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  A Road to Romance


  Then on a straight stretch, where he could see for nearly half a mile, he became aware that there was a horse behind him.


  The Marquis was not riding at a particularly fast pace at that stage and a moment or so later the horse drew level with him.


  He turned his head to see a young girl riding what he recognised at once was a well bred horse.


  She was close beside him and he looked at her in some surprise, thinking that there was plenty of room on the empty road for both of them.


  Then she spoke in a hesitating and shy voice,


  “Would you mind – very much, sir, if I rode beside – you?”


  The Marquis looked at her again.


  “Is there any reason why you should ask that?” he enquired.


  She looked over her shoulder in an anxious way.


  “It seems as if you are running away,” the Marquis then remarked.


  “That is exactly – what I am doing,” she replied, “and it will help me considerably – if I can ride with you up this long straight road.”


  The Marquis was curious and then he said,


  “I do not wish to seem impertinent, but I would like to know why.”


  “I will tell you if we can – go a little faster,” the girl answered him nervously.
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  “A road to anywhere new and exciting can often seem like a challenge too far. In my life I have always believed that one should try out new ideas, new places and new destinations. Something positive will always follow and who knows romance may not be very far behind.”


  



  Barbara Cartland




  CHAPTER ONE


  1820


  The Marquis of Whisinford turned into St. James’s Street and walked into White’s Club.


  Having nodded to the porter, he then went into the coffee room.


  As expected, he saw his friend, who he was having luncheon with, waiting for him.


  Lord Alfred Middleton and the Marquis had been at Eton and Oxford together.


  They were now enjoying the London Season and met almost every night at some party or other.


  Last night the Marquis had been dancing with an extremely pretty girl who Lord Alfred had not seen before.


  So he greeted his friend when he joined him saying,


  “Did she or did she not?”


  “She did not purely because I did not ask her,” the Marquis replied and they both laughed.


  The Marquis ordered some coffee and Lord Alfred raised his eyebrows.


  “Since when,” he asked “have you been drinking coffee before luncheon?”


  “As a matter of fact I did not think the champagne last night was particularly good,” the Marquis replied, “and the port they provided, I am certain was corked.”


  “I never touch port,” Lord Alfred said, “so I don’t know.”


  “I don’t often either, but I was really rather bored.”


  Lord Alfred sighed.


  “I can understand that. We have been to at least ten parties that were exactly the same as the one last night with more or less the same people, but I thought that the woman you were dancing with was superior to the others.”


  “She is married to a diplomat and therefore has a French chic about her because they are habitually in Paris,” the Marquis answered. “At the same time she made it very clear to me that she was never unfaithful to her husband!”


  Lord Alfred laughed.


  “So a wasted evening.”


  “It was not just a waste from that point of view, but altogether the Season is becoming duller and duller. Or perhaps it’s because we are getting older and older.”


  “I think that is the real reason,” Lord Alfred agreed. “We are nearing twenty-six and as you know most of the young gentlemen enjoying themselves last night had only just left Oxford and had not reached their twenty-second or twenty-third birthday.”


  He paused and the Marquis interrupted,


  “In another few years they too will be like us, bored with doing the same thing over and over again.”


  As he was speaking with undisguised vehemence, Lord Alfred stared at him.


  “Is it really as bad as all that?” he asked.


  “Well, ask yourself, Alfred, I must say I have found not only the Beau Monde a bore, but also the pretty ‘soiled doves’ are not as amusing as I used to think they were.”


  Lord Alfred sighed.


  He knew the Marquis was referring to the ‘Houses of Pleasure’ which were situated around St. James’s Street. It was where they often went when they were bored with the Social world and they usually found a number of their friends doing the same thing.


  There was silence for a moment,


  Then the Marquis quizzed his friend,


  “What can we do, Alfred, which is new and original and where can we find someone attractive to do it with us?”


  Lord Alfred laughed.


  “You can hardly take a ‘soiled dove’ with you to a private ball or for that matter anywhere except where they officially belong.”


  “I know! I know!” the Marquis groaned. “But you do see that we are caught in a cage that we cannot possibly escape from.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Lord Alfred asked.


  “Well, the first thing is we are matrimonial catches and are watched by every ambitious Mama as well as the debutantes of the year themselves.”


