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    LEARNING TO LOVE


    The door of the cottage was ajar so the Earl opened it and looked inside.


    There was no one in the kitchen, but there was however the sound of voices on the other side of the passage where he thought Kristina must be.


    He was just about to knock on the door when a woman saw him and withdrew. He heard her say,


    “His Lordship is here, my Lady.”


    The Earl waited.


    A few minutes later, Kristina entered the room carrying a baby in her arms wrapped in a white shawl and she walked towards the Earl holding the infant very carefully.


    “Here is a new member of your flock,” she smiled. “You must admit he is a very good-looking baby.”


    As the child had only just been born, the Earl found it difficult to decide what his looks would be like in later life.


    At the same time he was sure he had never seen anything quite so delightful as Kristina with a child in her arms. The scene made him think of the picture books of the Madonna which his mother had read to him when he was a little boy.
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  THE LATE DAME BARBARA CARTLAND


  Barbara Cartland, who sadly died in May 2000 at the grand age of ninety eight, remains one of the world�s most famous romantic novelists. With worldwide sales of over one billion, her outstanding 723 books have been translated into thirty six different languages, to be enjoyed by readers of romance globally.
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  Known for her glamour, style, and vitality Barbara Cartland became a legend in her own lifetime. Best remembered for her wonderful romantic novels and loved by millions of readers worldwide, her books remain treasured for their heroic heroes, plucky heroines and traditional values. But above all, it was Barbara Cartland�s overriding belief in the positive power of love to help, heal and improve the quality of life for everyone that made her truly unique.


  


  “We must always believe that love can conquer all.”



  Barbara Cartland


  CHAPTER ONE

  -

  1880


  The Earl of Cariston walked into White’s Club in St. James’s Street. The Club’s porter having welcomed him politely informed him,


  “The Club Secretary, my Lord, would like to have a word with you when you have time.”


  The Earl did not reply because he knew exactly what the Secretary wanted to have a word with him about. He had not paid his subscription for the simple reason that he had not enough money to make the payment.


  He walked into the morning room and seeing a friend of his at the far end, he walked across to join him.


  Lord Shield looked up in surprise.


  “Hallo, Michael,” he exclaimed. “I thought you were in the country.”


  The Earl sat down rather heavily in the chair next to his.


  “I came up to London,” he told him, “to see my Solicitor.”


  “Trouble?” Lord Shield enquired.


  “Very bad trouble,” the Earl replied, “and I would be grateful if you would stand me a drink because I literally cannot afford one.”


  His friend did not argue. He merely signalled to a Steward and ordered a bottle of champagne.


  “I am very sorry for you, Michael,” he said when they were alone. “Are things worse than they have ever been?”


  “Far, far worse!”


  He spoke with a note of despair in his voice which his companion could not fail to miss.


  The two young men had been at Oxford together and had then joined the same Regiment. They had fought in the Sudan and spent some very uncomfortable months during the troubles in Abyssinia.


  When the Earl had inherited his title he had resigned his commission in the Army and returned home. Lord Shield had done the same six months later.


  Whenever they had the chance they met, as both of them owned large estates in the country.


  Now as they waited for the champagne to arrive, Lord Shield was recalling that last year had been a particularly bad harvest and every landowner had been affected.


  He had heard the story that the Earl was having a particularly difficult time on his estate.


  There was silence for a little while and then Lord Shield said,


  “Tell me the worst. You know, Michael, that I will help you if I possibly can.”


  “Nobody can help me!” the Earl responded gloomily. “I am completely finished. The best thing I could do would be to put a bullet through my head!”


  “Don’t be so ridiculous! It cannot be as bad as that!”


  “It is worse!”


  “Tell me what has happened.”


  “It is the usual story which we have heard from so many other and thought could never happen to us.”


  He stopped speaking because the champagne had arrived.


  Lord Shield raised his glass.


  “To the future,” he toasted, “and may it be very much better than the past!”


  “I will certainly drink to that,” the Earl said, “but quite frankly for me it is impossible.”


  “That is a word I very much dislike,” Lord Shield remarked, “but pray continue with your story.”


  “It is, I am afraid, such a familiar and dull story. My father felt incapable of coping with the estate and let it fall into rack and ruin.”


  He paused for a moment.


  “He was ill for quite a few years before he died, the servants he trusted left him and the rest pilfered everything while the house fell to pieces.”


  He took a deep sip of his champagne.


