
   [image: Cover: Autumn Wedding by Anita Charles]


   
      
         
            Anita Charles
   

            Autumn Wedding
   

         

          
   

         
            Saga Egmont
   

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Autumn Wedding

             
   

            Cover image: Shutterstock

Copyright © 1962, 2021 Anita Charles and SAGA Egmont

             
   

            All rights reserved

             
   

            ISBN: 9788726565492

             
   

            1st ebook edition

Format: EPUB 2.0

             
   

            No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrievial system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor, be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

             
   

            www.sagaegmont.com

Saga is a subsidiary of Egmont. Egmont is Denmark’s largest media company and fully owned by the Egmont Foundation, which donates almost 13,4 million euros annually to children in difficult circumstances.

         

      

   


   
      
         Robert St. Cère’s young half-sister Rosmarin was being rather a handful – and he decided that the solution to the problem was to marry Rosmarin’s companion, Fern Gilchrist, and present the girl with a stepmother. But what did Fern feel about it all?

      

   


   
      
         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter one
   

         

         The front door
       of the house was standing open. It was a delightful house built of grey stone, with round towers at each angle and windows that were a little like lancet windows, although they admitted plenty of light.

         The house was backed by chestnut trees, and in front the short drive sloped to a dusty, sun-scorched lane. Somewhere beyond the lane a river flowed, and the murmur of it could be heard quite clearly in the absolute stillness of the afternoon. The poplars that grew on its banks could be seen waving against the deep, intense blue of the sky.

         St. Luke’s little summer was well into its stride, and the whole countryside swam in the beauty of it. The woods that climbed the slopes beyond the river, the chateau that peered above the trees, and was one of the finest in the district; the distant peak that was a part of the Massif Central, and had a little snow lying on it like sugar icing on a birthday cake.

         It would be many weeks yet before the leaves started to fall, but long before that they would glow with the shades of autumn. The countryside would come alive, as it were, after a green sleep, burn itself out, and then settle down into the calm and neutrality of winter.

         Fern Gilchrist had spent the whole of one summer in this lovely valley of the Dordogne, but she was very much afraid the cards were stacked against her discovering what it was like in the winter. She was much more likely to be presented with a ticket that would take her right back to London and her Aunt Bettina’s flat in Bayswater, and as compensation for the breaking of a contract she might possibly be given a month’s salary.

         She bit her lip as she stood by a bush of azalea and watched the open front door of the house, and the golden bar of sunlight that slanted across the head of the steps. Any moment now—unless she was not entirely a failure—her pupil would emerge clad in casual riding clothes, and Etienne would appear round a corner of the house, leading a couple of bright chestnut horses to the foot of the steps.

         Her pulses slowed agonisingly, and then gave a bitterly disappointed leap as the slight figure darkened the golden bar of sunlight, and Etienne bowed exaggeratedly, and offered his hand as a mounting block. They came cantering past the bush of azaleas, and Rosmarin was laughing delightedly because she was embarked on yet another act of defiance, and the silly young woman from England would look even sillier when she had to admit to Robert that she was quite unable to control a sixteen-year-old.

         Etienne—eighteen and far more dangerously attractive and adult than any eighteen-year-old youth had a right to be—was looking graceful and mocking, and confident of his powers to stir up insurrections if they accorded with his views of what was necessary and entertaining.

         He obviously challenged Rosmarin to risk a gallop down the avenue, for the thunder of their hooves was wild but brief before they burst through the eternally open pair of wrought-iron gates and scattered the hens that were browsing in the lane. The cackle of a couple of badly alarmed geese came floating back to Fern, together with the shrillness of Rosmarin’s laughter… and Etienne’s cool, jibing voice, encouraging her to greater efforts.

         Fern stood biting her lip in the sunshine, and wondering what she should do. Hand in her notice straight away, or try and win some support from the master of the place…?

         But she had already tried that, and it had yielded no results. Robert Saint-Cère was too completely uninterested to provide her with support, and in addition he would be extremely annoyed if she asked for it again. The last time he told her quite bluntly that she was employed to use her own initiative, and to cope with difficulties as they arose. If she couldn’t do that she was no good.

         He had looked at her as if he disliked her intensely in any case—as he most certainly disliked having to accept responsibility for his half-sister and half-brother. To him they were the only fly in the ointment of a comfortable bachelor’s existence, a way of life he enjoyed, divided between Paris—where he was an extremely successful lawyer—and this quiet backwater, where he expected to be allowed a large amount of peace.

