
[image: Cover]


The third novel of the trilogy which started with Gold for the Gay Masters, the dramatic history of the quadroon slave whose daughter Fleur was heroine of the second book Bride of Doom.


About the Author

Denise Robins was born in 1897. Known as the Queen of Romance, she wrote over 160 novels, selling more than ten 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


THE FLAME AND THE FROST

Denise Robins

[image: missing logo]
www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 1957 by Rich & Cowan, Ltd. under the author’s pseudonym Harriet Gray.

This edition published in 2013 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK Company

Copyright © Denise Robins 1957

The right of Denise Robins to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her 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.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

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

ISBN 978 1 444 78235 6

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


BOOK I


CHAPTER ONE

On that bitterly cold afternoon of January, in the year 1870, London was enveloped in a thick yellow fog.

Sounds were muffled. Boys holding flares ran ahead of slow moving vehicles. The drivers tried to lead their bewildered horses.

Figures emerged suddenly out of the blanketing vapours, bumped into each other and moved back muttering apologies. By four o’clock, darkness had fallen. Few were out. Sensible folk stayed by their firesides. It was raw and uncomfortable out of doors.

A girl, aged about twelve, moved slowly and uncertainly along the Thames Embankment not far from Battersea Bridge. She was lost. She had gone out an hour ago while there was still light, to buy a reel of cotton for her aunt who took in dressmaking. They occupied the ground floor of a shabby house in the Pimlico Road.

Charlotte had not yet bought the cotton. Having a penny in the pocket of her pinafore which she still wore under a hastily donned coat – she had gone further afield, lured by the anticipation of filling a somewhat empty little stomach with a few sweets. Mr. Ingleby’s confectionery shop was only two blocks away. But Charlotte, surprised and somewhat frightened by the swirling fog, missed the turning and now found herself actually alongside the river. The dim lamplights made no impression in such thick darkness. Charlotte tried several times to recross the main road, but each time she stepped off the kerb, she was forced back by the sound of clip-clopping horses’ hooves, as some vehicle loomed out of the shadows.

She had a little hood over her head but no gloves. She was rapidly growing colder. The poisonous gases of the “peasouper” made her eyes smart. She coughed and gasped and the tears were not far away. She wondered what Aunt Jem would say. Poor Aunt Jem – she would be waiting for the red cotton and unable to proceed with the new merino dress for Miss Potter. It had been promised for tomorrow morning because Miss Potter was off to Brighton to visit her newly-married sister. She would be so disappointed if Aunt Jem failed her. But Aunt Jem would sit up all night, sewing and pressing and finishing the dress with those fine, tiny stitches which Charlotte thought so wonderful.

The child knew that the effort would be bad for her aunt whose eyesight was rapidly deteriorating. Miss Darnley suffered from dreadful headaches. Sometimes she could hardly go on with all that endless sewing. Poor Aunt! She was the sole support of the little household which consisted of herself, and Charlotte who was her orphaned niece. Then there was Aunt Jem’s only brother, Albert, who had lately come to live with them. He was a widower. At one time he had been comfortably off with a little business in Shepherd’s Bush. But the business failed after Uncle Albert’s wife died. In her lifetime she had stood between him and his weakness for drink. After her death, he went downhill, got into debt and had to sell up in order to appease his creditors. He had only enough money left to pay his sister, Jemima, ten shillings a week for board and lodging, which barely kept him. But he was a kindly, harmless man when sober. As far back as Charlotte could remember, Uncle Albert had been especially kind to her; reading story books or taking her out for walks while Miss Darnley plied her trade as a dressmaker. Charlotte, in fact, loved Uncle Albert except when he had a drop too much and his breath smelt of beer when he kissed her, or tickled her cheek with his long drooping moustaches.

Charlotte wished heartily that she had waited till Uncle Albert got home and let him go and buy the red cotton. How could she be so foolish as to miss her way like this within a few hundred yards of home? Neither she nor Aunt had dreamed the fog was so thick.

If only she could meet a policeman who would help her to find her way back. She was afraid of strange men. Aunt Jem had so often cautioned her never to speak to one. She sometimes hinted at the Fearful Things that might happen to a young, unattended girl. When Charlotte asked for an explanation it was never given. Aunt Jem just pursed her pale sad lips and said tartly:

“Never mind, miss. One day you will understand.”

Charlotte was always being told that “one day she would understand”. She lived in a constant state of being mystified. Grown-ups were forever hinting at Fearful Things in front of her. Beginning to say something and stopping, glancing slyly in her direction. Once Uncle Albert had come home rather merry, and started to tell his sister about a “young lady who had been taking a glass of port and lemon with him at The Three Bells”. What a fine bustle she had, and violet kid boots and gloves. Aunt had interrupted, her cheeks red, and said:

“Be quiet, Albert. In front of the child. You ought to be ashamed.”