  “I am well aware of that, Neil, but I can assure you that I avoid that sort of debutante. I was so nearly caught the first year after I left Oxford.”


  The Marquis nodded.


  “As you can imagine I was walking with caution even then. I was very nearly trapped not once but several times.”


  “I remember that,” Lord Alfred said. “You almost had to marry the Heathcote girl. There were even bets here at White’s that you would be married before the year was out.”


  ”We have both been very clever. We have avoided the more obvious traps. At the same time I am beginning to become extremely bored!”


  “Do you really mean that?” Lord Alfred asked.


  There was a pause before the Marquis said,


  “I suppose that we could go round the world, but it would be much the same when we came back. I have now become extremely suspicious of every invitation I receive, even when it is for riding or shooting.”


  “Now you are exaggerating, Neil. Equally I know of certain houses where I am invited every year.”


  “Me too,” the Marquis said.


  “Although the shooting is good and I much enjoy being there,” Lord Alfred continued, “I am always terrified in case I should come back with a chain round my legs and a wedding ring looming over my head!”


  The Marquis chuckled.


  “You are becoming quite lyrical about it. What we really ought to do is to write a book revealing how difficult it is to escape all the ambitious mothers and the girls who cling to us like scorpions.”


  “Do you really think it could be a guide for every young gentleman who follows us?” Lord Alfred asked.


  “I think they would agree that every word we have written is the truth,” the Marquis replied. “At the same time we would be barred from the Social world and have nothing to do except for joining the little blossoms who are waiting for us eagerly at the ‘Temples of Joy’.”


  Lord Alfred laughed.


  “That is a new name for them.”


  “Oh, they have often used it before. In fact they have used every word to entice us in and I am sick to death of being enticed!”


  “Rubbish,” Lord Alfred replied. “You enjoy it, you know you do! You are handsome, you are rich and have a good title and some outstanding racehorses.”


  “They, at least are my consolation and I am never bored with them any more than you become bored with yours. By the way, Alfred, are you entering the Doncaster races this year?”


  “I hope so,” he replied. “My trainer would be livid if I did not enter for at least two races.”


  “I am thinking of doing the same. Perhaps in the North we will find it more amusing than it is here.”


  “I don’t know what’s the matter with you, Neil. I have never known you so depressed and against the Social world, as they call it, as you are now.”


  There was a moment of silence and then he asked,


  “Is it possible you have been crossed in love?”


  The Marquis laughed again.


  “Trust you to think of that, Alfred! No I have not been crossed! In fact I am over-encouraged if that is the right word for it. I am not quite certain how to break off my present affaire-de-coeur without creating a scene.”


  Lord Alfred groaned.


  “Oh, those scenes, how ghastly they are! ‘Why do you not love me now? Why are you suddenly different? Who can be standing between us?’ I have heard them all a thousand times.”


  “So have I, even if you do exaggerate the numbers slightly, Alfred. I do think that you were rather foolish to leave the last beauty. After all her husband is permanently fishing or shooting somewhere and so you don’t have to be nervous every time a door creaks.”


  Lord Alfred smiled.


  “I think that has happened to all of us at one time. But perhaps we have grown not only older and wiser but older and more careful.”


  “I am not worrying myself about being careful,” the Marquis replied. “But how to leave the stage, so to speak, with dignity and without a scene, tears, protestations and occasionally unbridled anger.”


  “I know it only too well. Now you are free and I am in the same position, what shall we do about it?” Lord Alfred questioned.


  “What can we do? Except go hunting for more and meet here in a couple of months’ time to say exactly the same things to each other that we have said now.”


  Lord Alfred held up his hands.


  “What you want now is a good drink of champagne which I will stand you. Let’s decide to go somewhere new where we have never been before and see if the women are more attractive than those we find in London.”


  “If you are talking of leaving England, Alfred, you know as well as I do that we have to be here because of all the racing. Otherwise it’s not a bad idea and we certainly might do it in the autumn.”


  There was silence as they sipped their coffee.


  Then Lord Alfred remarked,


  “Well, the autumn is very far away. Let’s think of something exciting. Something we have never done before which we can do at once when you are down in the dumps. As I have already told you I am, at the moment, open to any offers made to me.”


  “They will be made all right,” the Marquis said in a gloomy voice. “Just as I know that Beaufort is determined that I will marry his daughter.”


