

[image: Cover]



About the Author

Denise Robins was born in 1897. Known as the Queen of Romance, she wrote over 160 novels, selling more than one hundred million copies worldwide. Robins’ characters are as varied as her themes – the protagonists ranging from eighteen to middle age – while the wonderful variety of settings includes London, Paris, the Swiss mountains, Egypt, Sri Lanka and Morocco. She died at the age of eighty-eight on 1 May 1985.

For more information and a full list of titles visit www.hodder.co.uk


JONQUIL

Denise Robins

[image: Logo Missing]
www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 1927 by Mills & Boon Ltd.

This edition published in 2014 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © 1927 Denise Robins

The right of Denise Robins to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.
 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 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 that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Ebook ISBN 9781444750584

Print edition ISBN 0 450 00130 X

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


CHAPTER ONE

Charter was bored.

Mrs. Tollington, known to her intimate friends as “Micky,” and one of the most popular hostesses in town, looked at Charter’s gloomy face and folded arms and knew that he was bored. She hastened across the beautiful, flower-filled reception-room to the alcove where he stood, eager to chase that expression from his handsome face, not only because it was her duty as a hostess to see that her guests were not bored, but because she wanted him to be happy.

Every woman who met Roland Charter wanted him to be happy and set out to make him so. He had just the splendid good looks and attractive manner which made men like and women adore him. He did not endeavour to fascinate people. He exercised a charm that was wholly natural. Although he had no money, no prospects, and was rumoured to be a “black sheep,” he was an asset to any drawing-room, at any dance. Micky Tollington had met him on the boat coming home from South Africa, in October, and having made a “pal” of him, had refused to let him go when they reached England. She was a very pretty, polished, woman-of-the-world. He had shown that he liked her; and if they had played at flirting both had thoroughly known the rules of the game and were all the better friends for having been a little intimate.

Micky was so “sensible.” That was what most men liked about her. Of course, like all women, she had her faults. Possessing a “weakness” for Roland Charter, she spoiled him. He should have been looking for work. He had just lost his job in South Africa. But she encouraged him to laze, and to enliven her parties with his ready wit and absolute disregard for the conventions.

“Roland, wherefore that solemn face?” she demanded when she reached his side. “Here am I giving a jolly good dance with lots of nice people, and it’s Christmas week, and you look as sulky and bored as a kid who wants sweets and can’t get ’em.”

“You’re wrong, Micky,” said Charter, with an attractive, sidelong glance from very blue eyes which made many feminine hearts flutter needlessly. “I feel that I’ve had too many sweets this Christmas-tide.”

Mrs. Tollington patted a fair curl into place, dived into a brocaded vanity bag for a puff and applied it vigorously to her small nose.

“You’re rather sickening sometimes, Roland,” she said. “The truth is—you’re much too good-looking to be let loose in Society. You’re a positive danger.”

“Without a bean—eh?” His laugh was a trifle bitter.

“Good looks and personal charm are almost as attractive as money—to some women, more so,” said Micky. “Anyhow, I think you’re sickening, Roland. Too many sweets, indeed! Just because all the wretched flappers—or even old ladies—to whom I’ve introduced you have fallen at your feet.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“My dear Micky, it isn’t only me. With modern women any man will do.”

“Cynic! And you’re disgustingly conceited. But I don’t blame you. Girls are fools. An old matron included, eh?”

Charter looked with affection at the pretty woman in the jade-green chiffon frock. She was thirty-four, but as slender as a girl, very charming with her pink cheeks and bright, impudent eyes.

“You’re a dear, Micky, and no fool,” he murmured. “Just the sort to make a man a topping pal, and that’s what you’ve been to me.”

For a moment a tinge of regret shadowed Micky Tollington’s gay eyes. Perhaps because she might have loved Roland Charter had she been given the chance. But he had never cared that way … and she was glad that she had never spoiled their friendship by becoming sentimental.

“I’ve got a decent husband and two ripping kids, and I ought to be shot for thinking of any other man,” she often reminded herself.

The shadow passed. She broke out laughing and indicated a big heavy man with an eye-glass, and a jolly smile. He was dancing with a very young girl in white.

“There goes my old man. Really, my dear, Harry is getting positively frivolous with the flappers. Just watch him.”

Charter glanced idly at Tollington, then at his partner.

“Who’s the kid?” he asked.