But what he ought to be ashamed of was never made clear to Charlotte. By nature she was intelligent and inquisitive. But when she appealed for explanation as to why she could not hear more about the young lady in The Three Bells, Aunt clicked her teeth and muttered: “Young lady, indeed! I know better!” Uncle Albert laughed and winked at Charlotte who was promptly sent to bed because she innocently winked back.

Charlotte, however, was deeply attached to her aunt. And Aunt Jem loved her in her way, quite fondly, considering her cynical mistrust of human affection.

Life had not been kind to Jemima Darnley. First of all, the only man she had ever cared for jilted her cruelly, after which she had lost both her parents and had to take in dressmaking for a living. Then Lottie, her only sister (Charlotte’s mother), a beautiful girl, happily married to Oliver Goff, a valet in the service of a duke, died tragically when Charlotte was three. Oliver had been taken ill in Paris where he was with his master at the time. Mrs. Goff rushed across the Channel to see her beloved husband but he died without recognizing her. He had typhoid fever. Charlotte’s young mother contracted it and within a couple of weeks, she, too, was dead, and lay beside her husband in the cemetery in Paris.

Jemima, who had adored her sister, never recovered from this blow. Poor Lottie had been so gay and sparkling. A trifle too sparkling, at times, to suit Jemima. Charlotte closely resembled her mother. Her good-looking father, Oliver Goff, had been decently educated, and Charlotte inherited his quick grasp of things, his thirst for knowledge. From her mother, those long slender limbs and charming contrast of colouring. Eyes, the colour of dark honey, and tawny curling hair. At the moment she was over-thin and pale. Her high cheekbones jutted out. Her long fine fingers were always red – half frozen with cold from which she suffered intensely. There was no margin for rich food or piled-up fires in Aunt Jem’s household; every shilling had to be watched, every penny saved.

Charlotte received no education beyond that which her aunt and uncle gave her, but, once able to read, she read hungrily. She continued to do so and to improve her mind when her aunt was not calling upon her to help with the housework. The cooking was done by an elderly respectable woman living in this same house, who volunteered to come for a few hours daily in order that Miss Darnley should be free to ply her trade. For this assistance, Miss Darnley parted with the ten shillings a week given to her by her brother. It was a hard struggle. And, alas, Charlotte had no aptitude for sewing. Aunt Jem had hoped to train her as a dressmaker, but Charlotte could not sit still for long, and if and when she sewed, her stitches were big and her little fingers would grow hot and greasy. Aunt Jem could not risk her wrecking the delicate fabrics which belonged to her customers.

Charlotte’s footsteps quickened. She began to run through the fog. She must get home. She panted and the tears chased down her cheeks. Turning left, she stumbled off the kerb. Her terror drove her on, despite the fact that she heard the warning clatter of horses’ hooves on the roadway and caught the glow from the flare held by a lad who was leading a smart landau, pulled by two handsome greys. But suddenly she stopped, hesitated and was lost. For the horses seemed to bear down upon her with terrifying suddenness. Like spectral shapes they materialized, tossing their heads, whinnying as the coachman pulled hard on the reins. Charlotte heard the shouting of men and her own thin scream. Then she was knocked down and she lost consciousness.


CHAPTER TWO

Charlotte recovered to find herself in the comparative warmth and shelter of a well-padded carriage. She was lying on the seat, her head pillowed in the lap of a woman richly dressed in black velvet, with sable-lined cloak. A sable-trimmed bonnet framed a noble and beautiful face which Charlotte was never throughout her life to forget. It was that of Eleanora, Lady Chase, the subject of several of Sir John Millais’ most famous portraits. In the same year that Millais was elected a Royal Academician, Eleanora Chase’s portrait with her small son, Vivian, standing by her side, became the rage of London. It now hung over the fireplace in the dining-room of Clunes,—the Chase family seat in Hertfordshire.

But for the last six years Lady Chase had been living in retirement from which she emerged only occasionally, mainly from a sense of duty to her son, Vivian. Vivian’s father, Lord Chase, had been attached to the 13th Light Dragoons and mortally wounded in the Crimea. Since then, Lady Chase had devoted herself entirely to the boy. Vivian was now seated beside her. The landau had just brought them from a luncheon party. They were returning to their house in Eaton Square, trying to fight the regrettable fog. When the coachman pulled in the horses and the landau stopped, it pitched Lady Chase into her son’s arms. Startled, she leaned out of the window, and saw to her consternation that one of the horses had knocked down a little girl. She at once ordered that the child be lifted into the carriage, although Vivian protested.