         He had reminded Fern that, according to Lady Inskip, who was a friend of his grandmother and had recommended her for the position, she had all the necessary qualifications for dealing with young people, and it was up to her to achieve her own results without dragging him into it even for occasional consultations.

         The one thing he obviously didn’t realise about his half-sister and half-brother was that they were not normal young people. For one thing, Etienne was too old to be hanging about a house and doing nothing all day on a country estate, and Rosmarin would have profited enormously from the strict discipline of a well-run boarding school. But Fern had the sense to realise that if she pointed this out she would be depriving herself of a job, even though it had not originally been a part of her job to have Etienne’s moments of acute boredom to cope with.

         When she accepted the job Etienne had been toying with the notion of becoming a doctor, but a bad attack of influenza followed by pneumonia had interfered with the idea and he had been permitted to indulge in a lengthy convalescence which by this time had become a period of idleness that was, apparently, to have no end.

         Fern fairly tore at her lower lip with her two, well-cared-for upper front teeth, and decided that the moment was ripe, and more than ripe, for accepting defeat. The writing was on the wall for her, and she couldn’t fail to read it. She couldn’t go on being flouted, made fun of, disregarded—two days ago she had been locked in her room for a couple of hours while her pupil went to the local cinema with Etienne; and only the fact that she was nimble and could climb out of a window had saved her being incarcerated for another couple of hours.

         For on the way home Rosmarin and Etienne had decided to stop for ices, and they had regarded the whole episode as a cause for the greatest hilarity.

         And the day before that all Rosmarin’s school books had been consigned to the river, and the resultant hilarity had been just as great.

         Fern made up her mind that she didn’t want the job. She wanted self-respect, and a reasonable pupil…. And the fact that she would have to leave all the beauty behind, the sun-filled days and the kindly attentiveness of Robert Saint-Cère’s excellent household staff, the luxury which most certainly would not be hers in Bayswater, she thrust like an unpleasant thought to the back of her mind.

         This was something that had to be done at once, while her indignation was high, and ‘Monsieur,’ as he was called, was at Les Muguets. He had arrived unexpectedly about eleven o’clock the night before, and so far none but the servants had been permitted to see him. Fern had a fairly shrewd idea that he intended to go into one of his not infrequent ‘retreats’ after handling a rather difficult case—and, possibly, losing it!

         But the fact that his oratory had failed him was nothing to do with Fern. She had no doubt at all that he was a forceful figure when trying to convince a judge that he had right on his side, and his client was either desperately ill-used or as innocent as a new-born infant; but to her that now meant nothing at all. As a guardian he left much to be desired, and as an employer he failed to inspire confidence.

         And not merely confidence…. He failed entirely as an employer, because apart from being willing to pay an absurdly high salary he was entirely opposed to being confronted by the employee. When she was someone more or less thrust on him by his conniving grandmother, and by Lady Inskip, who had been her bosom friend at school.

         Fern walked determinedly up the drive to the house, and tried not to be aware of the warm flower scents that floated in the atmosphere, and the lazy murmur of the river that was so exceptionally pleasant and soothing on an afternoon such as this. In less than a week, very likely, she would be back in the land of autumn mists, and early autumn cold spells. The flowers would be over, and those in the florists’ shops would be expensive and hothouse… even the seasonal chrysanthemums, that in any case smelt of winter.

         Old Yvette, the housekeeper, was in the hall when she entered it. As usual she smiled expansively at the English girl, but she looked extremely doubtful when Fern said she wanted to have a word with Monsieur Saint-Cère.

         “But Monsieur has issued strict instructions that he is not to be disturbed,” Yvette said, spreading her hands in a dramatic fashion, as if any misinterpretation of this instruction would be next door to inviting the roof to fall. “Not until he has rested after his journey from Paris. He drove himself, and is in no mood for the discussion of domestic affairs.”

         “But this isn’t a domestic affair,” Fern objected. “It is a personal affair.”

         Yvette looked surprised.

         “It is not that you wish to talk about… mademoiselle!” She was perfectly well aware that ‘mademoiselle’ was a thorn in the English governess’s side, and that Etienne was a worse thorn, but even if she wished to hand in her resignation that afternoon was not a favourable time. Monsieur Robert was in a mood so unapproachable that even she—who had tied his shoe laces and made certain that his hands were clean before meals when he was no more than knee high to her buxom five feet—had hardly dared to interrupt him with a request concerning what he would like to eat for lunch.

         “If I were you, mademoiselle, I would wait until tomorrow… or better still, the day after tomorrow,” she suggested tentatively.

         But Fern shook her head.