“Oh, that’s Jonquil Rivers,” said Micky. “Want to meet her, Roland? She can’t dance very well, but she’s a nice little thing.”

“Spare me,” pleaded Charter. “I’m not fond of ‘nice little things’ who can’t dance well. Jonquil Rivers? Rivers. …” Suddenly he repeated the name, a sharp note of interest in his voice. The lazy expression left his eyes, and his brows came together in a frown. “Then I think I know—who she is.”

“An heiress, my dear Roland. The very chance for you,” said Micky, with a teasing laugh. “Didn’t you say you wanted to find an heiress?”

“Jove!” said Charter very softly. His eyes were now riveted on the slender figure in white, in Harry Tollington’s arms. “By jove! Jonquil Rivers! It must be the same. … Jonquil is an uncommon name.”

“She comes from Sussex,” said Micky. “She’s the adopted daughter of some very rich man who made a fortune out of rubber, years and years before the War. She lives with her grandmother—or rather old Mrs. Rivers, whom she calls grandmother.”

“Ah!” said Roland, more to himself than to Micky. He was profoundly interested now. Every trace of boredom left his face.

“Mrs. Oakley, who’s a pal of mine, lives in Chanctonbridge, next door to Rivers Court,” continued Micky. “She took a place there some years ago, and met old Mrs. Rivers and the girl who’s only about twenty or twenty-one. Dorothy Oakley was sorry for the kid—she seemed to have such a dull time. The grandmother is a mid-Victorian, and the adopted father seems to want to shut Jonquil up as though she were in a Convent, and turn her into a botanist.”

“Ye gods!” said Roland. “How, then, does the little nun come to be at your Christmas ball, Micky?”

“Oh, she’s no nun. Dorothy says she has a good deal of spirit in her. It just wanted bringing out. Dorothy made a point of being friends with Mrs. Rivers, and begged her to let Jonquil come up for my dance and stay the night at Dorothy’s flat in Kensington. The old woman made a fuss at first, apparently, but finally gave in. So Jonquil is seeing life for the first time. I rather like her. She’s rather a nice, plucky child. She must have a deadly time down in Chanctonbridge. However, when Mr. Rivers dies, she’ll have pots of money.”

The young heiress was passing close to Charter now. She was laughing in a bright, unaffected way at Tollington. Something he had said had obviously amused her. Charter’s eyes took in every detail of her appearance. She was a little below medium height and very slender. The immature figure in the straight, white-pleated georgette frock, cut severely high at the throat, was almost childish. She was much too thin for Roland’s taste. Her neck and arms were tanned. She was altogether too boyish in appearance to please him, yet undeniably pretty with clear-cut features; an oval face; a good, pale skin without much colour in the cheeks, and very dark hair, straight-bobbed; with a fringe across the forehead. The curve of her lips was sweet but firm, and she had a determined little chin, with a dent in it. Her eyes were arresting, hazel-green, with very black thick lashes and straight brows.

“What d’you think of her, Roland?” asked Micky Tollington.

“I think,” he said slowly, “that I would like to meet her. It might be—amusing.”

“Very well, but no flirting with Dorothy’s innocent protégée, or you’ll get into trouble,” Micky warned him.

He did not answer, but he gave a rather curious smile. He took a cigarette from his case and lit it.


CHAPTER TWO

Jonquil Rivers was thoroughly enjoying her début into London Society. This gay, Christmas ball amused and entranced her. Her pleasures, hitherto, had been solely confined to Granny’s tea-parties at Rivers Court; or country expeditions with her adopted father in search of moths and botanical specimens. He treated her like a student. Her adopted grandmother treated her like a little girl who must be properly brought up. It was a novel delight to come up to London to this important dance and meet people who regarded her as an ordinary young woman.

Rivers Court was a lovely old Queen Anne house, but Jonquil found the interior of the place gloomy, over-crowded with heavy Victorian furniture. To her enraptured eyes, this very modern ball-room of Micky Tollington’s with its Chinese lamp shades, brilliant orange and black draperies, polished floor, and first-rate band, seemed a new and exciting world. There were great chains of coloured paper. Chinese lanterns and gay balloons swinging from one end of the room to the other; holly and mistletoe everywhere; a huge wreath over the doorway, with “Merry Christmas” marked out in scarlet berries. The very spirit and essence of Christmas-tide was here. Champagne flowed, streamers and fairy balls were tossed from one couple to another. Jonquil’s eyes were dazzled with the colours, the lights, the sparkle of jewels on the women, the admiration in the eyes of the men. All new to her! All wonderful! Easy to forget her dull country home; her stern adopted father; her kind but exacting grandmother. Every time she saw young Mrs. Oakley, who had taken so much trouble to get Granny’s permission and bring her to the Tollington’s ball, Jonquil felt an overwhelming desire to rush and embrace her.

