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  THE HEART OF LOVE




   




  “Merci beaucoup, monsieur,” Verena thanked him, clutching her makeshift map to her breast. “Merci, mille fois.”




  She left the shop feeling light of heart. So light, in fact, that she failed to notice the shadowy figure creeping around the corner of a nearby alleyway –




  Verena looked at her map one more time and sighed,




  ‘Now, if I can find the monument, then the docks should be not far away.’




  She did not know what it was that made her quicken her pace – perhaps it was some sixth sense – but she suddenly had the distinct feeling once more of being followed.




  Her heart beat faster as she ran through the streets, trying to shake off her pursuer.




  A thousand thoughts were streaming through her mind. Was it a criminal who followed her? A madman with a knife?




  Suddenly, a man grabbed her from behind, his hand clamped fast over her mouth as he dragged her into a dark alley. As he pulled her backwards, Verena could see that the road ahead opened out into the docks.




  “Very clever, young lady. Very clever indeed,” came a hissing voice.




  Verena tried to struggle, but the man held her tight in his grip.




  THE HEART OF LOVE




  BARBARA CARTLAND




  [image: ]




  www.barbaracartland.com




  Copyright © 2007 by Cartland Promotions




  First published on the internet in January 2008 by Barbaracartland.com




  The characters and situations in this book are entirely imaginary and bear no relation to any real person or actual happening.




  This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent.




  No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronically or mechanically, including photocopying, recording or any information storage or retrieval, without the prior permission in writing from the publisher.




  eBook conversion by M-Y Books




  THE BARBARA CARTLAND PINK COLLECTION
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  THE LATE DAME BARBARA CARTLAND
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  “Nothing can be more modern and up-to-date than love and fidelity between one man to one woman.”




  Barbara Cartland




  




  CHAPTER ONE


  -


  1897




  Lady Verena Rosslyn gazed at her reflection in the ornate French dressing table mirror and sighed. The image pleased her – a young, attractive, heart-shaped face framed by masses of dark hair, punctuated by a full mouth the colour of crushed strawberries.




  As she searched her deep blue eyes, she noticed a certain wistfulness about them.




  Of course, she always carried a degree of sadness within her heart, having lost her mother some six years ago when she was just fifteen but no, it was more than that.




  There was a longing within the depths, but for what she could not say.




  As she was musing over the possibilities, there came a sharp knocking at her bedroom door.




  “Enter,” she said in a voice that was soft and melodious. So like her mother’s, as her father, the Earl of Bradchester, had often told her.




  “His Lordship wishes to speak to you, my Lady.” Violet her maid was standing in the doorway looking nervous, “and he says you are to come right away.”




  ‘I wonder what it is that Papa finds so pressing?’ muttered Verena to herself, as she rose from the dressing table and smoothed down her hair. She liked to wear it loose even though her father had said that it was unseemly for a young woman of twenty-one. ‘I do hope it is not bad news.’




  She swept along the hall to the magnificent staircase of Rosslyn Hall.




  The house had been in the family for generations but had barely changed during her lifetime. Her mother, as a young bride, had taken responsibility for the décor and had spared no expense in creating a comfortable home fit for a family.




  Sadly, Verena was the only child and the house had remained the same as a tribute to her mother.




  Verena stroked the brass beehive knob on the door of her father’s study for a second and then knocked twice.




  Opening the mahogany panelled door, she could see the Earl engrossed at his desk.




  “You wanted to see me urgently, Papa?” she asked of the still handsome man in his fifties, sitting hunched over some papers.




  “Ah, Verena, dearest. I wanted to let you know that I will be going to London to stay in our Hertford Street house for a while. There are some matters that require my attention.”




  Verena did not dare ask him what they might be. She knew that what her father did in his business life was no concern of hers.




  “Don’t look so worried,” he continued kindly. “There is just one trifle that needs to be dealt with. And whilst I am in London, I thought I might visit my sister, Lady Armstrong, in Regent’s Park. Her husband has been ill for some time and it would please her to see a friendly face.”




  “Papa, how long will you be gone for?”




  Verena hated to be parted from her father like this. After her mother had died, he had slid into a deep depression for almost two years, and even now, there was the occasional day when he was silent and cold.