         “I’m sorry if you think I’ve chosen a bad time, but what I have to say can’t wait. Will you find out whether Monsieur Saint-Cère will see me?”

         Yvette spread her hands again.

         “It is more than likely that he will refuse to allow you to be admitted to his apartments.”

         “Then say that, in that case, I will leave, without seeing him,” Fern replied with so much finality in her voice and look that the housekeeper was convinced that that was precisely what she would do.

         “Very well, mademoiselle,” she said. “Wait here and I will tap on the door of the library. If Monsieur calls out that I may enter I will tell him what you wish me to say!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         It was obvious
       that ‘Monsieur’ granted the necessary permission for Yvette to invade his privacy, for within a couple of minutes she returned to inform Fern that her employer would see her.

         Fern took it that the interview must not be protracted when Yvette looked at her meaningly, and she entered the library with the firm determination to get the matter over with as quickly as possible, and ask for her release from an engagement that had ceased to be of advantage to anyone. But she reckoned without the occupant of the dim, cool room, for he went on writing at his desk and quite deliberately ignoring her for a full fifty seconds after she had stationed herself in front of the desk.

         He didn’t even ask her to be seated, or show any sign that he realised her presence. His dark head was bent—the same sleek, dark head that Etienne possessed, but with a much broader forehead and a blunter outline to the features. Fern supposed it was a much better head, squarer, harsher, and likely to contain more perceptive grey matter. It was excellently set on a pair of well-held shoulders, and the few silvery strands in his crisp hair at the temples lent him a decidedly distinguished air.

         He could not have been more than thirty-four or five, but he had the poise and the arrogance of a senior advocate. Fern’s eyes dropped to the harsh, compressed line of his lips, the square jaw below them, and she decided it would be useless to oppose this man. He would always—or almost always—have his way.

         And then, not for the first time, she took careful note of his hands, and the one that held the pen struck her as remarkably fine and slender for such an uncompromising man.

         The pen stopped writing, and he addressed her abruptly.

         “Well? What is it? What is it you want to see me about, mademoiselle!”

         Fern felt curiously taken aback. She opened her mouth to speak, and then found that the words would not come easily. In fact, at first, they refused to come at all.

         “Well?” There was impatience in the word. His eyes were dark and piercing as they gazed up at her, and his mouth with the faintest hint of sensuality at its corners curved ironically. “You did want to see me about something, did you not, mademoiselle!”

         “Yes,” She was leaning slightly on the desk, gripping the edge of it with a hand much smaller and finer than his own, and to her surprise he stood up abruptly and apologised for forgetting to request her to be seated. She was wearing a pale blue linen dress with a white belt and a rather low neckline that permitted him to notice what a pretty tanned throat she had and graceful, if thin, shoulders, and when she sat down her fair hair swung against her neck and looked like a flash of primrose light by contrast with the coating of delicate bronze.

         “I have had a demanding week, Miss Gilchrist,” Robert Saint-Cère said, the harsh note returned to his voice, “and you must pardon me if I am not in the mood for discussion of any kind. Unless my half-sister’s health is failing, or she and Etienne between them have murdered, or are contemplating murdering, the cook; cannot you keep back until tomorrow whatever it is you feel so strongly that I have to hear?”

         “I’m afraid not, monsieur” Fern replied, feeling a return of her determination at the boredom and lack of interest of his tone. “As a matter of fact, what happened today was rather in the nature of the last straw for me, and I feel that you have to know at once that I don’t think I can continue to act as companion-governess to Rosmarin.”

         “Oh, indeed?” His intensely black eyebrows puckered a trifle. “You must enlighten me about this ‘last straw’? What precisely do you mean by it, and is it something more serious than English slang?”

         “It is—slang,” she admitted, colouring a trifle, “but it is also the way I feel about things … that I have reached the last straw, or the end of my endurance, and it is just sheer waste of time, and a useless expenditure of your money, to pretend that I am in any way needed here, and that your half-sister can benefit from my staying here.”

         His eyebrows arched, and for a moment she thought he was going to say coolly that that was an admission of inadequacy that she might have made several months before; but instead, and to her surprise, he offered her a cigarette.

         “As bad as all that, is it?” he murmured, providing her with a slightly startled sensation as he leaned across the desk to hold the flame of his gold lighter to the tip of the cigarette she had accepted more as a result of sheer astonishment than anything else.

         He allowed a cloud of fragrant tobacco smoke to drift in her direction as he inhaled, and then exhaled, thoughtfully.