“I say, your eyes are like stars—eh, what?” she heard Harry Tollington’s jolly, fat drawl in her ear. “Deuced fine stars, too.”

“How absurd!” said Jonquil.

But she laughed. Everything, everybody made her laugh to-night. And she liked Harry Tollington. His double-chin, his monocle, his hearty chuckle amused her.

Mrs. Tollington, with a swirl of her short jade-green skirt, approached Jonquil and took possession of her as the music finished with a clash of the cymbals.

“Now, Harry, behave yourself! I’m going to take Jonquil away,” said Micky. “She’s had enough of you, I’m sure. I want her to meet Roland Charter.”

Tollington stuck his monocle in his eye and regarded his pretty wife in mock dismay.

“You’ve robbed me of me name and me money and me heart, Micky. Must you rob me of me partner,” he grumbled.

Micky put an arm around Jonquil.

“Get away, Harry, and find someone else to frivol with. There’s Miss Danvers, aged sixty-two. She’s standing under the mistletoe, waiting to be kissed.”

“You are unkind, Micky,” began Tollington plaintively.

She laughed, waved a hand in his face, then bore Jonquil off.

“Come along, child,” she said. “I’m going to introduce you to the most fascinating man in London.”

“You’re very kind to me, Mrs. Tollington,” said the girl shyly. “But will he—I dance so badly—I mean——”

“Now don’t get shy,” laughed Micky. “Roland won’t eat you, and he dances divinely—you couldn’t help dancing well with him. He isn’t like Harry who treads on everybody’s toes.”

Jonquil looked at the man toward whom she had been led. The “most fascinating man in London!” He was smiling—the queerest little smile she thought. How handsome he was … his eyes were brilliant blue in his thin, bronzed face … and he had just the sort of hard, firm mouth and chin she liked. He seemed to her enormously vital, under a veneer of laziness. There was strength and virility in the very poise of the dark head—in the directness of the eyes which were fixed upon her now.

“How-do-you-do,” she said, shyly, holding out one small tanned hand which she felt was “horrid” in comparison with Micky Tollington’s white, manicured fingers.

Roland grasped the small hand for the fraction of a moment, then dropped it. He murmured the conventional greeting.

“I am delighted to meet you, Miss Rivers,” he said. “I hear that London and all this kind of thing …” he made a gesture toward the gay, dancing crowd … “are new to you.”

“Quite,” she nodded. “I’ve lived in the country ever since I left school.”

“Come and dance,” he said, “and tell me all about yourself.”

Jonquil accepted the invitation with the frankness and tranquillity of a child. She scarcely realised the compliment Charter paid her in asking her to tell him about herself. Most men like to talk about themselves, and Charter was no exception. But he was the kind of man who rarely acts without motive. He had a very deep, secret motive in making Jonquil Rivers talk to him. He wanted for the most important reasons of his own to hear all that she had to say. Almost before she spoke he knew the little history she unfolded.

He was scarcely conscious of the dance. With his arm about her, and his eyes fixed on her, he drank in her words with an eagerness that would have amazed her had she been conscious of it. But she only knew that this big, handsome man was very kind and charming to be interested in her, and she answered his questions freely. She was thinking too, how well he danced: was a little thrilled by the strength, the warmth of his encircling arm, and the perfection of his steps which as Micky Tollington had predicted, she found easy to follow.

She told him about Rivers Court; the lovely garden: the beauty of the Sussex Downs, and her rather dull existence with the old lady of seventy-five who was her adopted grandmother.

“I was adopted by Mr. Rivers when I was ten,” she explained. “My father was a school-friend of his, and my mother died when I was a baby, so when poor father followed her, Mr. Rivers very kindly gave me a home, and I’ve looked on him as my father ever since.”

“I see,” said Charter. “And you are—fond of him?”

“Of course,” she nodded. “He and Granny have been very kind. He is a stern, deeply religious man, mad about botanical research, and sometimes difficult. As a child I was a little afraid of him. Now I’m of age I am not afraid, because I realise it is just his manner, and he loves me as though I were his own flesh and blood. So does Granny.”