  “The debts piled up one on top of another and what I am facing now is an enormous number of bills which cannot be met. I have nothing to sell and have not the slightest idea how I can pay them.”


  Lord Shield sighed,


  “I wish I could help you, Michael, but as you well know I have been walking a tightrope for very much the same reason as you. All I can offer you would hardly feed a rat for a week, let alone horses and cattle or anything else you possess.”


  “They are very likely to starve anyway,” the Earl said dejectedly. “Only this morning before I came to London, the man who supplies the oats for the horses and the other foodstuffs required on the farm has refused to deliver anything more until I pay his bill.”


  “Have you nothing you could sell?”


  The Earl gave a sharp laugh with no humour in it.


  “You do not suppose that I have not thought of that? The house is in a terrible state of disrepair. It is of course entailed, just the same as the pictures, the furniture and everything else.”


  He gave another mirthless laugh before adding,


  “Entailed for the son I can never afford to have.”


  “It is the most dismal story I have ever heard,” Lord Shield exclaimed and poured more champagne into the Earl’s glass.


  “There is nothing I can do unless you can produce a good idea.”


  Lord Shield sat back in his chair.


  He was a good-looking young man, very English and aristocratic in his appearance. At the same time there was a look of intelligence about him which was more appropriate to a scholar or a statesman than a young soldier.


  The same might have been said of the Earl except that he was unusually handsome.


  When he first appeared at social gatherings he had been welcomed effusively by mothers with debutante daughters. Now, since he had left the Army, he had found no time for such social occasions.


  He had just struggled on despairingly to repair the damage that had accumulated on his estate. When he had looked at the acres of unsown land and at the farm buildings which needed urgent repair, he had felt increasingly helpless.


  He had found it a Herculean task which no sensible man would have attempted in the first place.


  So he had travelled to London today to call on his Solicitors. They had made it very clear to him that he was completely and absolutely bankrupt.


  As if he had followed his friend’s thoughts, Lord Shield said unexpectedly,


  “There must be something you can do!”


  “Tell me what, John, to be truthful I might easily be sent to prison.”


  Again there was silence.


  “I have a vague idea coming to me,” Lord Shield said, “and there is just an off-chance that it might be of some help.”


  His voice did not sound very encouraging, but the Earl answered,


  “I will try anything! I have lain awake night after night hoping for a miracle, but miracles never happen in real life.”


  “What I am thinking about is just that.”


  “Tell me about your idea.”


  “I read in the newspaper yesterday that a friend of my father’s, who I know was also a friend of your father, has just arrived in England from America. I do not know whether you remember him, but his name is Randon.


  The Earl wrinkled his brow.


  “Randon?” he repeated. “No, I cannot say I remember him.”


  “Well, he was a close friend of our fathers a long time ago. I was just leaving Eton at the time and I remember he tipped me a fiver.”


  “That is certainly something to remember,” the Earl agreed. “I only wish he had done the same for me!”


  “Well, he knew your father and as he is presently in London, why should you not renew his acquaintance?”


  “Why do you think he would help me?”


  “It said in the newspaper that he is enormously rich and made his money in property in the United States.”


  “Do you really think I could ask his help? I should think if he has any sense at all, he would show me the door. If he is as rich as you say he is, there will be a great number of old friends holding out empty hands.”


  “I have indeed thought of that, and quite frankly, Michael, I was considering whether I should approach him myself, but your need appears to be greater than mine.”


  “Perhaps we should go hand in hand with a begging bowl,” the Earl suggested, with a note of sarcasm in his voice.


  “No, be serious,” if he has returned to London after a long time away, he may not have many friends here and might be quite pleased to see us.”


  “I think it would be wise to arrive separately,” the Earl cautioned, “and as you heard of him before I did, you should be the first.”


  “Your need, I understand, is very urgent,” Lord Shield answered, “therefore you have a go first. Honestly Michael, I am not as desperate as you are.”


  “You can be thankful for that small mercy at any rate. I am seriously thinking of putting a bullet through my head, or just disappearing abroad where no one can find me and leaving the house to fall down and the estate to become a complete wilderness which it nearly is already.”


  “Of course you cannot do that.”


  “If your rich friend cannot help me then what am I to do? As it is, I cannot face the pensioners knowing how little money I give them and that is all borrowed from the bank.”


  The Earl gave a very deep sigh before continuing,


  “The Church needs repair, the schools are closed because my father did not pay the teachers and I am in arrears with the wages of the few people who are still working for me.”


  As he spoke his voice was dull with despair.


