nearly five hundred guineas for him!”


“Make it a thousand!” the Duke responded.


“A thousand?”


The Duke smiled.


“Mr. Wilbur can afford it.”


“Yes, of course,” Alita agreed. “At the same time – ”


She stopped what she was saying and grinned at her uncle.


“Are you suggesting, Uncle Lionel, that we should sting him for everything we can get?”


‘“Those are not exactly the words I would have used,” the Duke said reprovingly. “I cannot think what your aunt would say if she heard you talking in such a manner. But briefly, the answer is ‘yes’.”


Alita gave a little laugh.


When she and her uncle were alone together, he forgot to be stiff and pompous and they talked without restriction, as if they were contemporaries.


“Very well, Uncle Lionel,” she said. “I will do my best.”


A quick frown came between the Duke’s eyes.


“You suggest that you should negotiate with Wilbur yourself?”


Alita made a little gesture that was very eloquent, despite the fact that the brush was still in her hand.


“Who else?” she asked. “You know that old Sam would ramble on and never get to the point and Mr. Bates would be far too honest to ask anything but the ‘going price’.”


“Very well,” the Duke agreed, “you shall talk to him.”


“It will all be strictly business,” Alita promised, “and, of course, he will not be aware that I am your niece.”


“You are my brother’s child,” the Duke said heavily, “and nothing can alter that. There will be no question of this man being inquisitive about you, but, much as I regret it, you had better call yourself by another name.”


Alita realised that she had touched some pride in her uncle which she had suspected but had not actually known existed.


“Thank you, Uncle Lionel,” she said softly. “I will be ‘Miss Blair’, as I have been on other occasions.”


Then in a different tone of voice she went on,


“Have a look at the others. It is a long time since you have seen them all together. I feel certain that you will notice an improvement in their condition.”


As the Duke walked from stall to stall, he knew that Alita was right and there was a distinct improvement.


He was honest enough to admit that to have raged at her for spending so much money, and sometimes to have categorically refused to spend more had been a mistake.


She had always argued that, as they had the stables and as they also had the progeny from the original bloodstock on which the last Duke had spent a fortune, it was a mistake to waste it.


Now he was seeing that she had been right and the results justified the expenditure even though he had often doubted it.


As they walked on, the Duke noted that, although the stables were spotlessly clean and the horses comfortable, the cloths they wore were tattered and worn and the walls needed a fresh coat of whitewash.


As if she knew what he was thinking, Alita said,


“I have been meaning to do some decorating, but I just have not had the time.”


The Duke put his hand on her shoulder.


“You have done more than anyone else could have done in the circumstances, my dear, and I am grateful. If you manage to bring off some good sales, I will see that you have a new gown as a reward.”


“And when would I wear it?” Alita enquired.


There was a sudden silence and then the Duke’s pressure on her shoulder increased and he turned away with a sigh.


‘Why am I so foolish?’ Alita silently asked herself when he had gone back to the house. ‘He was trying to be kind. I should have accepted the gown and worn it to show the horses!’


She smiled at the thought, but there was a bitterness in the twist of her lips and in the expression in her eyes.


A moment later she was laughing and joking with Sam and then giving instructions to the three half-witted stable boys who were all the help they could afford.


*


Clint Wilbur, riding over his newly acquired Parkland, appreciating the age of the great oaks and the beauty of the deer that scurried away at his approach, had a sudden idea.


He knew that tonight he was to dine with the Duke of Langstone, whose estate marched with his own.


The Duke had spoken of his horses and Clint Wilbur had decided that it might be a good idea to have a look at them before they discussed the possibility of any purchase, perhaps after dinner.


Clint Wilbur was well aware that there were always people in the world who tried to extract money from him by one means or another.


He was surprised to find that the English lived up to their reputation as shopkeepers and were willing to conduct a sale at any moment of the day or night!


It was as if the mere thought of his millions made them reach out their hands towards his pockets.


He found that whether he was in the St. James’s Street Clubs to which he had been introduced by some of the most influential people in the land or in the ballrooms of the great hostesses, there was always at his elbow a seller of some commodity.


Because he was extremely intelligent and very shrewd, he disliked being thought of as a ‘sucker’! He therefore had no intention of being one and took great care to prevent such an unlikely occurrence.


But he had seen the glint in the Duke’s eye when he had talked about his horses and he was quite certain that, after the port had passed round the table a considerable number of times after dinner, the subject would come up.


‘I will have a quick look at them,’ Clint Wilbur thought to himself, ‘and, if they are no good, I will make it quite clear that I already have all the horses I require and am not in the market for any more.’


It was not difficult for him to know in which direction The Castle lay, because, being built on high ground and with the Tower with the Duke’s flag surmounting it, it could be seen from many different parts of the Marshfield Estate.


Clint Wilbur now rode towards it, taking his route as the crow flies, and soon after he had crossed from his own property into the Duke’s he came to what he saw at a glance was no less than a Racecourse.


It had in fact been laid out by the late Duke and Alita had spent a great deal of time, with the help of some village yokels, in reconstructing the jumps.
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