“Really, Mama, she may be verminous! No gently-nurtured child would be walking alone on the Embankment.”

His mother chided him.

“Pray remember, Vivian, my darling boy, the quality of mercy.”

Young Lord Chase shrugged his shoulders, crossed his arms and sat watching gloomily while his mother’s orders were carried out. Charlotte’s insensible form was lifted on to the cushioned seat.

“Home, Perkins,” commanded Lady Chase.

Vivian pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of the dove-grey coat which he was wearing, and interested himself in smoothing the curled brim of his fine top hat.

Then Charlotte opened her eyes. She stared up at the face of the woman who bent so solicitously over her.

“Aunt Jem,” she whispered.

The landau moved on. Lady Chase, with her own lace-edged handkerchief dabbed gently at a cut on the child’s left cheek. It was bleeding. A nasty bruise was already swelling on the white forehead. The shabby cloak was streaked with mud but Lady Chase spoke to Charlotte as tenderly as she would have done to any child of her own.

“There, poor little creature, do not be alarmed. You are safe now, and in my care.”

Charlotte sat up. Her head was swimming but she had the youthful faculty of being able with rapidity to throw off the effects of such an accident as this. In the gloom of the landau she could barely see the occupants, but she noted the saint-like loveliness of the face which bent down to hers. Charlotte blinked and gasped. Such a fine lady! – and this splendid carriage – how came she to be in it?

Lady Chase explained to her.

“Do you feel better, my little one?” she murmured.

“Much better,” whispered Charlotte and stared through her lashes at the youth on the opposite seat. With a child’s natural curiosity she admired his finery, and thought how handsome he was. But Vivian glanced out of the window as the coach moved slowly through the thickening fog, towards Eaton Square.

Lady Chase pulled a little gold-stoppered bottle from her pocket, uncorked it, and shook a few drops of scent on to Charlotte’s forehead. This she smoothed with her long delicate fingers.

“Lie still, child, you must be in a daze. Why are you out in such bitter weather and unattended?”

Charlotte suddenly gasped:

“Oh, lawks-a-mercy, Aunt Jem will be waiting for her red cotton. She has to finish Miss Potter’s dress tonight. Oh, I must go home immediately.”

Lady Chase, only vaguely comprehending, shook her head.

“You are not fit to walk yet awhile. I shall see that you have dry clothes and a cordial before you are taken home. But how is it possible that your Mama ever let you venture forth in such a fog?”

“I have no mother,” said Charlotte. “No father either,” she added sorrowfully.

Eleanor Chase touched her son on the shoulders.

“Do you hear that, Vivian? This poor little girl is an orphan. How very sad!”

It did not seem sad to Lord Chase who had gone into a reverie and was considering the beauties of a certain young woman of quality who had excited his fancy during the luncheon.

Soon after Vivian’s sixteenth birthday, less than a year ago, he had been initiated into the mysteries of sex by a pretty servant girl at Eton College where his lordship was receiving his education. Today he had been greatly smitten by the charms of the young lady seated next to him. It annoyed him that he was forced to live under the roof of so saintly and righteous a being as his widowed mother. All the world adored Eleanor Chase. But her only child was a supreme egotist; he was fast growing out of control. He had a callous and deceitful streak which made him unpopular once people became familiar with him. But his mother was blind to his true disposition. It was his boast to the “young bloods” who were his friends that he could “twist dear Mama round his little finger”.

He enjoyed these jaunts to London when for his sake alone, Mama emerged from her retirement. He enjoyed life at Clunes only when the great house was filled with friends. Much to his mother’s regret, he inherited none of his father’s fondness for country pursuits. He rode well but was neither a good shot nor a keen fisherman.

As he followed his mother into the well-lighted hall where two powdered footmen waited upon them, Vivian wondered how he could persuade Mama to take up permanent residence in Eaton Square. The red-haired young miss who had excited his fancy at the luncheon was, he knew, resident in town.

Vivian handed hat, cloak and gloves to one of the footmen and simulated an interest in the little girl who was now able to walk beside her ladyship into the library.

“I trust you are none the worse,” he said in his haughty voice.

Charlotte bobbed a curtsy. She looked up at the tall young gentleman, her lashes fluttering. Vivian’s imperiousness overwhelmed her. She thought that he looked as splendid as a prince in one of the fairy books read to her by Uncle Albert. Yes, he was princely with his well-pomaded golden waves of hair, his heavy-lidded eyes, blue as turquoises – and the flashing ring on the hand which rested on his waist. A hand as slender and white and womanish as his mother’s.