          
   

         “Tell me about this so disastrous day that you have had to endure,” he said. “Tell me about other days that have been equally trying. Do not attempt to spare my relative, because that will remove all point from your complaints.”

         Fern seized the opportunity that was presented to her, and although at the outset she knew a certain amount of compunction—and even sudden doubt—because Rosmarin Saint-Cère was, after all, very young, and it was Etienne who was largely responsible for her consistent rebellion, she told the tale of the afternoon when she was imprisoned in her room, of other afternoons when Rosmarin bluntly refused to apply herself to anything in the nature of study, and that particular afternoon when for the third day in succession she and Etienne had ridden off for an unknown destination, without any intention of returning until it pleased them, and solely for the purpose of antagonising the English girl.

         “You don’t think that it was purely high spirits that caused them to commit this last offence?” Saint-Cère enquired.

         “No,” Fern replied. “They are naturally high-spirited, of course, and they enjoy running counter to discipline—any form of discipline! But the main idea was to annoy me, and as a result of constant annoyance to get rid of me. And that being the case I have to admit that, although I'm not annoyed, I recognise my limitations, and suggest that you find someone to replace me who will not be handicapped by the same limitations.”

         He smiled for a moment—and it was the first time she had seen him smile as if something had genuinely amused him. He said, softly:

         “So you are not annoyed…. which is something! But you can no longer ‘cope,’ as you, as an Englishwoman, would, I believe, say?”

         “That is quite right, monsieur.” But she swallowed on her humiliation, and wondered why now that she was simply insisting on being released from her engagement he didn’t bite her head off.

         “But you have ‘coped’ with other young people in England?”

         “They were very much younger, monsieur.”

         “Mere infants, in fact?”

         “Yes.”

         He studied her very deliberately, taking in—she was sure—even the details of her dress.

         “How old are you, mademoiselle?” he asked, with curiosity.

         “Twenty-four,” she told him.

         “In that case,” he observed, transferring his interest to the smoke that curled upwards from his cigarette, “you and Rosmarin should have a certain amount in common. You could be an elder sister, and she could forget that you are employed to coerce her into acquiring a little more knowledge and a few better manners than Nature intended to bestow on her without assistance. However, perhaps that is asking too much of a young woman endowed with excellent manners herself, and in some ways quite a finished product?”

         Fern flushed much more brilliantly this time, the dryness of his tone making her feel suddenly uncomfortable. For some reason, rather acutely uncomfortable.

         “On the contrary, monsieur,” she hastened to assure him, “I wanted to do my best for Rosmarin, and I tried. I tried very hard, but she refused to co-operate. She has consistently refused to co-operate, and there seems little more I can do….” She spread her hands a little, in a French gesture she had learned. “Perhaps if she wasn’t so much under the influence of Etienne…”

         He frowned.

         “We will come to Etienne later. At the moment we are discussing Rosmarin.” He stood up and started to pace about the room. “There are reasons why I particularly wish Rosmarin to be educated at home, reasons which”—with increased dryness—“include her inability to settle down in any scholastic establishment where she would probably derive great benefit. I have twice been requested to remove her from certain schools, and I confess I should not enjoy having the same request made to me a third and fourth time.”

         “Lady Inskip explained to me that you had had a certain amount of difficulty with her,” Fern said awkwardly.

         “A certain amount of difficulty?” He grimaced, and then looked extremely sardonic. “Well, perhaps some girls are difficult….”

         “Particularly the motherless ones,” Fern put in, more gently. “They lack something which is irreplaceable.”

         “So?” he said, as if he was suddenly interested. “And is that your honest opinion, mademoiselle? And may I take it that you had the advantage of a mother in your upbringing?”

         Fern felt an indignant flush stain her cheeks under the quizzical enquiry in his eyes.

         “My mother died two years ago, monsieur, but I cannot remember my father,” she said stiffly.

         He was silent. The quizzical gleam died out of his eyes, but she had the feeling that he was not offering any sympathy. And, she thought, with the annoyance mounting, she certainly didn’t want any from him.

         “So,” he said at last, resuming his pacing up and down the room. “You had a mother who educated you along the right lines, and you are qualified to take charge of those less fortunate than yourself, and for Rosmarin you might yet do a great deal.” He stopped in front of her, and he indicated her with a slightly nicotine-stained finger-tip. “You, for whom Lady Inskip vouched with such enthusiasm, and who are not as negligible as you would have me believe, if those incensed blue eyes of yours are-anything to go by! You feel that you have had what is commonly called a raw deal, and you want to quit…. But I mustn’t allow you to quit, for I have so much to preoccupy me that I cannot be without you!’