  “You will surely become lonely in London without any company.”




  “I will have that aplenty, my dearest. There will be much to occupy me. Please do not worry about me. Now, tell me how you intend to spend your time whilst I am away. There is that fine, black stallion in the stables to exercise that I bought recently. I’ll warrant that once you acquaint yourself with him, you will hardly notice I have gone.”




  “Oh, Papa, how can you say that,” she cried, throwing herself to her knees at his feet.




  Tenderly, he stroked Verena’s soft dark hair and whispered,




  “So like your mother – ” in a voice that was choked with emotion.




  “Now, leave me, I have preparations to make. I will be back before long and perchance I may bring a surprise for you.”




  Verena rose from her knees, her eyes shining.




  “A new hat – please, Papa. Something in the latest French style.”




  “We will see, dearest, we will see. The time will fly, I promise you.”




  *




  The Rosslyn estate stretched for many miles into the heart of the Hampshire countryside. It was rightly famous for its superb stables that housed several Arab racehorses amongst others. The Earl loved racing as much as he enjoyed hunting, pursuits he had returned to only recently after his long, dark days of mourning.




  Verena ran through the courtyard to the stables – Barker the groom was walking slowly along leading an old bay mare.




  “I see that Bess has just been groomed,” commented Verena, smiling fondly with her hand outstretched towards the mare.




  “Don’t you be feeding ’er sugar lumps,” grumbled Barker, who had been in the service of her mother long before she had wed. He had watched Verena grow from a toddler to the comely young lady who now stood in front of him.




  “Is Jet ready?” enquired Verena eagerly.




  She had taken the feisty beast out every day since her father’s departure – she loved the challenge of controlling Jet’s wilful personality and it took her mind off her father’s absence.




  In spite of a few brief but loving notes, she had received hardly any news of him. All she knew was that her aunt’s husband was feeling much better and that she, Lady Armstong, had dragged the Earl out to many fine balls.




  “Here, my Lady,” said Barker, leading Bess away, “Roper will bring Jet out for you. Mind how you go now, that strong will of his would get the better of a man twice your size.”




  “Jet and I have become firm friends,” answered Verena, confidently. “When Papa returns he will be most impressed with how I have learned to handle him.”




  Jet was indeed an exciting ride – he snorted and pawed the ground, whinnying shrilly, his teeth worrying at the bit.




  Later, as Verena rode Jet to the top of the hill that overlooked the estate, she was once again filled with longing.




  ‘I feel as if my life has yet to begin,’ she told herself, as Jet strained at the reins. ‘There is something missing that I really cannot find here, much as I love this place.’




  Digging her heels hard into Jet’s side, the magnificent stallion took off like the wind. Verena’s long, dark hair streamed out behind her and the sun beat down on her back as the pair made their way across the fields back to the stables.




  *




  Arriving tired and dusty back at Rosslyn Hall, Verena was greeted by the sight of Barker, hobbling towards her and waving his arms.




  “Barker, what is it?”




  “It’s my Lord, the Earl, he’s back! He’s been asking for you since midday. We thought of sending out for you, but none of us knew where you’d be – or how far away you’d got. Looks like this rascal took you through the old quarry judging by the look of you both.”




  Verena dismounted. True enough, her riding habit was covered in white dust. Her long, green skirt was now grey and she did not care to think what her hair or face must have looked like.




  ‘Now I must find my father. How strange that he did not send word about his arrival today. I would have made sure that the Hall was spotless with everything just how he likes it. I do hope the maids have aired his bed.’




  Verena hurried towards the house, banging her skirt as she ran, sending clouds of dust over the gravel. As she mounted the steps at the front of the hall, she noticed that two footmen were bringing in great piles of packages and suitcases.




  ‘How curious,’ said Verena to herself. ‘Either Papa has been exceedingly generous buying gifts for me in London or he has returned with some visitors. Surely there is too much luggage for just one person?’ She approached one of the footmen, desperate to know what was going on.




  “Markyate, has his Lordship brought back visitors from London?”




  “Sorry, my Lady, I couldn’t say.”




  ‘This is a pretty puzzle indeed,’ she mused, ‘but I am sure that presently, I will find out the answer.’




  Just then, Oakes the butler appeared in front of her.