Lady Chase unclasped her sable-trimmed cloak and handed it to her maid.

“We must find something to fit this child, or wrap her in one of my shawls, and then send her home in the carriage. Her dress is soaked through. She fell in the gutter,” Lady Chase told the maid.

“My lady, she shouldn’t be standing in her muddy boots on your carpet –” began the grey-haired Hannah who was privileged, having been long in the service of the Chase family. Hannah was fond of his young lordship but had never been quite taken in by his facile charm. But my lady admonished her servant.

“Tush, Hannah, the child is God’s creature, as are you or myself. She shall not be denied the comfort of our fireside. See – the rent in her stockings – the blood. She is so small and so brave. She neither cries nor complains.”

“I could take her down to the servants’ hall –” began Hannah with a severe look at the bedraggled Charlotte.

“She shall stay here. I, myself, will bandage her,” said Lady Chase coldly. “Be so good as to fetch hot water, towels, and my medicine-chest.”

Hannah curtsied and departed, muttering.

“Pray pull the bell, Vivian, and order the fire to be made up. It is chilly in here,” added Lady Chase.

Charlotte did not think it cold. She found herself in a warm and wonderful world. A world of magnificence hitherto unknown to her. Despite bruises and cuts and the shock of the accident, she had hardly suffered. She was entranced by the marvels that she now gazed upon. The heavy satin curtains shutting out the fog. The hothouse flowers. The thick rugs on the polished floor. The splendid pictures against dark crimson-papered walls. Over the mantelpiece hung a great French gilt mirror with candelabra in which six tall candles were burning like golden spears of light. There were handsomely shaded lamps elsewhere. The perfume of smouldering pine logs was pleasant to her nostrils, as was the lingering scent of violets from Lady Chase’s hair. Fascinated, the child regarded the wondrous rings sparkling on my lady’s hands. Her smart bustle, the silky-brown curls only just threaded with silver, falling on either side of her face. Such a wonderful face, like a sad cameo. Charlotte was intrigued by it. Indeed, she was dazed by all that she saw and most of all by the thousands of books. Handsome leather-bound volumes reaching as high as the ceiling. This was the library. Charlotte could not resist uttering an excited exclamation.

“Oh, my lady, what splendiferous books and so many of them!”

Lady Chase smiled down at her.

“Do you like books, then, my little one?”

Charlotte bobbed and blushed and nodded. Lady Chase felt it was strange that a small creature of this class should be so interested in reading-matter. She remarked upon it to her son. He, spreading his hands to the blaze from the logs, yawned a little.

“I suppose some of these paupers have brains,” he drawled.

“Vivian!” admonished his mother and shook her head as though at a naughty child.

Vivian strolled out of the library and into the dining-room to pour himself out a glass of wine, because he dared not order it to be brought to him at this hour in front of his mother. He fell to thinking about his red-haired young lady and the exciting curve of her bosom under her sky-blue taffeta dress. He flung himself into a chair, stretched his long legs and wondered how he could get out of this house without being discovered, once Mama was abed, and go on a spree with another young gentleman who was equally thirsty for adventure.

When he returned to the library, however, he received quite a shock. For he saw a new Charlotte. She had had her cuts dressed and Hannah had found an old cashmere shawl of an Indian red which suited the child’s lovely skin. They had wrapped it around the slender figure and pinned it over one small shoulder as though it were a sari. My lady intended to put another woollen shawl over her, and thus send her home. They had taken off her wet buttoned boots and torn stockings. Her feet were bare and, so Vivian noted, like alabaster, with high arches.

She was scrupulously clean despite her poverty. And now with her face and hands washed and her long bronzed curls brushed and shining, she presented a very different picture from the mud-stained waif upon whom Vivian had first gazed.

“By gad,” he thought, “she is quite pretty.”

He drew nearer her. Amused, he let his naturally lascivious gaze wander over the girl whom he judged to be older than she was. She held promise, he could tell, of exceptional looks. She was exceedingly graceful. And never before had he seen such a pair of eyes.

“By gad,” he said again aloud, and chuckled at his hot boy’s thoughts.

Lady Chase, innocent and gentle, smiled at her son.

“Is she not sweetly pretty, dear Vivian?”

“She certainly looks better than she did,” he admitted.

Charlotte tried to thank them both and curtsy. Her bare toes caught in the fringe of the shawl which was much too long for her. She stumbled. The young man reached out and caught her. For a moment he held her up in his arms, grinning down into her rosy charming little face. She had a wonderful curve to her lips, he thought; a pity that she was not being trained as a servant girl at Clunes.

