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  THE BRIDE RUNS AWAY




  “It was the most fortunate thing I have ever done! Here you are and I have just enjoyed a meal more than I have ever enjoyed one before and I recognised the Parisian touch at every scintillating mouthful.”




  Then the Earl said in a very different tone,




  “I only hope you are staying. But I will be honest and tell you, as I am sure you have been told already, that I cannot pay you for working for me.”




  “That I understand, my Lord. I would be glad to stay for reasons I don’t wish to discuss at present, while I make up my mind where I will go next.”




  The Earl stared at her and then he said,




  “I have the strangest feeling, although I may well be wrong, that you are running away. Can that be true?”




  “As it happens, it is,” Iona replied. “But I have no wish to talk about it, my Lord.”




  She smiled at him.




  “I will be very happy, if it suits you for me to stay or rather hide for a while in your house. I will be delighted to pay for the accommodation by cooking for you, as you may say, with a professional touch.”




  “That is the best contract I have ever been offered,” the Earl answered jovially.




  He held out his hand and Iona put her hand in his.




  As his fingers closed over hers, she had the strange feeling that she was taking a step into the unknown without having the slightest idea of where it might lead her.
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  “Have you noticed when you are in love that somehow the air is cleaner, the sky is brighter, the colours of flowers are sharper, music goes straight to your soul, food tastes delicious whatever you eat and the one you love is so different from anyone else in the whole wide world? And they say that love is ‘a many splendoured thing’!”




  Barbara Cartland




  CHAPTER ONE


  1895




  Iona Langdale woke up slowly and, seeing the early morning sun creeping in through the sides of her curtains, thought that if today was fine then tomorrow would be too.




  Tomorrow was very important to her, as it was to be her wedding day.




  The fuss and commotion over arranging everything had kept everyone in the house busy for nearly a month.




  Now she knew that if she looked out of the window she would see the huge marquee erected on the lawn where her guests would be received.




  Below, sloping down to the lake, were the barrels of beer that were to be drunk by the workers on the estate and those who lived in the village.




  There were to be fireworks at night and Iona knew that everyone locally would be present at what to them was a very special occasion.




  When her father had died over a year ago, she had been pressed by every member of the family to get married as soon as possible.




  “You cannot possibly live in this vast house all by yourself,” they said. “While we have arranged a rota to come here to look after you, we cannot do it for ever.”




  They had laughed before they added,




  “Our husbands would strongly object for one thing, although you have offered them excellent shooting in the winter and your marvellous horses to ride, they still prefer being at home and having everything their own way!”




  Iona had laughed at this, but she knew it to be true.




  Her aunt and cousins had found it rather a burden to be always chaperoning her when they had their own lives and families to attend to.




  Nevertheless, they had all been very kind, but she knew if she was honest that they would all heave a sigh of relief tomorrow when she came down the aisle on the arm of her husband.




  It had almost seemed like Fate taking a hand when Sir John Moreton, who was the only son of the late Lord Lieutenant, had asked her to be his wife.




  For a start their estates almost touched each other so that they would be able to join them together as one.




  So Sir John would have Iona’s estate as well as his own to manage and she had thought that he was looking forward to it.




  It would be a change to have him running the estate and looking after her rather than her aunts and cousins who always complained that they had had to give up so much of their own interests when they arrived to stay with her.




  ‘I am very very lucky,’ Iona thought, as she gazed out of the window and imagined what a commotion there would be tomorrow.




  Yet it was an event that the local people would talk about for the rest of the year.




  Naturally she was to be married in the same Church where she had been Christened.




  The local Vicar owed his stipend to her and he was engaged to perform the Wedding Service and Iona felt that everything had been arranged as it ought to be.




  Her own household was providing the food that everyone would surely enjoy.




  ‘I am sure this is the perfect way to be married,’ she thought now to herself, ‘with everyone round me who has known me since I was a child and who were fond of Papa.’