  Lord Alfred gave a cry.


  “Oh, you cannot do that! She is a crashing bore! He tried to push her onto me for some time and I was fool enough to enjoy his food, his drink and the amusing people he entertained and was then very nearly forced up the aisle because of it.”


  “I have been in exactly the same position too,” the Marquis murmured. “It’s those people we must avoid at all costs.”


  Lord Alfred then called the Steward and ordered a bottle of champagne.


  “Now I am determined to cheer you up, Neil,” he said, “and you will find that champagne is always helpful on these occasions.”


  “I have a better idea,” a voice rang out.


  Both of them turned to look at the speaker.


  It was the Duke of Dunstead, who had been sitting behind them although they had not been aware of it.


  He was an old man and one of the most respected members of White’s.


  He walked round the Marquis’s chair and sat down between them.


  “I have been listening to what you were saying,” he said. “I found it amusing, because I went through exactly the same troubles myself when I was your age.”


  “I am sure you did,” Lord Alfred agreed. “After all, you became a Duke and I am certain that all the young debutantes dream that a Duke will fall down the chimney and ask her to marry him. Then, as a Duchess, she will be one of the most important people in the whole of Society.”


  The Duke laughed.


  “That is more or less true,” he said. “You are both going through what I went through a thousand times and thought I was unique, just as you think you are.”


  “We don’t think that we are unique,” the Marquis argued. “But you must admit that the Social world, Your Grace, can be extremely boring or perhaps it was better in your day.”


  “Only if it becomes, as you yourselves have found it, repetitive,” the Duke replied. “And that I understand is the reason why both of you are up in arms.”


  “I only wish we were,” Lord Alfred said. “And Neil is particularly fed up at the moment simply because they run after him too readily. Instead of enjoying himself as he ought to, he is more intent on not being caught.”


  The Duke smiled.


  “A sad, sad story! Well then, I have something to suggest to you two boys that I really wish someone had suggested to me.”


  “What is that?” the Marquis asked, now looking interested.


  “What I wanted and what you need at the moment is adventure,” he replied. “I don’t mean going out and exploring the world outside but seeing if there is adventure, which, of course, there is in our own country.”


  Both young gentlemen stared at him.


  “You said ‘adventure’,” the Marquis queried.


  “That is just what I mean,” the Duke said. “I have always believed it is to be found here at home if one looks for it or is fortunate enough to fall into it by the wayside.”


  Lord Alfred was looking at him with surprise.


  “Then are you really suggesting, Your Grace, that in your long and exciting life you have found adventure here in England?”


  “Yes, that is just what I am saying, my boy. As you know, I have fought abroad in the Army. I have been involved in many skirmishes and have travelled to strange places that I found very interesting if uncomfortable.”


  The Marquis laughed.


  “I would have thought that the adventures you had which, when they were happening, must have been most unpleasant for the body besides being somewhat explosive to the brain.”


  “You are absolutely right,” the Duke agreed. “But I have thought, as I am thinking now, that adventure is here for all of us if we are fortunate enough to find it.”


  “You mean here in England,” Lord Alfred asked, as if he must get it straight in his own mind.


  “Exactly! I am therefore going to suggest, although you may refuse, thinking I am a stupid old man to propose it or you may well think it is a new idea and something that you have never done before.”


  Both the Marquis and Lord Alfred sat forward in their seats with their eyes on the Duke.


  He could see that they were listening.


  “Because in White’s we have to put it down in the betting book,” he said, “I am prepared to bet you one of my best horses to one of yours that if you set out alone from here in London to, shall we say, the North of England or Land’s End, you will both find adventure you had never thought of before and certainly have never encountered.”


  They were silent for a moment.


  Then the Marquis said,


  “I cannot imagine what it could be unless we were held up by a highwayman or two.”


  “You could certainly do that but that is not what I am thinking of.”


  “Explain it to us,” Lord Alfred begged him.


  “Well, I am quite certain that for every man there comes a moment in his life when he encounters difficulties and problems either physically or mentally that require all his intelligence and all his training to solve. You have both been extremely well educated and you have also seen the Social world at its best – and its worst.”

OEBPS/Images/bc.jpg
.com





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Barbara
Cart and

|

A Road To Romance

Lo the Barbara Cartland pink collection

www.barbaracartland.com