“Shall I myself take you home, little one?” he said lazily.

Charlotte, frozen with nerves, over-awed by the young gentleman who was holding her aloft, now gave a little cry.

“Pray set me down, sir.”

“Yes, put her down, Vivian. She is terrified of you,” smiled his mother, and added: “Perkins will drive her home. There is no need for you to venture out again.”

His young lordship shrugged his shoulders, set Charlotte on her feet and moved away from her. Already he had ceased to be intrigued by her childish beauty. He gloomed at the prospect of an evening playing piquet with Mama. Tomorrow term would begin. He would be quite amused to return to school and indulge in a few daring escapades in the village with his companions.

Snugly wrapped in thick wool, Charlotte was at length carried by a coachman out to the carriage. She was wildly excited. What a lot she would have to tell Aunt Jem. In her hand she clutched a box of bonbons given to her by Lady Chase. A beautiful big round box tied with rose-pink ribbon. It had a glorious rose painted upon the lid. It was the sort of box that Charlotte had seen in the windows of fine shops but never dreamed she would ever possess. As for the beautiful kind lady, she had actually kissed Charlotte on the brow and pressed a sovereign into her hand as well as the bonbons. She said that she would call upon Miss Darnley tomorrow to discuss what might be done for her niece.

“If you so love books, it would seem a pity not to help you to receive some education,” my lady said.

So, tomorrow, before her ladyship returned to the country she was going to talk to Aunt Jem. Oh, thought Charlotte, if she could but be educated. If she could but read some of those splendid books in that library; what utter bliss!

Charlotte was still in a transport, far removed from earthly things, and having almost forgotten the red cotton which poor Miss Darnley so sorely needed. The reluctant coachman set forth again in the fog which was just beginning to lift a little. As they moved towards Pimlico, the child dreamed again of all that she had just seen and of these exalted personages who had befriended her. It was well worth a few painful cuts and bruises.

The young gentleman – she thought more of Vivian than of Lady Chase, being true female – how handsome he was! The figure of the young lordship had impressed itself upon her mind. In her romantic childish way she had quite fallen in love with Vivian Chase. She was the beggar maid of the story books. He was the prince who lifted her up in his arms, laughed down at her with his light blue eyes, and turned her into a princess. Oh, if she could but return, and become not a princess but his slave. Oh, would she ever see him again?


CHAPTER THREE

All too soon, Charlotte found herself back in the depressing ill-lit draughty rooms which constituted her home. She was received by Aunt Jem with floods of tears and loud lamentations in which a semi-inebriated Uncle Albert joined, loudly blowing his nose.

“Dear heavens, I thought you were lost to us, stolen by some Terrible Man. I never should have let you go forth in that fog,” sobbed Miss Darnley.

The good soul was genuinely relieved to see her little niece again. She plied the child with questions, all of which Charlotte answered to her satisfaction. It was obvious that except for that cut on her forehead, a scratched cheek, and the grazed leg, she was little the worse for being knocked down. And Aunt Jem grew almost as excited as Charlotte as she drank in every detail of the child’s description of the fine carriage and the house in Eaton Square.

“Imagine!” exclaimed Miss Darnley turning to her brother, “Lady Chase and her son. They are wealthy and famous. And her ladyship means to call here to see me tomorrow. Albert, I am all of a-flutter.”

“We must polish the linoleum and the furniture,” said Mr. Darnley mournfully.

Mr. Darnley had just come from The Three Bells. His breath exuded the bitter tang of the ale he had just consumed. But nobody noticed. Miss Darnley was far too excited in what her niece was telling her.

“Oh, fancy! Albert, listen to the child’s description of the house in Eaton Square. Look – she owns a sovereign. Our Charl is rich!”

“And what about the handsome young gentleman who tossed her in the air, eh?” chuckled Mr. Darnley winking at Charlotte.

She winked back with youthful devilment, risking a reprimand from her aunt. She and her uncle had an understanding and if he was in liquor she did not realize it. Yes, she had plenty to say about young Lord Chase. She grimaced at the threadbare carpet. Her toes sunk into the deep soft pile of the rugs in Lady Chase’s library, she said. Holding up the trailing shawl, she pirouetted, giving a performance as a fine lady,

“Hannah,” she mimicked Lady Chase’s aristocratic voice, “pray fetch the little creature a cordial –”

And she put a hand on her waist, looked through her lashes and gave a fair imitation of Vivian Chase, whereupon both aunt and uncle laughed until they wept. After which they all tasted a chocolate from the big round box, although Charlotte hated to untie the bow. She cherished the pink rose in her hands and kissed it.