“So I have heard,” said Charter. “In fact, it is said that Henry Rivers adores you.”

Her hazel eyes flashed him a swift look of interrogation.

“You know about us?”

His smile widened, it was full of bitterness.

“Oh, yes, I—have heard.”

“Then perhaps you have also heard of father’s nephew … (I call Mr. Rivers “father,” you know) … the boy who was disinherited and sent away from Rivers Court just before father adopted me?”

“Yes. Do you know much about him?”

“Not much,” said Jonquil gravely. “Father won’t speak of him—never mentions his name, and neither does Granny. But I understand that he nearly broke father’s heart, and father will never forgive him. Father has never married, and the boy was like a son to him once, and his heir. Poor boy. Sometimes I pity him, wonder what happened to him after he left Rivers Court.”

“You pity him?”

“Well,” said the girl with a slight flush, “it must have been awful for him to be disinherited, and even if he were really bad, think of all he has missed!”

“Why pity him? You have all he has lost,” said Charter with a laugh that jarred on her.

Her brows contracted and the colour in her cheeks deepened.

“That was not very nice of me,” said Charter quickly, and looked down at her with his lazy, attractive smile … a smile that set her young heart racing. “Come and have an ice,” he added. “It’s pretty hot in this room, what?”

She agreed, and went with him through a festooned archway into the cool dusk of a conservatory. He brought her an ice and sat beside her in a basket chair smoking. She felt a little shy of “the most fascinating man in London.” He was obviously a creature of moods; charming, gay, sparkling one moment; silent, contemplative the next. She had thought his remark about her gain through the disinherited nephew’s loss in bad taste. But she had speedily forgiven him. Charter was the type whom women forgive much. With one smile he had wiped away the remembrance of his lapse from good manners.

But she wondered what was the matter with him now. He leaned slightly forward, his brows drawn together, his eyes fixed on the ground. She was fascinated by his mouth … such a beautifully shaped mouth … but so queer and grim and sulky. What was he brooding about?

In the conservatory it was quiet and tranquil after the clash of the music, the laughter, the gay “ragging” in the ballroom.

“I think Christmas is a jolly time, don’t you?” murmured Jonquil, sipping her delicious lemon ice.

“Very jolly,” said Charter.

But he answered like a machine. There was no jollity in his thoughts. He was lost in memories of the past … of a certain Christmas, nine years ago … the last Christmas spent at Rivers Court, Chanctonbridge. And he was wondering cynically what this simple, pretty girl who was now Henry Rivers’ heiress, would think if she knew that he … he, Roland Charter … was the “boy” who had lost all that she had gained.

The bitter hatred; the yet more bitter resentment which had burned in him against Henry Rivers when he had been turned out of Rivers Court nine years ago revived to-night with all the old intensity.

His thoughts winged back to his early youth when at the age of seven he had lost both mother and father and been sent to live at Rivers Court with Uncle Henry who was his mother’s brother. Uncle Henry, a botanist and ardent collector of moths, was unmarried, and had decided to make Roland his heir. Mrs. Rivers, still presiding over Rivers Court, had welcomed the handsome, high-spirited little grandson warmly. Of all her children she had loved Elizabeth, his mother, best.

But there had been very little happiness for Roland at Rivers Court. His uncle had never really cared for him. They were worlds apart. Their temperaments; their tempers clashed, and Mrs. Rivers’ attempts to bridge the gulf between them had frequently failed, yet the boy had loved Rivers Court and his grandmother; been proud of his inheritance; full of ambition, of hope for the future.

During the days of his education at Marlborough, and later at Oxford, he had been happy. But the long vacations spent at Rivers Court had always ended in discord. Somehow, over some stupid little trifle, he had managed to clash with his uncle. Jonquil had just said that she had found Henry Rivers “difficult” sometimes. The boy, Roland, had found him exasperating always. Disappointed over some early unfortunate love-affair, Henry Rivers had never married; had become a sour, exacting, narrow-minded man with a fanatical zeal for botany and nature study.

He had wanted Roland to become a botanist; to spend long hours in the search for small moths; to sit indoors in his study examining encyclopædias when the boy wanted to be out in the fields with others of his age, playing cricket or Rugger. In the winter Roland had yearned to learn all the delights of shooting; in the spring, to throw a fly, to do the things boys love. Who could blame him if he hated the long hours closeted with Uncle Henry, staring through microscopes at moths’ wings; wading through pages of dull, botanical literature? Who could blame him for growing restive and resentful? And there was the man’s side of it; a fanatic on his own pet subjects, he resented Roland’s lack of interest in them, and deplored the increasing devotion of modern school to what he termed “childish games.”