  Her father had certainly been very generous where the village was concerned and she knew that their estate pensioners boasted all over the County that they received more generous pensions than anyone else.




  It was understandable, because Lord Langdale was an exceedingly wealthy man.




  He had not only inherited the huge estate and house when he came into the Barony, but his wife, Iona’s mother, was a great heiress.




  Both her money and her father’s were inherited by their only child.




  Iona was fully aware that her father had always hoped that he would have a son, but sadly her mother was not very strong.




  While she lived until she was over sixty, it was not possible for her to have another baby after Iona was born.




  Iona often thought it was unfair for her to have so much, especially the magnificent horses that her father had bought and bred, which he was exceedingly proud of.




  ‘Of course,’ she had said to herself, ‘I ought to have a brother who could ride them faster and better than I can and who would be thrilled, as my father was, every time he won a race at Newmarket.’




  She had been well aware that, because she was such a very rich heiress, her relations were always worried that she would be married for her money rather than for herself and would therefore be unhappy.




  They warned her not once but many times against fortune-hunters.




  When she ‘came out’ in London and became the ‘Débutante of the Year’, they would scrutinise, she could not help noticing, every man who danced with her and she became tired of being warned against fortune-hunters.




  Also she was exasperated by the fact that whenever she had asked a new man to stay, her aunts examined him, as if through a microscope, to find out if he was a genuine gentleman or, as they put it, ‘someone after her money.’




  When she told the family that she had promised to marry Sir John Moreton, they had been delighted.




  The Moretons were an old family in the County and John’s father had been an extremely good Lord Lieutenant. Everyone respected him and when he died John had taken his place in their affections.




  As Iona had known John ever since she was a child, it would make things easy for him to step into her father’s shoes and run the estate with the same expertise as he did.




  She had always been fond of him and he was five years older than herself.




  She admired the way he rode, the way he shot and the fact that he was very popular amongst the villagers.




  Because she had looked on those who lived in the village almost as if they were related to her, she thought that the men from London, who considered themselves of great stature, would look down on the villagers.




  They would perhaps treat them as if they were of no particular consequence and not as her father had done as if they were his children to be looked after and protected.




  The house that she lived in – Langdale Hall – was mentioned in the Doomsday Book and had grown more and more majestic throughout the centuries.




  The Picture Gallery was so full there was hardly room for any more and the library was bursting with books.




  ‘It’s my home and I love it so much,’ Iona reflected as she stood at the window.




  It was marvellous to think that she would not have to go away and leave it because she had a husband and she was sure that she and John would be very happy together.




  He had always been kind and considerate to her and even when she was very small he had taken care of her when they were out hunting.




  ‘He loves me,’ she pondered as she stood at the window, ‘and, as I love him too, we will be very content.’




  She then asked herself what she was going to do for the last day of her freedom.




  She knew before she even asked the question that she would walk round the garden and in her own way say goodbye to her childhood.




  ‘When I am married with a husband to look after me as well as our children, we will be as happy here at The Hall as I have ever been,’ she told herself.




  As she could now see the men coming up the drive who she knew would be working on the final arrangements for the wedding, she dressed herself quickly.




  For today, the last day of being alone, she did not want to talk to anyone and she merely wanted to think of her future with her husband.




  She had to admit during the last year that there had been moments of great loneliness.




  Of course she had enjoyed having her relations to stay, but it was not the same as her beloved parents.




  ‘John would understand how touchy a family could be if one was favoured more than the other,’ she thought. ‘And John will prevent any members of the family from being jealous of me because I have so much money.’




  She gave a deep sigh as she thought of how much she had given them in presents and she had paid for their education as her father had done and made sure that those who desired a ball could afford to have it.




  They were grateful. Of course they were grateful.




  At the same time she was quite sensitive enough to realise that they resented her being so rich when they were the same age as she was and she was a woman.




  If she had been a man, they would have accepted her gifts far more eagerly and appreciatively.




  She had never expressed such feelings aloud and now John would be ostensibly the giver of money, horses, parties, education and everything else the family looked for and hoped that they would receive.