  Lord Shield threw out his arms in an almost theatrical gesture.


  “Then you will have to make Randon cough up,” he urged. “Remind him of the past and of your father’s fondness for him. Beg him, if necessary on your knees, to give you a helping hand and if he is as rich as they seem to think he is, he will not miss a few thousands.”


  There was silence before the Earl admitted,


  “I would rather face a whole tribe of hostile natives than have to beg for charity.”


  “I feel exactly the same,” his friend agreed, “but if you are drowning, it is no use being particular as to who throws you a lifeline.”


  The Earl gave a deep sigh.


  “Where is this man Randon staying?”


  “At Claridge’s Hotel.”


  “All right I will go to see him and when I come back with my tail between my legs, you can show me the way to the Debtors prison!”


  “I shall be hoping and praying that you will succeed, old boy, but I admit rich men are proverbially mean.”


  “A crust of bread is better than no bread at all,” the Earl reasoned. “I will accept anything, even a fiver like the one he gave you when you were going back to Eton.”


  He looked at the clock on the mantelpiece.


  “I will go to Claridge’s now. I may catch him before he goes out to luncheon. If he refuses to help me, I shall look to you, John, to give me the last meal I will be able to take in a civilised place.”


  “If you are going, Michael – get on with it! As I said at the beginning of our conversation, it is just an off-chance. But sometimes an outsider passes the winning post first!”


  “And more often he falls at the first fence.”


  The Earl rose from his chair and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder.


  “Thank you for the champagne, my dear John. It has given me Dutch courage and I am most grateful.”


  He walked away before Lord Shield could reply.


  Outside the Club his chaise, in which he had driven up from the country, was waiting.


  The chaise itself was somewhat dilapidated and needed repainting. However the horse drawing it was a good-looking animal and he certainly looked better fed than his owner.


  As the Earl climbed into the driving seat, he was aware that the groom who handed him the reins was looking pale and thin and his coat needed repairing.


  “I have another call to make, Jim, and then I will try to find you something to eat, as I expect you are hungry.”


  “That’s nothing new, my Lord,” the groom answered. “But I’ll be mighty glad of anything you can give me.”


  The Earl did not reply, but turned the horse round and drove into Piccadilly and up Berkeley Street into Berkeley Square.


  He remembered as he passed through the square that his grandfather had owned a house here. His father had sold it as soon as he came into the title.


  It took him only a few minutes more to reach Claridge’s.


  The Earl made enquiries at the hotel’s reception desk and was told that Mr. Randon was in his suite. He gave his name and asked if Mr. Randon would see him and a page was sent hurrying up the broad staircase to the first floor.


  While the Earl was waiting, ladies and gentlemen were arriving for luncheon and a band was playing in the foyer.


  It was a long time since he had lunched or dined in any expensive hotel nor for that matter in the company of people who were well off.


  Several pretty women, very smartly dressed, passed the Earl as he stood with his back to the fireplace. Because he was so handsome, they first looked at him with interest and then they looked again with what was almost an invitation in their eyes.


  The Earl wondered a little bitterly what they would say if they knew that his pockets were empty.


  If he was to ask a lady to have luncheon with him, she would have to pay for the meal.


  There were however, he noticed, several rather smart gentlemen waiting for them. They sprang to their feet eagerly when the ladies appeared.


  It was a long time, he thought, since he had taken a woman out for a meal or even had the pleasure of her company.


  He remembered the women he had met in Cairo when he had spent a short leave in that exotic city.


  How entrancing they had been!


  There was one in particular whom he had almost forgotten until now.


  As he was thinking back into the past, a voice startled him,


  “Mr. Randon will see you now, my Lord.”


  The Earl had been so far away in his thoughts that he came back to reality with a jerk.


  “Thank you,” he said to the page and followed him up the stairs.


  As he would have expected of a rich man, the suite which Mr. Randon was occupying was one of the largest and most prestigious in the hotel.


  As the Earl was ushered into the sitting room he thought for a moment it was empty.


  Then he noticed that the man he had come to see was on the sofa by the window. He was lying back against silk cushions and his legs were covered with a rug.


  The page closed the door behind him.


  As he walked across the room he saw that Mr. Randon was a man with grey hair and a lined face.


  He looked extremely ill.


  As the Earl reached him he held out his hand saying,


  “I remember your father well, and of course, Michael, you have grown a great deal since I last saw you when you were only a little boy.”


  There was a chair beside the sofa and the Earl sat down.


  “I am sorry to hear you are ill.”