Roland in those years possessed a sunny, frank disposition, but a quick temper. The inevitable end had come. Roland had transgressed beyond forgiveness in his uncle’s eyes; had run up debts at Oxford; moved in a very modern set which Mr. Rivers called “fast,” and committed the indiscretion of being involved in a slight scandal with a well-known chorus-girl. Nothing serious … just a few boyish follies … the peccadilloes of youth.

Instead of dealing with him gently, of giving him wise advice, Henry Rivers had condemned Roland without mercy. The boy had become heated, defiant. Then after a short, fierce argument, and despite all the grandmother’s efforts to calm her son and point out that Roland was not bad, merely surcharged with the hot blood of youth, Henry had sent his nephew from the house—for ever.

From that day to this Roland had not set eyes on Uncle Henry nor communicated with the family.

He had gone to South Africa, and for nine long years of exile had struggled to make money. He had faced the bitterness, the hunger, the heart-ache which beset the “black sheep” who seek oblivion and a fortune in the Colonies; and all the while had nourished hatred and the desire for revenge against the man who had hurt him. For Roland had been badly hurt. He had been brought up with the idea that he was to inherit money and estates. It was not easy to turn out into the world without a penny in his pocket, without prospects, without knowledge of any trade.

He had tried farming in Rhodesia, and failed … more through bad luck than any fault of his own. … His last job had terminated through the sudden failure of the Company for which he had been working. He had come back to England with about five hundred pounds capital behind him, to recommence life in the Old Country.

The nine years had wrought great changes in Roland Charter. Money was hard to make, and he had not met with the best of fortune. He had grown hard; cynical; reckless. He was no longer the boy who had been the apple of his grandmother’s eye; the sunny, rather tender-hearted boy whose spirit Henry Rivers had tried so hard to break. And if he had also become just the least bit unprincipled, that was the fault of the man who had dealt with him so harshly. Henry Rivers had made a black sheep of him. But fundamentally he had been clean and straight, and would have done well under the right influence.

Roland had never forgiven his uncle’s intolerance. He blamed him for everything that had happened since. He had suffered, and suffered unjustly. Hardship and failure abroad had fostered the old resentment and desire to strike back.

He never intended to return to Rivers Court or appeal to Uncle Henry. But when he reached England he made enquiries about Mr. Rivers and heard of the girl, Jonquil, whom his uncle had adopted and who was the present heiress to Rivers Court.

It was incredible luck, he thought, meeting Jonquil Rivers here to-night. He had made up his mind to meet her. And here she was playing right into his hands; just the sort of trustful, innocent child who would make things easy for him.

He stared at her … this girl who had taken his place; used her adopted father’s name; would one day inherit the huge sum of money Mr. Rivers had settled on her, and later become mistress of Rivers Court. And as he stared, just for a moment, Jonquil’s childish, pretty face in its frame of dark hair, was blotted out by a kind of mist. He felt all the old fierce homesickness and grief which had consumed him when he had first been turned out of home. Grief passed into cold fury. If only he could find a way to make his uncle pay … and pay again.

Henry Rivers idolised this girl whom he looked upon as his own daughter—possibly had great ambitions for her future—great ideas about her marriage—perhaps coveted a title for her. He had brought her up strictly—severely—kept her in innocence, if not ignorance. No doubt he had feared that she might commit follies, give way to the frailty of her sex, and disappoint him just as the boy, Roland, had disappointed him.

Charter’s lips curved into a smile. What better revenge could he possibly have than to destroy all his uncle’s hopes in Jonquil? That would hurt him … hurt him horribly.

“Jonquil does not know who I am,” Roland mused, darkly. “She has heard of the reprobate nephew, but does not know his name. She is a simple little thing, and she would be easy to manage. I could easily make her care for me … make her marry me, secretly … and then tell my dear uncle … afterwards. …”

Yes, why not? It would be a pretty revenge. Of course it was unfair to the girl. She had done him no harm. Why harm her?

“But I won’t harm her. I’ll be very decent to her,” Roland told himself. “She bores me, but she isn’t a bad little thing, and quite pretty.”

