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  IN SEARCH OF LOVE




  Robert was there, holding out his arms and she moved into them gladly.




  They had danced together before but this was different. Now they sensed something they had not known nor even suspected.




  “You are beautiful, Vanda,” he sighed. “More beautiful than any woman here.”




  She smiled.




  “Are you making fun of me?”




  “Why should you think so?”




  “Because you have never paid me compliments before.”




  “Times change,” he said seriously. “People change.”




  She could think of nothing but how it felt to be close to him. She wanted him to draw her even closer, to take her into his arms and kiss her.




  Looking up, she met his eyes and was swept by an overwhelming conviction that he felt the same.




  Suddenly his arms tightened about her and she felt herself being danced out of the tall windows into the garden.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  1889




  The Earl of Cunningham was on the last stage of his morning ride, the one that brought him in sight of Cunningham Hall, the great house that had been in his family for years.




  It had been built in the early 17th. century, receiving several additions over the next two hundred years. Now it stood, glowing, in the morning sun, beautiful, imposing and magnificent.




  Robert, the sixth Earl, had possessed his title for eight years and filled his position so well that he was extremely popular with all his neighbours in this corner of Kent.




  He was a man in the prime of life. In his early thirties, he boasted a strong, handsome face and deep blue eyes. His mouth was stern, but he could burst into sudden laughter that transformed him.




  As he galloped towards his stables this morning, he at once noticed a carriage that he recognised as belonging to Sir Quentin Sudbury, the Lord Lieutenant of the county of Kent.




  The Earl groaned.




  If there was one thing he disliked, it was people who called on him before breakfast. And if there was one person he found tiresome, it was the Lord Lieutenant.




  ‘I wonder what can be wrong today?’ he asked himself, as he walked into the house.




  If it was just a question of money, he supposed he would have to pay up. He was rich, even after finding dowries for his sisters.




  Two of them were older than him and had married during his father’s lifetime. Two were twins of almost his own age and the fifth, much younger, had only married a year ago.




  His father had found the possession of five daughters a financial strain. But that was because he was wildly extravagant, always buying costly pictures and furniture.




  But after his death Robert had found that many of the pictures were not what they pretended to be. His father had not been skilled at discerning fakes and many of his ‘best’ buys were worthless.




  He had also found that there was a great deal for him to organise on the estate itself. Farms had been somewhat neglected. Even the garden needed more attention and more imagination to make it as outstanding as it should be.




  The same applied to the forest and the river which ran through the estate.




  The Earl had sold some of his good pictures, provided for his remaining sisters, and invested the rest in reviving the estate, which his father had not cared for at all well.




  At last his efforts had borne fruit. His revenues rose until once more he was as wealthy as the Earl of Cunningham expected to be.




  He could remember his pride when his Uncle James had said to him,




  “If you can do all this now, what will it be like in twenty years? What a legacy you will leave to your son!”




  The Earl laughed and replied,




  “I will have to produce him first.”




  “Well, hurry up and choose a lady. What bride would not want to come to such home?”




  “I have to be certain,” the Earl said, “that she loves me and not just the house.”




  Uncle James had laughed.




  “That is true,” he agreed. “You need to be very sensible. Women like a title.”




  The Earl had already discovered this truth. Parents said openly that they wanted their daughter to become the Countess and to live grandly at the Hall. So far he had succeeded in keeping his distance.




  But there was no chance of keeping his distance from the Lord Lieutenant, so the Earl walked sharply down the corridor which led to his sitting room.




  It was a charming room with windows overlooking the garden. In one corner there was a beautiful 18th. century desk. On it stood a gold ink-pot and gold-topped pens with which his grandfather, his father and now he signed their special letters.




  He had added several very valuable pictures which were his favourites. He was fond of this room, just as his father had been fond of it and his grandfather before him.




  But today he was not at all pleased by the sight of Sir Quentin Sudbury waiting for him. After the Earl, he owned the largest amount of land in the county, and, as Lord Lieutenant, was continually bothering him with one request after another.




  The Earl had always remained on cordial terms with Sir Quentin. He had given more or less what was expected of him, or had managed to refuse requests in such a charming way that the Lord Lieutenant had departed quite content.




  Now, with difficulty, he managed to smile as he held out his hand and said,




  “You are very early or perhaps I am later than usual. It has been such a delightful morning that I have maybe ridden for longer than I usually do.”




  “You are right, Robert,” the Lord Lieutenant replied, “it is a lovely morning! I was certain you would be out riding. But I waited because I have something very particular to say to you.”




  “What is it you want from me?”




  There was silence. The Lord Lieutenant seemed to have trouble knowing how to begin, but eventually he said,




  “Ever since you have inherited this house and the grounds, you have been of great value to the county and taken your father’s place in the most admirable fashion.”




  The Earl thanked him politely, but he was wondering what all this was leading up to. He thought that Sir Quentin was looking tired and in some ways, much older than he had looked the last time he had seen him.




  Now he turned directly towards the Earl, extending his hand as if he was begging for something.