“Oh, my lovely rose! Aunt Jem – it was all like one of uncle’s fairy tales. I wish – I wish I had not to come home!”

At that, silence fell. Miss Darnley looked down her long thin nose and bridled, but with sadness in her eyes. Uncle Albert sighed and turned away. Charlotte, with her natural love of beauty had been dazzled by the luxury of the great house belonging to the Chases and now saw clearly the poverty of this place. Oh, how untidy and ugly it was with the poor furniture – the bits of material, threads and pins all over the floor. The darned, coarse lace curtains looped on either side of the dusty window which looked upon the roof tops of the poor street in which they lived.

But this was the home in which Charlotte had been brought up. Here, she had received all that she had known of love and care, for she remembered neither of her parents. Charlotte was too sweet-natured to allow the feelings of Aunt Jem to be hurt. She rushed at her and flung her arms round the angular form.

“Dear, dear Aunt Jem, forgive me. I did not mean what I said, I like it here best. I would not exchange our little home for the glories of Eaton Square.”

At this, the good woman burst into tears. Uncle Albert became maudlin. They all had a good cry together. Finally Charlotte was given a bowl of bread and milk and sent to her bed. First of all Aunt Jem rubbed her chest with camphorated oil in case she had caught a cold out there in the fog. Before the candle was blown out in the icy cold bedroom, Charlotte knelt beside her aunt to thank God for her merciful escape from death under the horses’ hooves.

Charlotte lay wakeful for some time. Her injured leg and cheek felt sore. Her little mind teemed with excited memories which kept her from her usual healthy sleep. She kept seeing the beautiful grave face of Eleanor Chase; then the bold blue eyes of Vivian, Lord Chase, as he had picked her up in his arms. Would she ever, ever see him again? Blissfully she hugged the dream of enchantment to herself. Terrified lest it should for ever escape her, she lay wondering whether her ladyship would keep her word to call upon Aunt Jem tomorrow. At last Charlotte fell asleep. But her uncle and aunt talked well into the night.

Miss Jemima, whose fingers were never idle, continued to ply her needle. At last her eyes were so sore, she had to stop and lower the lamp. Fearing to wake the little girl next door, the two whispered together about Charlotte’s accident. Sadly Aunt Jem reviewed the potentialities in her sister’s child.

“Alas, Bertie, our little Charl is a great beauty and has a talent to amuse. She could be a fine lady, herself. Did you not see how she looked when she acted for us this evening? It was indelicate, perhaps, with that shawl draped over her naked shoulder as though she were a heathen princess. But quite charming. And she is so tall, she will all too soon be a little woman. If only we had the means to educate her properly. To give her the chance of life she ought to have!”

“Agreed, agreed,” mumbled Albert. He sat rocking in his chair, toying with his watch chain, hankering after the warmth and pleasure of The Three Bells. But he dared not go back there. Jemima kept the purse and doled money out to him only in small quantities. Miss Darnley returned to the subject of Lady Chase’s visit.

When Mrs. Skipper came up in the morning, she said, to cook the midday meal, there would be no time for cleaning. She, Jemima, and Albert must try to get a little law and order into their apartment tonight. Much against Uncle Albert’s will, he rose and lent his sister a hand. Miss Darnley, half dropping with weariness, nobly exerted herself. By midnight the sitting-room had been transformed. Tomorrow morning. Miss Darnley announced, she would move the sewing machine into the bedroom, and there continue with her work so that this room would remain garnished for her ladyship’s visit.

Mr. Darnley then bade his sister good night and betook himself to the attic in which he slept. Miss Darnley crept to her own bed feeling every bone in her body aching, and a strange pain in her breast. Yes, she had felt very ill for some long time. She wondered how to carry on and what would happen to Charlotte if anything happened to her.

She stood a moment beside the truckle bed in which her niece was lying. Shading the candle with one hand, she peered down at Charlotte’s recumbent form. The tawny curls were tossed upon the pillow, the pale young face was flushed in sleep and the lips parted to show a dazzle of pearly teeth. It was a remarkable face and Miss Darnley knew it. In a vague way she felt bitterly afraid for Charlotte. As she had once been afraid for her lovely Lottie, her sister. Lottie had been just such a one for luxury and gaiety, and just as generous in spirit. She had loved Oliver Goff passionately, given her whole heart to Charlotte’s father. What would happen to little Charlotte who, like her mother, had so few leanings toward quiet domesticity. What work could she do and still keep her refined ways? What chance had she in such quarters as these to meet or marry a gentleman?