  “His Lordship wishes to see you in the drawing room, my Lady. He asked me to tell you as soon as you arrived back from your ride.”




  ‘Well, now we will solve this mystery. I do hope Papa is on his own, I would hate for anyone to see me in such disarray.’




  Moving quickly towards the drawing room, Verena felt strangely nervous, almost as if she sensed a presentiment that something unpleasant was going to happen.




  She opened the double doors and saw immediately that her father was standing with his back to her, gazing out of the window across the park.




  “Papa – ” she began, “it grieves me to greet you in such a dishevelled state, but had I known of your arrival, I would surely have returned from my ride much sooner.”




  As her father turned, his demeanour strangely stiff and uncomfortable, she was suddenly aware that there was another person in the room. Out of the corner of her eye she glimpsed a slight figure on the sofa by the fireplace.




  “Ah, Verena, dearest. I am so pleased to see you. A month away from Rosslyn and you is a month too long. However, matters required attention.”




  The Earl seemed not to be himself. Verena could not take her eyes off him as she searched his face, fruitlessly, for some sign of affection.




  He made a rough gesture in the direction of the sofa.




  Verena followed his hand and saw that a woman, neither young nor old, with a wide, haughty face was ensconced there, wearing an expression of utter confidence.




  Again, her father waved in the strange woman’s direction.




  “There is someone I wish you to meet.”




  Verena looked questioningly again at her father, an uncomfortable feeling spreading throughout her frame.




  “This, dearest, is Lady Louisa Middleton-Jones, my new wife. I trust you will be most welcoming to her and will show her around Rosslyn Hall. It would please me greatly if you would now go and kiss your new stepmother.”




  Verena stared in utter disbelief at her father.




  How could he do this – request that she act towards this woman as she would to only a dear relative!




  The word, stepmother, sounded ominous to her. She had but one mother and she was in her grave. Blood pounded in her temples as she tried to remain calm.




  “Papa, I will afford Lady Louisa the proper courtesies as befitting a guest in this house, but with the deepest respect, please do not ask me to behave as a daughter to a complete stranger.”




  The Earl’s face grew deep red with anger.




  “Do you defy me? It is a simple request, daughter. I wish you to make your stepmother feel welcome in my house. And if I choose to ask you to kiss her, then kiss her you will! Do not make me angry – I have brought her here to be as a mother to you and to provide me with an heir and you with brothers. She has done me the honour of becoming my wife and now you will do me the honour of complying with my wishes without further comment.”




  For a few seconds, Verena remained frozen to the spot. Never had her father spoken to her in this harsh fashion and she could not understand what possessed him.




  As she slowly advanced towards the stranger her heart was full of silent fury.




  Who was this woman who had turned her father’s head so? And how dare she think she could take the place of her sweet, beloved mother!




  Stiffly Verena bent down and kissed the proffered cheek. As she drew back, she could see a thinly veiled look of disgust in cold eyes as they travelled over Verena’s dusty riding habit and face.




  Finally, the new Countess spoke,




  “My dear, I can see that you have sorely missed a mother’s guiding hand. I have promised your father that I will look after you and give you good counsel. I can see that I have arrived just in time.”




  Verena stood erect, her proud head held high, her body shaking.




  “Father, may I please be excused? I need to change.”




  The Earl nodded tersely, his face an expressionless mask.




  Verena’s eyes filled with tears as she pulled the drawing room doors behind her.




  What was wrong with her father? Never, even in his darkest depths of misery, had he behaved towards her in such a cold fashion. He had become a stranger to her and was no longer her own dear Papa.




  *




  Verena’s worst fears were soon confirmed over the course of the next few months.




  The Countess was determined to make her mark on Rosslyn Hall.




  “I shall turn this decrepit place into a Palace again,” she had said loftily, as she tugged at the voluptuous, Italian silk curtains in the drawing room that Verena’s mother had brought back from her honeymoon in Florence. “These awful things will be the first to be replaced.”




  Verena could only look on in horror. “But my mother bought those. She loved them.”




  “And I do not, so they must come down immediately.




  I cannot bear to look at them for one moment longer.”




  The destruction of everything that Verena loved continued apace.