  “I have come to speak about an unusual matter,” he said. “In short it concerns my daughter, Vanda.”




  “Your daughter!” the Earl exclaimed. “What is wrong? Is she ill?”




  “I am glad to say that she is not. She is extremely healthy and rides a horse as fast as you do yourself.”




  “That is certainly true,” the Earl agreed with a smile. “I have always admired her on horseback and, what is more, I have told her she is free to ride my horses any time, even the very best. And I would not say that to any other lady. And precious few men.”




  “Horses are something you have in common,” the Lord Lieutenant said. “That is good.”




  He fell silent again and seemed to have trouble knowing what to say next. But at last he began again,




  “I am getting old and I want Vanda to marry someone who will take my place in her life. Someone who will look after her as I have succeeded in doing.”




  The Earl was surprised.




  “You know that if she is ever in any trouble you can rely on me to be her friend and protector.”




  “That is what I hoped you would say,” the Lord Lieutenant replied. “All I can hope for is to see her married to someone who will look after her and one day will make her happy.”




  “Surely you need have no worries about that,” the Earl said. “She is very much admired and has many suitors.”




  “Hmm!” said his guest in a voice that showed all too well what he thought of these gentlemen. “Whipper snappers, all of them. That is why I have come to you for help.”




  “My dear sir, are you asking me to become Vanda’s guardian? Or her trustee perhaps to shield her from fortune hunters?”




  “Guardian?” barked the Lord Lieutenant. “Trustee? Good heavens, no, sir! I want you to become her husband.”




  The Earl was astounded.




  For a moment he could only stare at the Lord Lieutenant as if he could not believe what he had said.




  Then in a voice which did not sound like his own, he said,




  “You are asking me – to marry Vanda?”




  “Exactly! I have always been fond of you, Robert, ever since you were a small boy. I can imagine no other family I would like to see united with mine than yours. You two have been friends for years and what better than that the two of you should marry? I am convinced that you would be extremely happy.”




  For a moment the Earl was breathless.




  He was used to ambitious parents, but nobody had been as forthright as this.




  After a moment he managed to say,




  “Why are you in such a hurry? She is young and has plenty of time.”




  “She is twenty-four and far too headstrong. I am afraid she will be tempted into marriage by someone of whom I would disapprove.”




  “But it is she who must approve,” the Earl reminded him gently. “And I must be honest and tell you I am in no hurry to get married.




  “I have seen so many of my friends making mistakes. Some have told me that they were desperately unhappy but there was nothing that they could do about it.”




  “I am absolutely certain you would not be unhappy with my daughter,” the Lord Lieutenant replied as if that settled the matter.




  There was silence.




  The Earl realised that he was dealing with a man of awesome stubbornness. But he could be stubborn too.




  “I think that is a decision only she and I can make for ourselves. No one, not even you, can make it for us.”




  “But I have already told you that you are certain to be happy,” the Lord Lieutenant retorted impatiently.




  “I am afraid it needs more than your assurance,” the Earl said curtly.




  “Then tell me what else it needs. A dowry? Vanda is a wealthy young woman in her own right and she will be even more wealthy when I die.”




  “Thank you, but I do not need to marry for money,” the Earl replied coldly.




  He thought this was the most uncomfortable situation he could possibly imagine. How could he talk about the feelings of his heart to a man who could only take things literally?




  He was delighted when the door opened and the butler said,




  “Your Lordship’s breakfast will soon be inedible and cook wants me to ask your Lordship if she should make it again for you?”




  “No, of course not,” the Earl replied. “I will come and have my breakfast at once.”




  The butler bowed and left the room leaving the door open.




  The Earl turned towards the Lord Lieutenant and said,




  “I will certainly think over what you have said and give you my answer. But it is something I could not possibly decide in a few minutes. In fact it will probably take me several weeks.”




  “If you could only understand – ”




  “In the meantime I must not detain you,” the Earl declared desperately. “I know you have many things to attend to. In fact I believe you have a meeting in the town in half an hour. You will not wish to be late.”




  “I was planning on taking you with me,” Sir Quentin said.




  Robert suppressed his anger at this effrontery, merely saying,




  “And I am planning on remaining here. Good day to you, sir.”




  He shook the Lord Lieutenant’s hand and left the room before there was any chance of his speaking again. When he reached the dining room he closed the door firmly behind him.




  He sat down at the table and the butler quickly placed his breakfast dish in front of him. The Earl’s face alarmed him and he wondered what could have happened to put his Lordship in a temper.




  When he was alone, the Earl gave a deep sigh as his anger evaporated into exasperation.




  How could he have guessed, how could he have imagined for one moment that the Lord Lieutenant, of all people, would almost demand that he should marry his daughter?




  ‘I have no wish at the moment, to marry anyone,’ he said to himself. ‘I have known Vanda ever since she was born, but never for one moment have I thought of her as my wife.’




  Vanda had been at school when he first inherited the title. Since then they had been good neighbours. They had seen each other out hunting and he had often danced with her at the balls which were given in the county, especially around Christmas time. But he had never fallen in love with her.




  In fact, despite their sturdy friendship they bickered constantly.