  “I am very ill,” Mr. Randon replied. “But tell me about your father and when he died. I remember hearing about his death when I was in the wilds of America and could not even send a wreath for his funeral.”


  The Earl told him the date of his father’s death, which had been over two years ago, and how he had suffered for years before he finally passed away.


  “I am so sorry. Very sorry indeed,” Mr. Randon said. “And what have you been doing since I last saw you?”


  The Earl explained how he had taken a commission in the Army after he left Oxford and how he had resigned his commission when his father died.


  He told him how he had been trying ever since to repair the damage that had been done to his neglected estate.


  “I do remember your house very well.”


  “I would not like you to see it now, sir,” the Earl replied. “Nothing had been done to it during my father’s illness and the roof is falling in and very soon it will be almost uninhabitable.”


  “A sad story! A very sad story,” Mr. Randon commented. And what are you doing about it?”


  “To be honest there is nothing I can do. I have tried. I really have tried desperately, but there is too much to be done.”


  He paused a moment and then resumed,


  “You may not know, having been abroad, but we have suffered a succession of bad harvests which have been fatal for a great many farmers.”


  “And your stables?” Mr. Randon questioned. “I remember well the excellent horses your father owned.”


  “I have three left now. Two are getting old, but there is one which I can still ride and drive, behind which I came to London today.”


  There was an uncomfortable silence.


  The Earl knew that Mr. Randon was looking at him critically. There was no need for him to plead for help after what he had just said.


  Mr. Randon who was a shrewd and clever man was obviously aware of the situation.


  “What made you come to see me?” he asked.


  He broke a silence which the Earl felt was almost unbearable.


  “I have just come from White’s,” he replied, “where I was talking to my friend John, who is now Lord Shield. think you knew his father even better than you knew mine.”


  “Yes, of course,” Mr. Randon agreed. “Shield was a great friend of mine.”


  “John told me that he had read about your arrival in the newspaper and I have therefore come to see you because you knew my father.”


  “And because you need my money?”


  The Earl felt uncomfortable and ashamed of begging from a man who was a stranger to him.


  He wanted to rise and leave.


  It was only by controlling himself that he managed to answer,


  “It may seem a presumption, sir, but being desperate I came to see you, because of your past friendship with my father.”


  “How desperate?” Mr. Randon asked sharply.


  Again the Earl drew in his breath.


  He felt he had never been so humiliated in his whole life.


  “At a rough estimate,” he replied, “I owe thirty thousand pounds and have no possible means of paying it. As you will understand, the house and estate are entailed and anything saleable has already been disposed of.”


  “What do you think it would cost to put the whole place in working order as I remember it?”


  The Earl spread out his hands.


  “It would cost so much, sir, that I would not even like to guess at what would be required.”


  “I have not made my fortune,” Mr. Randon said in a hard voice, “without being business-like. You should learn, young man, to give a straight answer to a straight question.”


  The Earl knew he had been rebuked.


  He drew in his breath and declared, “Very well! I should say at the least, fifty thousand pounds.”


  There was silence.


  The Earl was convinced from the hard expression on Mr. Randon’s lined face that he would say there was nothing he could do.


  He wished he could rise to his feet and shake Mr. Randon by the hand and then he could leave with some dignity before he was told to go away.


  He thought Mr. Randon was merely thinking of a way to break it to him gently that he was asking too much.


  Then the older man said slowly, “I have a proposition to make to you.”


  The Earl felt his spirits lift.


  “Proposition, sir?”


  “Yes,” Mr. Randon replied, “and because I have a very short time to live, I want an answer now.”


  “I understand.”


  “I appreciate your predicament,” Mr. Randon continued, “and I am prepared to make over to you the sum you require to restore your estate and pay off your debts on condition that you marry my daughter immediately.”


  The Earl drew in his breath.


  “M-marry your d-daughter?” he stammered, thinking his voice did not sound like his own.


  “I will arrange for the marriage to take place tomorrow morning. After which you will take her away to Cariston Hall because I will be leaving England.”


  “Leaving England?” the Earl repeated.


  He thought as he spoke that he was sounding extremely stupid.


  But he was finding it hard to take in exactly what Mr. Randon was saying to him.


  “I have been told,” Mr. Randon continued, “by my doctors that I may die at any moment. I have developed a dislike of funerals with people weeping and wailing and I have no wish for anyone to mourn me.


  “I shall therefore leave England the moment you have married my daughter, if you agree to do so and no one will ever hear of me again.”


  “But, sir – ” the Earl began in astonishment.


  Mr. Randon put up his hand.


  “I have told you that your answer needs to be a direct yes or no. The funds you require, which shall we say is one hundred thousand pounds to make it a round figure will be paid into your bank immediately the wedding has taken place.


  “As you are well aware, you will then take on the handling of my daughter’s fortune, which is a very considerable one and is likely to increase as the years go by.”


  “But, sir, your daughter has not met me,” the Earl protested. “She may –”


  “My daughter will do as she is told,” Mr. Randon interrupted. “I do not intend to discuss this matter any further. I am merely asking for your answer to my proposition.”


  The Earl felt his head was whirling and it was difficult to think straight.


  How could he refuse one hundred thousand pounds?


  How could he refuse not only to restore his house, but to help all his dependents on his estate, who had been suffering ever since his father died?


  Mr. Randon was looking at him expectantly.


  The Earl knew he was waiting.


  He heard a voice that did not sound like his own, “Of course, sir, I can only accept your proposition most gratefully.”


  “Then it is settled. I will organise everything and you will be married to my daughter Kristina at St. George’s Church, Hanover Square, tomorrow morning at eleven o’clock. I suppose you will be bringing your best man with you. He can act as one witness and I will arrange for one other. There will be no one else present.”


  “You mean that I shall not have the pleasure of meeting – your daughter – before I – marry her?” the Earl managed to ask.


  “I am tired and have no wish to answer any further questions. Everything will be arranged and you can deal with my Solicitor as soon as your marriage has taken place.”


  As he finished speaking Mr. Randon held out his hand.


  There was nothing the Earl could do but take it.


  “Thank you!


  “Thank you very much indeed, sir. I am very grateful and I can only hope –”


  “Goodbye!” Mr. Randon interrupted him. “As I have a great deal to do, you will understand that I now wish you to leave.”


  The Earl rose, bowed and walked towards the door.


  As he reached it Mr. Randon picked up a bell that was lying on a table by the sofa and rang it.


  Another door opened, which the Earl thought led to a bedroom. A man who looked like a valet appeared.


  As he walked towards the staircase he thought that what he just heard must be a figment of his imagination.


  ‘It could not be real! How is it possible that I could be married tomorrow to a woman I have never seen and about whom I know absolutely nothing? And how could I receive one hundred thousand pounds for doing so?


  ‘I must be mad! It cannot be true,’ he told himself.


  Then as he reached the hall and knew that his chaise was waiting outside, he remembered that Jim was hungry.


  ‘I must find him something to eat,’ he thought.


  At the same time he knew that John Shield was waiting for him at White’s.


  Quite suddenly he realised that he could not return to White’s.


  He could not discuss with John what had just happened, as his friend who would mull over the story and find it not only unbelievable but rather discreditable.


  The Earl walked out of Claridge’s.


  He stepped into his chaise and as he took the reins he said,


  “I will find you something to eat, Jim. Unless it has been closed down, there used to be a good Public House at the corner of Mount Street.”


  He saw the groom’s eyes lighten at the thought of food.


  Without saying any more the Earl drove quickly through Grosvenor Square and into Mount Street.


  He had not been wrong. The Public House was still there and looked as if it was doing well.


  “Go inside,” the Earl told him, “and buy whatever food they have ready and two bottles of beer.”


  As he spoke he drew a few silver coins out of his pocket and gave them to his groom.


  They were, in fact, almost the last assets he possessed.


  Yet, if what he had just heard was true, tomorrow he would be a very rich man indeed.


  A rich man, but tied by matrimony to a woman he had never seen and who had never seen him!


  A woman from whom it would be impossible for him to escape for the rest of his life.


  Jim was not long in coming back carrying the beer and food wrapped up roughly in paper.


  “They says, my Lord, they expects people to stay inside to eat their food, but I tells them your Lordship cannot leave the horses.”


  “We will eat in the Park,” the Earl replied, feeling that he was in considerable need of some fresh air.


  The streets, like his impending marriage, seemed to be closing in on him.


  He drove into Hyde Park and stopped where there was a quiet place shaded with trees by the Serpentine. He climbed down from the chaise, taking one bottle of beer and a little of the food that Jim had brought.


  He walked away to where there was an empty seat under a tree overlooking the water.


  As he ate, he found himself thinking that if Mr. Randon was as ill as he said he was, he might die in the night and then everything the old man had planned would be upset.