  ‘I am happy. I am very happy,’ Iona thought as she ran downstairs and unlocked the front door.




  It was still not yet six o’clock when the servants would come on duty and the dew was thick on the grass as she went to the end of the lawn where the shrubbery began.




  She had always loved the shrubbery as a child and in it was her Wendy house where she kept her dolls and many other playthings.




  It was where she often sat alone and planned what she would do when she was grown up.




  What she wanted more than anything else was to travel, but it had not been easy to leave her father, who was, in his last few years, too ill to travel himself and he wanted her beside him almost every hour of the day.




  When he had first suffered with his heart and the doctors had said that he had to live a very quiet and simple life, it had put an end to Iona’s hopes that they would visit countries all over the world.




  And, when this proved impossible, she had stayed with him and contented herself with reading once again of all the marvellous places she hoped to visit one day.




  Now, she thought, it would be best to travel before they started a family.




  She and John would be able to visit the Pyramids which she had always longed to see. They would go to Constantinople and the Greek Islands before they reached India and the Himalayas.




  ‘There are so many places I want to go to,’ she thought, ‘and with John nothing could be more exciting or more thrilling.’




  When she reached the Wendy house, she could see all the dolls that had always lived there.




  She then walked round the little house touching her dolls and feeling, in what she thought was quite an absurd way, that they should come to her wedding.




  ‘I want everyone and everything I have ever loved to be there in the Church tomorrow,’ she told herself.




  Because she was happy, she walked down the little cascade that ran from the top of the shrubbery then through the orchard.




  She remembered the way she had looked eagerly for the first plums and had searched in the walled garden for the first strawberries.




  ‘I may well have been an only child,’ she mused to herself, ‘but everything here is part of me and my life. I will always love it, even when I am too old to be excited as every child is by the first strawberries of the Season, the first cherries and succulent grapes from the greenhouses.’




  She was laughing inwardly at herself for being so sentimental as she walked through the orchard feeling the early morning sunshine warm on her face.




  It seemed to make everything around her glitter as the sun was shining so brightly.




  At the end of the orchard there was a field through which ran a small stream and beyond it was a wood.




  It was the wood where Iona, as a child, had really believed that there were goblins working underground and fairies flitting amongst the wild flowers.




  In the very middle of the wood there was a secret pool where the mermaids lived.




  One of the first things she had done every morning, when she had taken her favourite horse, was to ride to the wood and see the squirrels climbing up the trees and the rabbits running through the undergrowth.




  It was a wood that she felt had played a big part in her life.




  She could remember her Nanny telling her to look for special mushrooms where the fairies had danced the night before and had told her stories while they ate their tea in the little wooden hut by the pool.




  ‘It will always be full of memories for me,’ Iona thought, as she walked along the mossy path. ‘One day I will bring my children here and tell them the same stories that Nanny told me.’




  It was then, as she came to the centre of the wood, she saw a horse tied up, cropping the grass by the pool.




  She knew, with a leap of her heart, that John was there.




  He must have come to the wood, because it was in the little wooden hut that he had asked her to marry him.




  It therefore made it sacred in her mind.




  ‘John has felt he must see the place that mattered so much to him too when he was young,’ she felt. ‘Perhaps, as I am doing, he is thinking how wonderful the future will be for both of us.’




  As there was no sign of him, she knew that he must be inside the wooden hut.




  ‘He will be surprised to find me here,’ she thought, as she walked eagerly towards the hut.




  Then, as she drew near, she was astonished to hear the sound of voices.




  John was not alone and Iona wondered who was with him.




  Because she thought it would be a mistake just to walk in, she went to the back of the hut.




  She could hear John’s voice and then to her surprise it was a woman’s voice who replied to him.




  Iona went nearer still.




  As she reached the back of the hut and stopped near the window which was in bad repair with two of the panes of glass broken and others cracked, she heard John saying in his deep attractive voice,
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