  ‘Like brother and sister,’ he thought. ‘And if I do marry, I want to be wildly and passionately in love, which I am sure I could never be with her.’




  As he ate his breakfast, he thought of the women he had been enamoured with. To be honest, the majority of them had been married already, so there was no question of him escorting any of them up the aisle.




  They had mostly been as he said to himself, ‘how-do-you-do and goodbye!’




  There was Irene, whom he had found very attractive. In fact, she had not only made him happy, but made him feel that his life would be very empty without her.




  But she was already married. Her husband was in the army and therefore seldom at home. He and Irene spent one winter seeing each other several times a week. He had become her lover secretly and made quite sure no one would uncover their secret.




  Then her husband had returned home. He had inherited a house in another part of England and left the army. The Earl melted tactfully away.




  Irene had certainly been very alluring and charming. But the Earl could not say now that he was unhappy that he had lost her. To tell the truth, he had been becoming rather bored with her.




  There had always been other women who flattered him and were eager to fall into his arms. In the end they seemed to merge into one, so that he forgot the details of exactly how pretty one girl was or how amusing another had been.




  It had all been exciting and delightful. Rather like a dream from which he woke up and then found it difficult to remember how he had felt and for whom.




  Yet now, when he least expected it, the Lord Lieutenant was making a demand upon him he had never expected.




  ‘I have no wish to be married,’ he told himself. ‘But if I do, I want to be absolutely certain that she is someone I will love for the rest of my life. And who will love me as long.’




  But was it possible, or merely an idle dream? He was beginning to wonder.




  He sighed.




  ‘What am I to do?’ he asked himself. ‘What am I to do?’




  Then inspiration struck him. He must see Vanda.




  He must ask her if, somehow, by some miracle, they could find their way out of the trap which the Lord Lieutenant had set for them.




  *




  Miss Vanda Sudbury was a young lady of considerable beauty, firm character and disconcerting wit. At twenty-four she had been mistress of her father’s house for five years and carried such authority lightly.




  Her beauty was of a special kind. She was not pretty in an elegant, feminine way, but handsome, with a pair of dark, flashing eyes. Her hair was as black as the raven’s wing, giving her a mysterious, almost Latin look. At times she seemed to project a natural air of majesty that was at odds with her life as a provincial English girl.




  Men commonly referred to her as a fine young woman. They did not swoon over her or offer her bouquets, but they admired her and enjoyed her company, whether on the dance floor or at the hunt.




  In a ballroom she was the lightest and most debonair of dancers, her tall figure swaying gracefully in her partner’s arms. On horseback she was fearless, leaping every obstacle as bravely as a man.




  Many a gentleman had been heard to say that Miss Sudbury was without equal amongst the ladies, by Jove yes! But then they might shuffle their feet and confess that she frightened them a little.




  Her father was a mere Knight, but his position as Lord Lieutenant, plus his considerable fortune, was enough to assure Miss Sudbury a place in Society.




  No gentleman, no matter how high his title, looked down on this forthright lady. If any were so unwise, she could reduce him to nothing with a look from her splendid eyes or a flash of merciless raillery.




  Despite her disadvantages, she had received several offers of marriage, not all of them from fortune hunters. Some men were genuinely attracted by the air of drama that surrounded her.




  But one and all she had turned down, sometimes to her father’s rage. He was ambitious for his daughter and especially himself. When she had secured an offer from a Viscount, he was in ecstasies. When she refused this offer as well, there was an explosion that caused the entire household to shudder.




  All except Vanda. She shuddered for no man. But after that outburst, she refused suitors without telling her father, and forbade them, on pain of dire consequences to appeal to him over her head. It said much for her strength of personality that so far no man had been brave enough to defy her.




  That morning she was alone, her father having departed on his errand, and she knew that there was a morning’s hard work ahead of her.




  As Lord Lieutenant, Sir Quentin was used to the people of the county bringing their problems to him. He was also used to the comfortable feeling that he could rely on his efficient daughter to act as his unofficial secretary.




  Vanda breakfasted alone and settled down at the desk in the library.




  “Did my father leave in good time for his meeting?” she asked the maid who brought her some coffee an hour later.




  “He left early, miss, but he wasn’t heading for the town. The carriage went in the other direction.”




  “The other – ? You mean Cunningham Hall?”




  “Yes, miss.”




  Vanda drew a sharp breath, muttering,




  “If Papa has gone where I think he has gone, I will strangle him with my bare hands.”




  “What, miss?”




  “Nothing. This coffee is excellent.”




  The maid hurried away, leaving Vanda staring into the distance, while thoughts seethed in her brain.




  *




  As Robert rode across country to Sudbury Grange he considered Vanda dispassionately.




  They had always been friends. She laughed at his jokes and was a delightful guest at luncheon or dinner.




  She had a gift for getting on with people and making them laugh. Her attitude towards him had always been sensible, almost comradely. She was not demanding as other women were.




  He wondered nervously if Vanda wanted to marry him. Was she even behind her father’s scheme? But she had given him no sign when they had been together.
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