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There were two loves in Cherry Brown’s life. Money—and Bill Carew. In that order. Unfortunately they didn’t offer themselves together. She had what it takes to get either, but was determined to have both.

The wealthy, corrupt and sensual Phillip Bellairs marries her, but physically and emotionally repulsed by him she threatens to enmesh Bill in her web of deceit and wanton passion.

With characteristic mastery Denise Robins exposes the double nature of a woman in the grip of opposing desires.

 

“When one puts down a book by Denise Robins one is left with a curious illusion of having met these people. They seem as real as one’s other friends.”

Time and Tide

 

“Denise Robins is by far the biggest romance seller in this country and probably in the world.” John O’London

 

“Reigning Empress of her kind.”

Times Literary Supplement
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CHAPTER ONE

Even as a child Cherry Brown had longed for money and the things money could buy and wanted to be the centre of attraction wherever she went.

Her mother had often told her that when she was a tiny tot of four or five, she would preen herself in front of a mirror, satisfy herself that she looked “nice,” then run out and join her small playmates in the village; expect to be the leading spirit of the games and the queen of all the small boys. She was “Queen of the May” every summer, and she was belle of the village from her ’teens. She loved to feel that she was fascinating, that she had a strong appeal and charm for everybody, and while she accepted the simple, humble devotion of the country lads, she really disdained it; told herself that she would be a fool not to use her beauty and charm to climb the social ladder.

Yes, looking back now, she realised it was a sort of craze in her to be rich and adored. It burned inside her like a flame, although she had to live her life for a time where Fate had placed her—in Dalescombe as a domestic servant to the local doctor.

Cherry longed for love; but she wasn’t going to throw herself away on some farm boy or garage-hand. Her head ruled her heart. Her lover must be rich. And so, until she was eighteen, she kept herself away from the Dalescombe boys.

She cut out photographs of the glamour girls and models from old Society papers which some lady in the village had finished with, and plastered the walls of her tiny attic-bedroom at home with them. Titled women of fashion and film stars were her models. She intended to look like they looked. One day she intended to wear smart clothes with a good deal more grace than they wore them! She even bought an old book of etiquette from a second-hand bookshop and studied it.

Then love came into Cherry’s life. Not money, not any of the luxuries for which her soul yearned; but passionate love, as thrilling, as wonderful as any girl could desire. They are fools who say that there is no love at first sight.

There was a fair at Dalescombe every June. This particular June there was to be a small boxing contest. The local light, Ted Stevens, was to box a boy named Bill Carew from Little Cross, a village about ten miles away.

Cherry’s brother, Eric, took her along to the fair. He wanted to see the boxing match, and that is how she first met Bill Carew. He was then twenty-two, and only a motor mechanic at Little Cross, but he had more brains, more culture, and more charm than most of her friends. She was hard to please, but when she set her eyes on Bill when he came into the ring, she thought him the handsomest chap she’d ever seen.

Tall, of middle weight, he had magnificent shoulders, the long reach, the iron hands of a born boxer. The muscles rippled beautifully under his smooth, bronzed skin, and he had a fine head covered with dark, curly hair, a pair of amazingly blue eyes—his mother was Irish—and a rich beguiling voice. Cherry fell in love with those handsome, Irish eyes with their black lashes and his caressing voice just as soon as she met him.

One of the girls from Little Cross who knew her sister—who was a telephonist, told her that Bill Carew had no girl friends.

“Everyone says he’s hard to please,” she informed Cherry. “Smiles at all the girls and no more. Plenty have tried to catch him but he seems hard to get.”

That was a challenge, and Cherry’s heart thrilled in response.

Cherry knew she was looking pretty that night in her pink dress, with best best nylons covering slim legs—one of her good points; her hair, which was bright chestnut brown, in disorder about her face. She had pink cheeks and lustrous, hazel eyes, and attractive curved lips. She meant to make that young chap, who was so handsome and so “particular,” take notice of her.