  Everything old went in favour of the sparkling new – even the Earl was dressing differently. He wore coloured cravats and had grown a moustache – all because his new Countess had told him that the fashionable men of London were sporting one.




  Verena’s only escape was her riding.




  As soon as breakfast was over, she would slip out of the back door and run towards the stables where Barker or Roper would be waiting with Jet.




  As she covered mile after mile on the sleek animal, she felt friendless and afraid.




  If her father had turned his back on her in favour of his new wife, what could she do? Who could she turn to?




  There had been conversations suddenly terminated when she walked in and doors being closed whenever she appeared – almost as if there was some terrible secret lurking within the walls of the house that she was not allowed to know.




  Furthermore, the Countess dogged her every step, making comments and passing judgements on how Verena wore her hair, how she dressed and her pastimes.




  Verena began to feel like a prisoner in her own home.




  Then one day, Verena was on her way back from the stables when she noticed what resembled a pile of old curtains round by the kitchen dustbins. She sighed as she ran to investigate. Rather than throw the things out, she thought that maybe the Church fete would be glad of them.




  ‘Why, these do not seem to be furnishings,’ she said to herself, pulling at the mound of material.




  Slowly the awful truth dawned on her as she pulled out one long silk glove, followed by a tangle of cloaks and gowns.




  She could not prevent the sobs from bursting forth as she realised that these were not some discarded chattels, but her own dear mother’s belongings.




  ‘There can only be one person responsible for this,’ she choked. ‘And I think it is time that Papa knew what kind of woman he has married.’




  Grabbing one of her mother’s favourite gowns – a white, summer muslin trimmed with broderie anglaise – she marched straight to her father’s study.




  Her knees were trembling as she slowly opened the door without knocking. It was some moments before her father realised that she was there.




  “What is it, what ails you? You are looking quite pale, dearest.”




  Verena held out the muslin dress.




  “Papa, I found this in the dustbins near the kitchen along with the rest of my mother’s gowns.”




  The Earl looked puzzled for a second and then a shadow of irritation passed over his face.




  “Verena, your stepmother asked my permission to dispose of them and I concurred. It no longer pleases me to have them hanging in the wardrobe when I have a new wife to consider.”




  “But Papa –”




  “Verena, your mother is dead and whilst she is forever in my heart, there is no place for sentimentality in Rosslyn Hall. I have lived in the shadows long enough. Your stepmother has full authority to do what she will with both the house and its contents, she is now its Mistress and I leave all domestic matters to her. That is the end of the matter.”




  Curling up the muslin dress into a ball, Verena tearfully left the study.




  ‘Truly I am alone,’ she said to herself as she threw herself on her bed upstairs. ‘Oh, Mama darling, how I miss you! If you can hear me wherever you are, please help me!’ Verena cried herself to sleep and was only woken by Violet standing over her.




  “My Lady, dinner is in ten minutes! I’ve been knocking for ages and you didn’t hear me.”




  “Thank you, Violet, that will be all.”




  Verena stretched her arms and climbed out of her bed. Her pink silk dress was hanging up on the armoire. It was the same one that she had worn to her coming-of-age ball only a few months previously.




  ‘I cannot face another unpleasant scene with Papa,’ she told herself as she dressed, ‘I must make every effort to be as compliant as he wishes.’




  Entering the dining room, Verena saw that her father and her stepmother were already seated.




  “I must apologise,” said Verena, simply, “I am afraid my ride this afternoon quite tired me and I fell asleep. I do hope that I have not inconvenienced you with my late arrival.”




  “Your stepmother and I have something we wish to discuss with you, but more of that later. First, I want you to tell me how that fine stallion of mine is coming along.”




  Verena seized the chance to steer the conversation away from awkward matters. Her father’s love of horses was one of the joys of life they had always shared.




  “He is a strong-willed beast, Papa, but oh, how he runs! I feel as if I am flying when I’m mounted upon him.




  He is as fearless as a lion and takes jumps as if he had wings –”




  “It all sounds most dangerous to me,” intervened the Countess, “my Lord, are you happy with your only daughter taking part in such pursuits? Gentle cantering is fine for a lady, but this rough and tumble is most unbecoming for an Earl’s daughter. A lady never goes for jumps, she merely trots.”
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