The idea grew within his brain and excited him. He pictured his uncle’s fury and chagrin at his beloved adopted daughter’s marriage to the “black sheep.” It would be a stroke of genius. … Nothing could upset Henry Rivers more. And what then? He would not see Jonquil starve … he would forgive her … be forced to forgive him, Roland, who would thus regain all that he had unjustly forfeited.

The idea rioted in Charter’s mind, until it became an obsession. He must make Jonquil care … care sufficiently well to agree to a secret marriage … then unfold his identity … to them all. Why hesitate to do it … why let the thought of the girl’s innocence and happiness deter him? He would be good to her … many women had loved him and wanted him almost to madness. Well, if he could make Jonquil love him he would marry her; he would see that she was happy. …

Before Jonquil finished that ice which she was so serenely eating, ignorant of the amazing thoughts in the mind of “the most fascinating man in London,” Roland had made his plans. He was prepared to cast the die. … And once Roland Charter made up his mind he never altered it.

He took the ice-plate away from Jonquil, then held out his hand.

“Come and dance again,” he said.

Her eyes sparkled at him.

“Oh—do you want to dance with me again? I’m so—so bad.”

“Nonsense. You follow perfectly, and you’re light as a feather,” he said. “Come along.”

When Roland said “Come along” in that masterful voice, and with that expression in his eyes, what woman could resist him? Certainly not Jonquil, who had met very few men, and never one like this. Old Mrs. Rivers had brought her up to be hard and sensible. Until to-night she had been almost sexless; a mere child. But under the witchery of Roland Charter’s eyes and caressing voice, what chance had she? More experienced women than she had surrendered to his charm. And he wakened in her all the romance, all the dangerously soft sentiments which had been sleeping.

Before the next dance was half over, Jonquil was in love with Charter; thrilled by his smile; by the slightest pressure of his arm about her, or the gay, cynical, dazzling raillery which streamed from his mouth, and which fascinated her even though she barely understood it.

What chance had she? None. And Roland Charter knew it. He was the least bit ashamed when he met the clear candour of her young eyes and watched the colour flame into her face—the shy drooping of her lashes under his deliberately ardent glances. Poor kid … wasn’t it a shame to make her a tool of revenge … to play on her ignorance of men and the world?

“But no—I’ll be decent to her,” he kept on arguing to himself. “I swear I will.”

He danced with her again and again. Micky Tollington—watching him—began to wonder if she had been quite wise in introducing him to Jonquil. Either he was carrying on a desperate flirtation just for the fun of the evening … or he was serious. The former was dangerous … the latter would be a tragedy. How could a penniless man hope to marry Henry Rivers’ heiress?

Roland ignored Micky’s feeble attempts to choose him another partner.

“Go away, Micky!” he said lightly, when once she approached him. “Miss Rivers and I are getting on toppingly—aren’t we?” He turned to Jonquil with a brilliant smile. Micky watched Jonquil flush under it—heard her excited young voice answer: “Oh, yes, rather—you’re awfully patient with me, too …” and walked away from them, her face puckered.

“What the dickens is Roland playing at with that child,” she mused. “I wish I’d never introduced them. However it’s none of my business, and she’ll be going back to Chanctonbridge with Dorothy to-morrow.”

What a lot can happen between to-night … and to-morrow! Such a brief span … yet in the intervening hours hearts can be broken, lives ruined, destinies altered.

That night of the Tollingtons’ ball—three nights before Christmas Eve—altered the destinies of both Jonquil Rivers and Roland Charter. For the man it was the beginning of a glorious revenge. For the girl the birth of first love … of all the exquisite, varying emotions she had never experienced before … the rapture of falling hotly, desperately, suddenly in love. …

Whirling about the flower-scented room in Charter’s arms, Jonquil drank deeply of the cup of rapture ere she said good-night and good-bye to him. He meant to see her again, but she thought it was good-bye. How could she—a silly, uninteresting girl from the country—hope to hold the interest of “the most fascinating man in London,” for longer than a night?

In the early hours of the morning, just before the last dance ended, Charter guided her into the conservatory where they had sat earlier in the evening.

“It has been wonderful—this night,” he said. “Tell me, child, has it been wonderful to you?”

She trembled a little as she answered:

“Yes—oh yes—indeed it has, Mr. Charter.”

“Then may I see you again? May I come down—to Chanctonbridge?”

She bit her soft lower lip and hesitated.