“I must speak to her ladyship, if indeed she comes tomorrow,” Miss Darnley thought feverishly, “Perhaps she will patronize our Charlotte. And now I must try to get some sleep and be at my best to receive our distinguished visitor.”

But Jemima Darnley was never to look upon the beautiful face of Eleanora Chase; nor to know the excitement of welcoming a lady of the nobility to this modest home. The long drawn-out torture of sewing and pressing all through the tedious hours of day, and half the night, was ended for Miss Darnley. Ended, the bitter struggle for existence, with no one beside her save a useless inebriate of a brother. Long years of semi-starvation, trying to save a little money for the child, added to a congenital weakness of the heart, cut short Miss Darnley’s life. Tonight’s particular effort to clean and tidy the room had been too much for her. She had time only to blow out the candle and stretch herself upon her bed – and it was the end. A gasp for breath – a convulsion – and her courageous spirit fled.

It was Charlotte who discovered the awful tragedy – the first real tragedy in her life – when she awakened next morning. She yawned and stretched, then by the light that filtered through the yellow blind, saw Aunt Jem lying in a peculiar way, staring at the ceiling as though her gaze was transfixed. She was so ghastly a hue that even the child’s heart plunged with horror. She screamed for her uncle. Mr. Darnley, wearing his night-shirt, and with a cap askew on his head, accompanied by another lady in the building, came running in answer to that piercing cry. But it was too late. It was only a cold corpse that they found. The frozen smile of the dead lay upon Miss Darnley’s lips.

A neighbour took the horrified, sobbing child into her own quarters. Later, Mr. Darnley answered the questions put to him by a hastily summoned doctor, and while he wept into a handkerchief, wondered slyly how soon he could extract a shilling or two from his dead sister’s purse, and take himself off to The Three Bells.

And this was the scene that Lady Chase found when, true to her word, and accompanied by Hannah, her maid, she arrived at the Darnleys’ dwelling.


CHAPTER FOUR

Four years later.

Clunes, at any time of the year, was a magnificent place. It had been built three hundred years ago by the first Lord Chase who had married a French Countess. To please his bride, this nobleman had designed what might be taken as a small French chateau, with a marble terrace overlooking superb grounds. The dove-grey of fretted stonework was glorious against the sombre green of the trees. The last Lord Chase had spent a great deal of money upon the grounds. A small army of gardeners toiled daily, cutting the velvet lawns, clipping the hedges into the strange shapes of birds beloved by the French. And then there was the famous fountain, a miniature lake, the rose arbours, the herb walks, and the orchards.

Clunes lay like a jewel on the borders of Hertfordshire and Essex, and one mile from the sleepy little village of Harling, with its fine Norman church. The late Lord Chase had been revered by all its inhabitants as was his beautiful and saintly widow who regularly visited the sick and suffering. There were rumours that the young Lord Vivian was not quite so noble as his sire. Gossip from the servants’ hall at Clunes suggested that the handsome and charming young man could, when he chose, be a young devil. But on the whole the Chase family was popular and the villagers looked with awe towards the great lodge gates.

In winter, when the grounds were deep in snow and the turrets of Clunes gleamed as though with crusted diamonds, the place looked like an illustration from a story book. And it was in winter that Charlotte Goff had first come to live in the Lodge – a little grey stone house with diamond-paned windows, standing sentinel by the gates. It was spring when she had first grown to love Clunes with passion and think of it henceforth as the most gorgeous house in the world.

On this particular day in April, Charlotte walked down the famous elm drive, and enjoyed the warmth of the spring sunlight on her upturned face. After the years spent in the grime and soot of London, cooped in Aunt Jem’s room, country life never failed to appeal to Charlotte.

This carriage drive was nearly a quarter of a mile in length, flanked by tall trees and great rhododendron bushes soon to burst into crimson bloom. Up on the tall trees the rooks cawed and circled around their nests.

Under her arm, Charlotte carried two books – one on French history, and one of Keats’ poems. It was half past two. This was the hour that she usually spent with her benefactor, Lady Chase. For the last four years her school had been the library which was twice as large and filled with twice as many rare books as the one in Eaton Square.

Thanks to Lady Chase, the little girl of twelve had developed into an erudite young lady who would soon celebrate her seventeenth birthday, who was proficient in French and English subjects, able to play the piano, to dance and to paint. But still the same Charlotte who could not sew. Lady Chase had given up trying to interest her protégée in the embroideries and tapestry work which she herself executed so well.