Cherry said to her sister’s friend:

“I bet you I’ll catch him, Polly!”

Bill Carew had at that moment moved away from a circle of small boy admirers after the fight. He was just getting astride one of the rocking-horses on the merry-go-round. The music was playing noisily. Brights lights flared. All the boys and girls were laughing and shouting. It was a warm June night, alive with gaiety, with simple pleasures that satisfied Cherry’s ambitious soul for once. She had eyes only for the handsome young boxer on his horse.

The whistle shrilled. The horses began to move round, and her heart was pounding, her eyes riveted on Bill. The next instant she sprang onto the merry-go-round and clutched his arm.

“I’m going on your horse with you!” Cherry said, panting.

He smiled quickly and stared at her in amazement. She smiled, and, as light as thistle-down, jumped on to the horse in front of him.

“Catch hold, Bill Carew!” she said daringly.

Polly and her sister, open-mouthed, awed at her daring stood watching on the green. And then, a new, eager look came into Bill Carew’s blue eyes. He put an arm about her.

“You’ve got nerve, you little thing. But all right, hold on. I’ve got you!”

Round went the horses, swaying, rocking to the music. The lights, the faces on the green became a kaleidoscope of colour. She looked up into the eyes of the man who held her close to him and laughed.

“You boxed beautifully,” she whispered. “I’m glad you laid Ted out.”

“Thanks!” he said. “That’s nice of you. What’s your name?”

“Cherry Brown,” she told him.

“Cherry’s a pretty name,” he said, and stared down at her. She saw him taking in her looks, saw him becoming very aware of the pink of her cheeks and the length of her lashes and her smile. Before that merry-go-round stopped Bill Carew was holding her just a little tighter.

When it slowed down, Cherry jumped out of his arms and on to the ground.

“Good-night!” she said archly.

But he was after her like a shot.

‘Don’t run away. Come and have a dance,” he begged.

She danced with him quite demurely; saw he was puzzled by her; didn’t know what to make of her. She was shy and bold in turns. She interested him. Finally, he led her across the clover fields, to the fringe of Dalescombe Woods. And there, suddenly, took her in his arms and kissed her.

Cherry’s feelings were indescribable when she felt that kiss on her lips. She had flirted before, kissed lightly, but never had love touched her as it did with Bill’s first kiss. She wanted nothing, nobody but Bill Carew from Little Cross that night—Bill with his curly black hair and Irish blue eyes and warm and bronzed young face.

“Cherry, Cherry, how wonderful you are, you little thing. Sure, I felt something strange and wonderful happening to me when you jumped up on the merry-go-round with me. You were so cheeky and adorable.”

She looked at him. Her desire for riches was completely in the background then. She said:

“I love you, Bill! You’re so strong, darling! I love you!”

“Say you’ll walk out with me whenever I can cycle over from Little Cross to see you,” he begged. “Say you’ll marry me one day, Cherry.”

“Marriage!” Ah, that made Cherry hide her face on his breast and bite her lips. She was afraid of marriage where there was no money. Bill was telling her about himself. He cherished hopes of finding a backer to finance him; train him to become a middle-weight champion. At the moment in Little Cross he was a hero, but in the world—nothing. And his ambitions like hers, might come to nothing.

Cherry knew she could not marry on bread and cheese and kisses. But that night of the fair she was reckless—stupid with love. When she walked back to the fair with him to find her brother, she had promised to marry Bill Carew.

It was a great victory, and Cherry loved Bill Carew that night, and for many days after. But could she marry him? He wasn’t able to buy her the flowers and jewels and furs like the lover of her dreams. She was determined to be a rich man’s wife.

Suddenly she remembered that some new people had taken the Manor House, Dalescombe—a beautiful old Georgian residence, which stood in sixty acres of grounds. They wanted a parlourmaid. Most of Cherry’s girls friends refused to go into domestic jobs. But she thought a living-in post in a luxurious home might be amusing. And one was well paid on the staff there. Besides, she would catch glimpses of life—real life! She would be able to see how ladies lived in their own houses—rich ladies, what they said, how they behaved. She could take note; model herself on them. She would listen and learn.

Cherry wrote to Lady Bayfield, who had taken the Manor House, and asked if she would give her a trial. To her delight she was accepted.

Cherry told Bill about the new job one night when he cycled over from Little Cross to meet her at their trysting-place down by the woods. But the thrill of the new situation had gone. She had Bill’s arms about her then, his lips on hers. She wanted nothing but him. Her restless heart was at peace.

“If only I was rich and could marry you,” he said in a yearning voice, his blue eyes shining down at her in the starlight. “Cherry, little girl, I do love you!”

“I adore you!” she answered. “I wish we could marry now.”

He jumped off the stile on which they had been sitting, like any Dalescombe sweethearts, and circled her waist with his arms. His face had grown suddenly hard and white.

“Cherry, you lovely little thing, if ever you throw me over—I’ll want to kill you!”

Her heart gave a leap of fear. She put her hands on his head.

“Bill darling, I don’t want to throw you over.”

“But if you ever do. You’re so pretty, so fascinating. I’m terribly afraid some fellow will try and steal you, and if he did I’d put a bullet in his head!”

Then on the eighteenth of that sweet mad month of June, Cherry entered Lady Bayfield’s service—her first place “sleeping-in”—and the whole course of her life altered from that day onward.

Lady Bayfield was a widow. She had a large income, an old aristocratic title, and one daughter, her heiress, by name Veronica.

Veronica was, in her way, a very pretty girl. She was one year older than Cherry, and a woman of the world.

She had had all the chances that life had not given to Cherry—expensive education and an adoring mother to give her everything, within reason, that she wanted.

Cherry used to wonder how her charm would stand against Veronica’s. By some strange whim of Fate’s Cherry was given the chance a month after she became one of the staff at the Manor House.

Veronica went away for three weeks to stay with an aunt in London. When she came back she brought a fiancé for her mother’s approval. Lady Bayfield approved. The young man—Phillip Bellairs—was not titled, but he had an extremely rich father—one of the big ship-builders of England—who indulged his whims, and one day he would inherit a fortune.

He had been educated at Eton and Oxford. He was about twenty-seven years old, had travelled a good deal, was very intelligent, and considered an excellent “catch”. He had a shooting lodge in Scotland, lived either with his parents in their London house, or at his exclusive club, and owned racehorses at Newmarket.

Hearing all this, Cherry began to envy Veronica. She had all Cherry wanted. Phillip Bellairs seemed to be just the man of her desires.

She caught a glimpse of him in the hall just before dinner. He was slim, shorter than Bill Carew by a head, but very good-looking. He had smooth, brown hair, brushed straight off his forehead. His face was thin and a little lined for his age.

In no way was Phillip Bellairs as handsome or as arresting as Bill Carew. But much more fascinating to Cherry from that night onwards! He had so much more than good looks. He had money, and money was power.

Cherry watched him closely for several days and nights. She saw Veronica had attracted him. Her ash-blonde hair, her sweet manner, her flattery of him. He was weak, and weak men succumb so easily to flattery.

When Cherry helped her dress one night for a dinner-party celebrating their engagement down at the Manor House, she asked Cherry if she thought she “looked nice”.

“Lovely, Miss!” Cherry answered. But to herself she said “Humph! Who wouldn’t look nice in a Dior Model costing £100 or more. I’d look a good deal prettier than you, my lady, Veronica, in that frock.” She knew because she had tried it on one night.

Cherry had made up her mind then and there to win the attention of Phillip Bellairs—to use her charm against Veronica’s. She wanted to be rich and vowed to satisfy her ambition through Phillip Bellairs.

She forgot Bill. She was away from the loving thrall in which he held her when she was in his arms. She had not seen him for several days.

Cherry waited at table that night, helping old Masters, the butler. The dining-room was full of dim light from the tall wax candles on the rich mahogany table. It looked very handsome with its flowers and Georgian silver and glittering glass.

Cherry caught Phillip Bellairs’ eye once, then he looked away again quite indifferently. She thought, with anger in her heart:

“Not going to take notice of me—eh? Your sort don’t look at staff, except as machines—eh? You wait!”

She leaned over his right shoulder to pick up his empty hock glass. She was clearing the table for dessert. Masters held the silver tray behind her. Deliberately her fingers clenched on the glass—clenched until it smashed to fragments in her hand. She dropped the pieces and gave a little cry.

“Oh dear!”

The blood spurted from one or two cuts on Cherry’s finger. The colour left her cheeks, not so much with the pain as the excitement of that moment. She had achieved her ambition! Phillip Bellairs sprang to his feet and took decided notice of her.

“Please let me help you,” he drawled courteously.

“I-I’m so dreadfully sorry, your ladyship,” Cherry said in a trembling voice to Lady Bayfield.

“So unlike you to have accidents, Cherry,” she replied, graciously enough.

But Veronica’s eyes regarded her sullenly. Despite Cherry’s protests, Phillip had whipped a white silk handkerchief from his pocket and wound it round her cut hand.

“Oh, thank you, sir!” she said, under her breath.

Cherry looked up at him. His fingers just touched hers. And then she broke into the smile that she had practised so often. He flushed and looked away very quickly. But during the rest of dinner his eyes, from time to time, roved to her face with a half-nervous, half-eager look. She existed for Phillip Bellairs now, not as a servant, but as a pretty, attractive girl.

Next morning Cherry was dusting the drawing-room before the family was down. Mr. Phillip Bellairs strolled into the room through the french windows from the sunlit garden. It was a gorgeous summer morning, and he had taken an early stroll.

“Ah, good-morning!” he said. “How’s the cut hand?”

“It was nothing, thank you!” Cherry said. “The cuts weren’t deep. It was kind of you to lend me this.”

She took his ironed handkerchief out of her apron pocket and handed it to him.

“So beautifully washed,” he murmured. “Thank you—er—what’s your name?”

“Cherry Brown.”

He said: “I love eating cherries!”

She laughed. He amused her. Cherry suddenly knelt down at his feet to wipe up some ash that had fallen on the parquet floor from his cigarette.

“Oh, how thoughtless of me! I’ll do it, Cherry,” he said.

He stooped. Deliberately she looked up. She could see that his eyes were greenish hazel, rather lazy, indolent. He suddenly flushed.

“You’re a sight too pretty to be let loose in this world, Cherry,” he said.

But Cherry wasn’t going to let him imagine he could just snatch a kiss and then run away. She was too clever for that. She had more sense than Veronica with her gushing and clinging.

“If you’ll pardon me, I think you’re much too bold,” she said, and ran out of the room. She knew she left him amazed and intrigued. He had imagined her easy to conquer. He was used to women falling in love with him. He was spoiled, over-flattered by Veronica. And Cherry had, so to speak, snapped her fingers in his face and run away.

Phillip Bellairs, although so newly engaged, thought about Cherry a good many times that day.

He returned to London to his family the next morning, and Cherry didn’t see him again for three weeks.

When he came down to the Manor House again it was in August. He was to stay for a fortnight with the Bayfields. Cherry noticed at once that his interest in Veronica was waning. But she knew that he had not forgotten her. She was in the hall as he passed through on his way upstairs. Masters had gone ahead with the luggage. Veronica was talking to her mother in the loggia.

He stopped in front of Cherry and gave her a funny look.

“Well, Cherry-ripe, I must say you’re looking even prettier than ever, and I may as well tell you I’m feeling much bolder!” he said.

Cherry laughed and gave him a sweeping glance from under her long, curving lashes.

“Well, sir, I fancy there’s a saying about ‘faint heart not winning fair lady’,” she said impudently.

“You darling!” he said under his breath, then had to pass on, as Veronica came running up with “Are you all right? Do you want a drink, Phillip?”

Cherry watched him as he looked at her. Oh, yes, he was bored with her by now! She had “gushed” all the love out of him. He was no longer in love with her. But he was just a little bit keen about Cherry, and she did everything in her power to fan the flame she’d lit. She thought little about Bill these days, and much about Phillip Bellairs and his money. Yet only the night before she had met Bill. He had come in from Little Cross to tell her of his latest triumph—how he had boxed with a fellow from Whitechapel, and knocked him out in three rounds.

She felt restless in his arms that night. She loved him. What was Phillip compared to this man? A weakling. Bill could knock him down with one blow. Oh, and the Irish eyes of her lover and that beguiling voice!

“Cherry, dearest, put your lips on mine and tell me you love me still,” he whispered, with his great arms straining her to him.

And then she found it hard to resist. She did not want anything but those kisses of Bill’s. She left him hating herself for the deliberate way in which she meant to try to attract Veronica’s fiancé.

It was a thrilling, dangerous game—playing with fire, secretly pitting her strength against Veronica Bayfield’s. She did not know it. She only knew that her fair, babyish beauty and her charm were losing their attraction for her fiancé. Cherry saw it. When she was in the room, serving the meals at dinner-time, bringing in afternoon tea with Masters, wherever it was, Phillip Bellairs’ restless eyes followed her figure and tried to meet her gaze. Cherry avoided that gaze until just before she left the room, then gave him a challenging little look which made him bite his lip and search restlessly in his pockets for cigarettes and lighter.


CHAPTER TWO

One afternoon Cherry was shaking up the sofa cushions in the drawing-room and tidying books and papers. Lady Bayfield was resting at this hour. Veronica had gone up to town for the day to see her dentist. She had been suffering from toothache.

Phillip Bellairs strolled into the drawing-room just as she was preparing to leave it. It was one of those hot, drowsy days in late August. The sun-blinds were drawn and the big drawing-room, a study in pale green and mauve, looked cool and inviting. He barred her exit from the room, leaning against the closed doors, hands thrust deep in his pockets. He gave her a long, strange look from his narrow eyes.

“Well, you little devil,” he said. “And how are you?”

“I am well, thank you, sir,” Cherry said coolly.

“You look as radiant as a summer rose,” he said.

“Pardon me, I haven’t time for listening to compliments, sir,” she said.

“You must make time if I want to pay you compliments!” he said angrily. “I won’t have you being so cool and proud with me, you little witch!”

Cherry tried to brush past him. Of course, he took her arm. She knew he would.

“Please let me go!” she said.

“Kiss me first!” he said in a low voice.

“Certainly not! How dare you!” she said, stifling a laugh.

He took her other arm and forced her to face him.

“I’ve been watching you for days,” he said, breathing very fast. “And you’ve been challenging me, maddening me. Yes, you can’t deny it. Looking so exquisite with your bright pink cheeks and hazel eyes. Cherry, kiss me—quickly.”

“I won’t!” she said. “You’re engaged to Veronica and you ought to be ashamed.”

“Dam’ it, I don’t care!” Phillip Bellairs was losing control of himself. All the weakness in his character was uppermost, and Cherry did her best to fan the flames she had lit in him by just opposing his wishes.

“Let me go!” she said, struggling.

Phillip Bellairs’ husky voice said against her ear:

“Cherry, you little darling, there’s something about you to drive a man crazy. Won’t you kiss me?”

“I wouldn’t dream of kissing a man I wasn’t engaged to!” she said.

He regarded her with an exasperated look in his eyes.

“Are you engaged, Cherry-ripe?”
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