“It is so difficult,” she said at length. “My father is away—in Wiesbaden at the moment, for his health—and Granny doesn’t allow me to make friends with men father does not know. She is so strict. It is stupid, but …”

“Oh, I understand,” he broke in. He extinguished the cigarette he had only half-smoked. He understood much more than she realised, he thought ironically. “If Mrs. Rivers would object to my coming to see you, I’d better not do it.”

The colour rushed to her cheeks. Something akin to dismay darkened her bright eyes as she looked up at the man whose influence was slowly but surely gaining mastery over her.

“Oh … I … I’d like to see you again very much …” she stammered.

“God, what a brute I am,” he thought. “The poor kid likes me already.”

Almost he drew back from the thing he meant to do. Then the good intention passed. With a hard little laugh he put out a hand and touched the girl’s head.

“Must you—er—say anything about me—at all?” he said. “Can’t we meet—outside Rivers Court?”

“Oh!” she whispered, staring up at him—conscious of a warm thrill at the touch of his hand on her hair. “You mean—secretly?”

“For the moment … say till your—er—father comes back.”

Jonquil hesitated. He was asking her to deceive Granny … to meet him without telling Granny anything about it—even speaking of him. It would be wrong … and yet, the temptation was terrific. Roland Charter was now the centre of the universe for her. She wanted to see him again.

“Well, child?” came his lazy voice. “What about it?”

“I—don’t know,” she said, with an excited little laugh. “But it is dull and miserable at home, these days, and I get sick of my own company.”

“Besides, it’s Christmas time,” he said lightly. “I’d like to run down to Chanctonbridge and wish you a merry Christmas.”

“You would—really?” Her voice was breathless. Her eyes gleamed up at him, half credulous, afraid that he was making a mock of her.

Charter put both arms around her—lightly for the moment—and smiled down into those bright, questioning eyes. There was something essentially pure and attractive about Jonquil that appealed to him, although she was by no means the type of woman who had hitherto roused him to passionate love. She was a child … but really a very sporting charming child … not such a fool as he had first thought. Several times during the evening he had been struck by a quality of determination, of force behind all the shyness, the gaucherie of inexperienced youth.

He had found it easy to fascinate her in one short night—yet he believed she could defend herself if necessary—put up a plucky fight, if a man displeased or annoyed her.

But to-night there was to be no fight. She was just soft, ardent young womanhood, yielding to his touch. He knew she wanted very badly to see him again.

Suddenly he gathered her close to him.

“You’re rather a darling,” he said, “and you’re going to let me come down and see lots of you. It will be a perfectly wonderful secret between us—for the present—what?”

She did not answer. The pressure of his arms; the thud of his heart against her breast, the first call to the passion and sex in her were all sweet, terrifying, irresistible intoxicants. What use a rigorous upbringing … a life of boyish sport … a lack of knowledge of men and the world? Jonquil Rivers was true woman, and she responded wholly to the charm of this man who was the first ever to hold her in his arms.

She felt his lips brush hers lightly. … A thrill of pleasure so poignant that it grew to be pain ran through her veins like fire. The pressure of his mouth increased. A passion half careless, half tender, gripped Charter as he felt the flower-like sweetness of the girl’s young mouth.

She lay against his heart without stirring; her eyelids closed; her face pale with the intensity of feeling.

When that long kiss ended, Charter gave a little laugh and pushed her gently from him.

“This will never do. I’m behaving terribly badly. But do forgive me, dear,” he said. “I think the spirit of Christmas … or you … has gone to my head a little. Will you forgive me?”

She would have forgiven him anything, and his kiss was a revelation to her; a miracle that opened her eyes to a new existence.

Roland stood talking to her for a few moments, but he did not kiss her again. He saw her struggling with her new-born emotions, and he felt a cad; he wanted to be friendly and gentle with her. He held one of her hands in both of his, and spoke with deliberate lightness.

“Now, child, what about me coming down to Chanctonbridge. How can I let you know when I’m coming?”

“You could—write,” said Jonquil.

“Does your grandmother interfere with your correspondence?”

“She doesn’t open my letters, if that’s what you mean. After all, I’m of age,” she said.

“Nobody would think it. You look so much younger.”

“Well, there it is,” she laughed confusedly, and drew her fingers from his. The first wild thrill of passion had passed … and although the thrill remained … she felt suddenly shy and a little afraid, for, after all, this man was a mere stranger to her. Granny would say she was behaving outrageously … wantonly!
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