  When he went to St. George’s Church tomorrow morning he would find there was no bride. No one would be waiting there except perhaps a passer-by kneeling in prayer.


  ‘The whole situation is far too fantastic,’ he thought.


  Yet, like a drowning man clutching onto a rope, he wanted to believe it was true. That his home and the estate would be saved.


  He had known that if the title was to carry on as it had for six hundred years, passing from father to son, he would, sooner or later, need to be married.


  He had indeed been under some pressure when he was twenty and twenty-one.


  He had then decided that he would not marry until he was older and fell really in love. Of course there had been women in his life. He had been far too good-looking to escape from them.


  It was they who had done the hunting. Not he.


  It would be untrue to say that he had not enjoyed them all. But it would be equally true to say that none of them had meant anything very much to him.


  His mother who had died when he was twelve had been incredibly beautiful, as well as a very gentle and loving parent.


  At her death he had felt as if the whole world had come to an end and nothing would ever be the same without her.


  When he realised that he had to go on living without her love, he had found it a very difficult and for several years had been desperately unhappy.


  It was something he could never talk about to anyone so he had repressed his sorrow within himself.


  As he grew older he knew that what he wanted in a woman was the softness, the sweetness and the love he had received from his mother. Without expressing his feelings in words, he had thought that one day he would find someone like her.


  She would love him, he would love her, they would be married and live happily ever after.


  It had never crossed his mind when he was so hard up that he should look for an heiress, nor that he should marry a woman only because she could give him the money he so desperately required for his estate.


  He had seen the fortune-hunters, because they had been all too evident, when he had gone to balls and parties in London. And there were always a great number of young girls who were known to have wealthy fathers.


  But like most masculine men, the Earl had thought that nothing could be more humiliating than to be dependent on his wife, and to be obliged to ask her to pay for everything he required not only for himself but for those who were dependent upon him.


  Yet now that was just what he was being forced to do.


  He shrank with revulsion from the whole idea.


  He appreciated that Mr. Randon had promised him one hundred thousand pounds to pay his debts, but it was really a bribe to make sure that he would fulfil his part of the contract and marry his daughter.


  ‘I hate the whole idea,’ the Earl thought, looking out over the Serpentine. Once again he felt he could hear his mother’s sweet voice telling him how much she loved him.


  He could feel the softness of her arms around him.


  Doubtless Mr. Randon’s daughter would be as hard as he was himself.


  If she resembled her father, she would certainly be no beauty.


  ‘I cannot do it!’ the Earl screamed at himself.


  But he knew he was deceiving himself. He had to do it because there was no alternative.


  It was not only for himself. It was for the sake of his people. For the farmers who had tears in their eyes as they told him that their crops had failed and that they had lost their cows, their sheep, their pigs and even their chickens.


  What they needed was money. Just as he needed money for the house and the servants who were asking for their wages. And for the pensioners who could not manage on what little he had been able to give them these last few months.


  He wanted money too for the children and all those who had worked for the family for years. Like young Jim. They were hungry because he could not pay them their wages to buy food.


  ‘I have to do it! I must!’ the Earl told himself.


  He realised that he had eaten the food Jim had bought at the Public House and drunk the beer without even tasting it.


  Now he needed to find a room for the night where they would not ask him to pay in advance. There would be no point in driving back to the country and immediately having to return if he was to be at the Church on time.


  He could think of various friends whom he had known in the past and if they could they would willingly provide him with a bed for the night. But they would undoubtedly ask questions as to why he was in London.


  He might have to tell them why he had to be at St. George’s Church at eleven o’clock tomorrow morning.


  ‘There must be somewhere I can stay,’ he pondered.


  Yet it had been too long a time since he had seen any of his friends.


  Then he had an idea.


  He would go to the barracks of his Regiment to see the Colonel and ask if it was possible that he could stay there just for the night.


  He was quite sure that he would be willing to oblige him.


  He thought with a wry twist to his lips, he would spend his last night as a bachelor with the men with whom he had fought. He would be with men who were concerned with training how to fight an enemy.


  They did not have to sell themselves on the altar of matrimony.


  He rose from the seat by the Serpentine and walked back to his chaise. Jim was licking his fingers as if he did not wish to waste a crumb of the food he had bought for him.


  He had obviously enjoyed every mouthful. The Earl thought he would arrange, without too much difficulty, for Jim also to spend the night at the barracks.


  ‘My last night of freedom,’ he whispered to himself, ‘and God knows if it will be a night I shall always remember.’
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