As Charlotte neared the broad marble terrace of the house, she paused a moment to look upon a sight of which she had never grown tired. At this time of year the lawns were like emerald velvet. Every tree was in bud. The beeches a tender green which would eventually mature into tawny gold. On either side of the terrace stood two magnificent tulip trees which were Lady Chase’s delight.

For four long years now, Charlotte had lived with Mr. and Mrs. Forbes, the lodgekeepers. She never mixed with any visitors who came to Clunes. Only vaguely now she remembered her old life – and Uncle Albert. He had soon followed his sister to the grave. A drop too much liquor one night, and, outside The Three Bells, the old reprobate had swayed across the road and been knocked down by a passing cab. Charlotte then had no one of her own flesh and blood left in the world.

Since Aunt Jem had passed away, life had been transformed for Charlotte. Lady Chase, having discovered the state of affairs in the Pimlico dwelling house, had at once approached Uncle Albert and offered to take his niece down to Clunes.

“I would like to see that she is properly educated. She is a charming, beautiful child, and interests me,” her ladyship had said. And Mr. Darnley, not knowing what to do with a small girl on his hands, gratefully handed Charlotte over to the great lady’s care.

Nan and Joseph Forbes, the lodgekeeper and his wife, were uneducated but respectable folk with no family of their own and only too pleased to adopt her ladyship’s protégée. They found Charlotte easy to manage and very affectionate, and she soon won their hearts with her beauty and charm.

During the years that followed, she grew tall and strong. She adored the country and quickly learned the names of all the birds and flowers and trees. Her greatest delight was to learn her lessons at the knee of her benefactor. Her ladyship often said to her: “It is a pleasure to teach you, my little one, for you assimilate knowledge as the sun drinks the dew.”

But it was not her ladyship’s intention to allow Charlotte to move too freely in a milieu which could never be hers. Charlotte shared her foster parents’ simple pleasures. Visitors to Clunes rarely saw the beautiful young girl. Vivian was nearly always away. He had left Eton and gone up to Oxford.

When Charlotte saw him – which was rarely – she still looked upon Vivian as the prince of her dreams. Now that he had grown to manhood, he had much to occupy his time. During the holidays he filled Clunes with the young friends in his own set. But there were occasions when he condescended to wander down to the lodge and speak to the pretty girl whom his mother had befriended. At such times Charlotte listened, enthralled, while he boasted of his conquests and confided some of his escapades, just in order to see the rich blood whip her cheeks and hear her gasp: “Oh, my lord!”

He teased her, shocked, and delighted her in turn. Occasionally he would tell her that she was growing “deuced attractive”. Then she grew a little scared. But she did not understand why the Forbes, when listening to her rhapsodies about the golden-haired young gentleman, glanced at each other, then looked down their noses. She could see they did not like his lordship. And once Mrs. Forbes said: “Do not believe all that young man tells you, my little dear. Her ladyship is an angel but there is a devil in his lordship.”

Charlotte only laughed merrily. She thought the world and everyone in it wonderful. She could see no real harm in Vivian. Innocence shone out of her golden eyes. But she did realize quite soon, that once he returned to Oxford, Clunes seemed empty and a little sad.

When his lordship was home, she sometimes watched him ride through the lodge-gates with his companions and she would envy the beautifully-dressed young ladies who had the right to ride beside him, and call him “Vivian”. And she wished passionately that she could go to some of the splendid balls and dinner parties up at the house and share his life, his pleasures. But such thoughts she kept deep in her heart.

This afternoon as Charlotte came up the marble steps to the terrace, gay with vivid colour from the flowers in the big stone vases, she came upon Vivian. He was dressed casually, wearing a light velvet jacket and flowing tie. He looked, she thought, her heart beating as it always did at the sight of him, like a young god. Her inexperienced eyes did not note the dark smudges under his eyes – the looseness of his mouth – the twitching of his slender fingers, betraying the fact that his lordship’s nerves were bad.

He had been leading a secret life of debauchery, undreamed of by his saintly mother. He could still manage to deceive her – if not his tutor at Oxford. Last term he had been in danger of being sent down and only escaped by virtue of the fact that the senior proctor had known and loved his father, and had pity on Vivian’s widowed mother. But a grave warning had been issued to him.

For a while Vivian, subdued, had resolved to turn over a new leaf. But he was too great a rogue at heart to stay penitent for long. He had not got it in him to study assiduously, or moderate his habits. Drink and women had already taken a hold of him.

However, today, he felt as he put it “deuced fatigued”. After his mother had gone to sleep last night, he had strolled through the woods to a certain house presided over by a lady on whom his mother would never call. A divorcée, named Roma Gresham. At one time Mrs. