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  LOVE AT THE TOWER




  They both laughed and Robina caught something in his eyes that told her he had more to say.




  “But that is not the reason I have asked you here,” the Earl added.




  Robina stayed silent, although inside her thoughts were far from still.




  She felt nervous and uneasy.




  “Robina,” the Earl continued slowly, enfolding her hands with his hands. “I have been thinking of nothing but you for these past few days and I must tell you that I am utterly in love with you.




  “That appalling business with Ellis has only served to compound what I was already feeling. If I am honest, I have loved you since we were children together and I am not a man to hold back when I have made my mind up, so I would be honoured if you will agree to be my wife.”




  Robina stood there with the wind blowing through her hair and the Earl holding onto her hands.




  She looked into eyes that were so full of love that she could scarcely meet his gaze and did not know how to answer him.




  “Please, Robina, what do you say to me?” he asked, pleadingly, his blue eyes willing her to open up her heart to him.




  A heart that at that very moment was wracked with confusion and astonishment.
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  “Love is the same for everybody – it is sublime, ethereal and heavenly – whether you live in a castle or a cottage.”




  





  Barbara Cartland




  





  CHAPTER ONE


  1897




  Robina Melville stared out of the carriage window and sighed. The sun was setting over the green countryside as she sped towards her Surrey home in Lucksham.




  Seated beside her was Nanny – an elderly lady who had brought up her mother as well as Robina.




  But Robina’s mother was no longer with her. She had died the previous year and so distraught was her father that he had sent Robina to stay with friends in France.




  “It is for the best, Robina, my dear,” he had said to her on the day he had called her into the library at the rear of the huge rambling building that was Trentham House.




  How she had shed copious tears as he had sat there at his desk, almost impassively telling her that he wished to be alone and that he had written to his friends in Paris, the Lamonts, asking them to take Robina in as a guest.




  “But I don’t want to go to France – my place is here with you,” she had protested with even more tears running down her lovely face.




  At the age of twenty-one, she had known so much sorrow, far too much for one so young.




  Her beloved Mama’s long illness had taken its toll on everyone concerned.




  At first the doctors had said it was merely a chill in her stomach that had made her double up in agony one day whilst playing tennis. But then a swelling in her stomach grew and it became apparent to everyone that this was not a chill at all.




  Robina’s father had sent for a specialist doctor from Switzerland and for a short time her mother had seemed to rally round and improve.




  But despite massive doctor’s bills and a medicine chest that groaned with pills and potions, herb tinctures and poultices, she grew worse.




  Robina could recall the day that she collapsed and retired to bed, never to get up again.




  It had been a fine June afternoon and a garden party was being held in the gardens of Trentham House.




  “You must put on your best dress today,” Nanny had said to her, “your Mama will surely want you to look as attractive as possible for her guests.”




  Robina proudly admired the white lawn dress with lovely Nottingham lace on the bodice and cuffs. She had travelled all the way up to London to have it made at her Mama’s dressmakers, which had been such an exciting treat.




  Pulling on the gown, she wondered what cook had in store for them. She was famous throughout the County for her cakes and pastries.




  “Do you think that there will be any young people of my own age present?” she had asked Nanny, who was busily putting Robina’s hair up into an elegant French knot before carefully pinning her new summer hat on top.




  “I would think so, dear,” Nanny had answered through a mouthful of pins. “After all it’s a very special occasion.”




  “I just hope that Mama is feeling better today, she did look terribly pale at dinner last night.”




  “She will be as right as rain, Robina – you must not worry so about her. This doctor from Switzerland seems to have worked miracles.”




  “But she hardly ate anything at dinner – ” sighed Robina, unable to stop herself admiring her reflection in the mirror despite her concern.




  “Your Mama has never had a large appetite, which is why she still boasts the same slender waist she had as a girl. Now, come along, Robina, your Mama and Papa will want you downstairs to greet their guests as they arrive.”




  Robina ran downstairs and saw that their footman was already showing people into the garden.




  Walking past a rose-covered arch, she noticed that her mother was chatting to a large group of people.




  ‘How pale she looks,’ she thought to herself.




  As she approached, her mother turned and smiled.




  “Darling, do come and join us – Lord Hampton was just telling us about his son Robert’s exploits in India.”




  The old man’s face lit up as Robina walked across the lawn towards them.




  “Robina, my dear, how lovely you look,” he said, and almost immediately began to cough.




  Lady Melville signalled to Newman to bring a glass of water. The Earl was bright red in the face as he gulped it down.




  “You will have to excuse me, my dear, but I fear I am not as well as I could be. Those blasted doctors know nothing and cannot help me!”




  Robina looked on in dismay as he struggled to compose himself.




  She had known the Earl since childhood and as a girl had played with his sons, Robert and Ellis.




  Robert, the elder of the two brothers, was in India with his Regiment and she had not seen him for ages – not since he was sent away to Eton in fact.




  After Eton he had gone to the Royal Military College at Sandhurst and from there, had been sent on a Commission to India.




  Robina had often wondered how he was.




  She could remember him as a tall plain boy who was incredibly fond of horses, as she was herself, and who was forever getting his brother, Ellis, out of trouble.




  Ellis had been born bad and looking for trouble she reckoned and had not been seen locally for some time.




  Ellis, it seemed, was in London.




  Lord Hampton finished the water and then snapped his fingers. Almost immediately his manservant was by his side.




  “Fetch the carriage, Brocklehurst, we are returning to the Castle.”




  The Castle!




  Robina longed to be asked to see it, but had heard from gossip that it was a shadow of its former self. The ageing Earl had not the time nor the money for it and it was said that its once-magnificent Tower was crumbling.




  “You have to leave us so soon?” her mother was saying with a concerned look, “but you have barely had a chance to tell Robina about Robert’s adventures in India.”




  “I am sorry, Lady Melville, but once this coughing comes upon me, I need to retire.”




  They watched as the Earl was helped away.




  “Poor man!” sighed her mother, “he really is very unwell.”




  “And you, Mama – you are looking pale. I noticed it yesterday evening.”




  Robina took her mother’s arm and looked into her grey-green eyes searchingly. It seemed as if the light had been extinguished in them. All her pain was visibly etched on her face.




  “I am fine, my darling,” she answered with a smile, “you must not concern yourself unduly.”




  Almost as soon as the words were out of her mouth, a look of agonising pain crumpled her features.




  “Mama?”




  But she did not answer. She simply clutched at her stomach and folded in two.




  “Is everything all right?”




  It was Robina’s father. He had been watching his wife closely all day and his eyes had not left her face for a second.




  Upon seeing her wince, he had rushed to her side.




  “I must insist that you retire at once, Pamela.”




  “No, no, I shall be fine in a moment. My guests – I must see to my guests.”




  Once again her face contorted in agony as the pain shot through her.




  Robina could not help but start to cry.




  ‘I must not allow Mama to see I am upset. I must not,’ she said to herself as she turned away.




  But the pain became too much and, eventually, Mama had been taken up to her room and the doctor called.




  Robina was told by her father to remain downstairs and talk to the guests, but even as she laughed and smiled with them, she wished she was by her mother’s side.




  The party had come to an early end as the guests, sensitive to the plight of their hostess, drifted off before the sun set.




  After Robina had said goodbye to the last one, she ran upstairs to be with her mother.




  The grave look on her father’s face had told her all.




  “Darling, now you will need to be very brave, your mother is never going to recover. The doctor has found a tumour in her stomach and they cannot operate.”




  At that moment Robina’s world had fallen apart.




  From that time on her dear mother was bedridden and the regular routine of nurses and doctors became a part of everyday life at Trentham House.




  Robina gave up her studies and devoted herself to caring for her mother as best she could.




  She was at her bedside when she died, holding her hand as the poor woman gasped for breath.




  Robina cried as if her heart would break.




  Nothing had prepared her for the complete and utter desolation she felt as her mother lay back on the pillow, still and lifeless.




  *




  But that was just a year ago and now Robina found herself returning to Trentham House in the family phaeton.




  She sighed again as she huddled closer to Nanny.




  They had now been travelling for over an hour and she noticed that Nanny had not said much about the house or her father, so finally she broached the subject.




  “Nanny, how is Papa?”




  “As I said before, he is much better than he was.”




  “And the house? Is it just the same? I cannot wait to see it again.”




  Nanny hesitated and could not meet Robina’s eye. She gazed out of the window even though it was now dark, and seemed to consider her words carefully.




  “There have been many changes at the house,” she said finally, “but you will find everything in good order.”




  There was a weighty silence as the carriage rattled along the road.




  It was the same one that Robina had travelled in on her way to France, although she could see that the interior had since been re-upholstered and the door handles were all brand new.




  “Papa has been spending his money, I can see – ” she remarked, hoping it might draw Nanny out of her shell, but the old woman remained silent.




  ‘There is something much amiss here,’ she thought, ‘when I left for France, I commented about the state of the phaeton and Papa had said that it was not worth the money to refurbish! Usually, when Papa makes his mind up about something, he does not easily change it.’




  Robina’s thoughts turned to the family that she had left behind in Paris.




  She had not wanted to go to France, but no amount of tears or pleading would change her father’s mind.




  A few days later she had found herself en route to Dover, dreading what might lie ahead.




  And then when she arrived in Paris, she had been so welcomed by the Lamonts, that, in spite of herself and her misgivings, she had soon found herself warming strongly to the family and their City.




  “You will find that French gentlemen are different to the English,” Nanny had warned her on the journey out. “You must be so careful not to take their words of love too seriously. For a Frenchman to flatter a woman is as natural as breathing, so I don’t want you to believe you are in love with some charming rogue who is merely passing the time of day with you.”




  Indeed it had seemed to Robina that every man she met paid her compliments. She had not felt very attractive in her dull mourning clothes, yet she was constantly being told how lovely she was.




  Even Jacques Lamont, the youngest son who was at least two years younger than Robina, had flirted with her and tried to snatch a kiss at a grand ball whilst they were walking in the gardens.




  “Jacques!” Robina had cried, as he lunged at her by the fountain.




  “I am sorry, Robina, but you see, you are just so beautiful that I had to kiss your lips.”




  “I shall have to tell your Papa if you don’t behave yourself,” she answered, trying hard to sound outraged as well as disguising a smile.




  “Oh, Robina, cherie, you do not mean that,” he had implored, inclining his head on one side pleadingly.




  She had arrived in Paris as skinny as a colt and had left a curvaceous young woman.




  She regarded her reflection in the carriage window. It was so dark outside that it was almost as reflective as a mirror.




  Her face had now filled out and she had lost her ‘pinched’ look.




  The Frenchmen had eyed her appreciatively when she had attended the opera dressed in her black silk gown with daring, short, puffed chiffon sleeves.




  Whereas before she could never have worn such a gown as her shoulders were too bony, now she found that she was drawing admiring glances.




  During the course of her stay Robina had become fluent in French and could now easily hold a long conversation on almost any topic.




  And to pass the time she had also applied herself to learning German and a little Greek.




  She immersed herself in Parisian Society and came to know the Louvre well. She could hold her own in any discussion about art and became quite an expert on Rodin, going to great lengths to be invited to his studio.




  Leaning over now to the seat opposite, she noticed a new cashmere blanket on it. She fingered the soft fabric and realised that it must have been rather expensive.




  ‘How very curious,’ she mused, ‘this looks as if a woman chose it. It is far too subtle and delicate to appeal to a man’s taste.’




  “Nanny, who bought this cashmere blanket?”




  Nanny coloured deep red and appeared flustered by the question.




  “I could not – say,” she stammered.




  “Nanny, there is something odd about all this. The new blanket, the new decorations in the carriage. I know that Papa has no interest whatsoever in this kind of thing.”




  She stared hard at the poor woman and she could see that she was visibly distressed.




  Finally in a low voice Nanny blurted out,




  “It is a new friend of your father’s. She has been spending much time at Trentham House and she has made certain changes.”




  “A female friend?” gasped Robina, unable to take in what Nanny had just said.




  “Yes.”




  “Papa has been entertaining a lady friend at home?”




  “Yes.”




  Robina felt shocked – she could not believe that her father would be interested in the company of a woman so soon after her mother’ death. Surely it would be innocent, just friendship? She could not believe that it was anything more.




  But Nanny’s expression said a great deal and with a sinking feeling, it now occurred to her that this woman was possibly more than a companion.




  She was beginning to feel uneasy at the prospect of going home. How would she possibly broach the subject with her father?




  “Nanny,” she began again. “Does Papa have many lady friends visiting Trentham House?”




  “Not really, Robina,”




  “Well, does this lady come for short visits or does she stay for weekends?”




  Nanny grew uneasy and steadfastly gazed out of the window.




  “I have said more than enough. You must ask your father.”




  “But Papa is not here, Nanny, and I wish to know!”




  Nanny did not answer.




  A sudden jolt threw Robina almost off her seat and, for the moment, she forgot all about her irritation.
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