         She raised the incensed blue eyes to his face in astonishment,

         “But, monsieur,” she reminded him, “I’ve just told you that, so far as Rosmarin is concerned, I’m a dead loss….”

         “I know, I know,” he said irritably, cutting her short. “But it is because of Rosmarin that I have to keep you….

         “Perhaps,” she suggested, once more, tentatively, “if Etienne were to be sent away…”

         He clicked thumb and finger.

         “Etienne will be sent away in due course, but for the moment we have my half-sister to consider. She is the problem, and she is the one with whom we must deal. An idea has occurred to me, but it is a little extreme… and you might not agree! But,” frowning so much that his thick black brows met together in the middle of his forehead, “you would be foolish if you did not agree, for your entire future could be secured by such an idea. However, you must give me a little time to turn the matter over in my mind….”

         He commenced pacing vigorously up and down the room, and she wondered what proposition he was thinking out to induce her to stay. Something connected with an increase of salary, perhaps…? Or a little more co-operation on his part in dealing with Rosmarin? Or was he thinking how easily and quickly Etienne could be banished…?

         But there should be no problem where Etienne was concerned, at least. It had been vaguely understood for some time that he was to study medicine, so why was he wasting his time idling the remainder of the summer away at Les Muguets?

         The library at that hour of the day was exceptionally quiet, exceptionally free from even the slightest intrusive sound, even the ticking of a particularly handsome grandfather clock in the hall. The murmur of the outside world, the tireless confidences of the river, the droning of bees, chirping of crickets, cackling of hens, were all sounds that might have been forbidden to enter this room, and while the master of the place was at home, at least, its thick carpet deadened all interior noises.

         While he was away Yvette could create as much clamour as she liked with vacuum cleaners and electric polishers, etc., but in the intervals when he took up his residence she had to content herself with feather dusters and soft brooms. In fact, she was lucky if she was admitted to the library at all when he was working.

         Fern watched his straight-backed figure pacing up and down over the plum-coloured carpet, and she felt slightly hypnotised by the meticulous placing of his feet. She wrenched away her eyes from his neat, polished shoes, and studied a row of books on the wall facing her. They were, she knew, mostly law books, but some of them were very handsomely bound, and others were well worn as if constantly referred to.

         His desk was very handsome, and littered with innumerable papers and parchment folders secured with red tape. The red tape fascinated her. So, even in France, they used it… black japanned boxes and solid leather briefcases. Flung down carelessly on the gleaming surface of the desk was one rather curious object… a woman’s bracelet, gold and gleaming. It was inset with stones like diamonds, and there was a double safety chain, which proved it was very valuable.

         Fern actually started when Robert once more stopped near to her. Right beside her chair, in fact.

         “Yes, it is an excellent idea,” he remarked, as if he was according it the utmost approval himself. “Having examined it from all angles I can see nothing wrong with it. You are of age, unattached, dependent on your own efforts to provide yourself with a living. For you it should be a way out, and for me a solution.

         … For Rosmarin it will mean a companion she won’t dare to offend, and in time perhaps, the links of friendship will be established between you. That will be good for both of you.”

         Fern blinked up at him.

         “I’m sorry, monsieur, but I haven’t the least idea what you are talking about. Are you suggesting that I stay on… as a companion to Rosmarin, instead of a governess? But I don’t think that will improve matters very much….’

         “My good girl, don’t be stupid,” he reproved her sternly. “Of course it wouldn’t improve matters if you merely stayed on as a companion, as Miss Fern Gilchrist, who has already failed lamentably. But as Madame Saint-Cère… as my wife That would make all the difference in the world!”

         Fern wondered whether the heat and the upsets of the day had affected her a little.

         “Your—wife, monsieur?” she echoed him, stupidly.

         Robert Saint-Cère became remorselessly businesslike.

         “In name only, of course. It is an arrangement we often have in France, and between you and me it should work splendidly. I am an extremely busy man with no time for family ties, and you will have all the time in the world to concentrate on the only human being in the world for whom I feel responsible. Etienne is entirely different, and, in any case, he will not be your concern.”

         Fern got to her feet slowly. She was still quite certain that there was something wrong with her hearing powers.

         “Monsieur,” she said stiffly, “you must be joking.”

         “I never joke about matters that are of the slightest importance to me,” he replied, with a kind of sublime casualness, “And if we are to be married it will be well if you start calling me Robert. ‘Monsieur’ would make most of my friends elevate their eyebrows until they disappeared under their hairlines!”
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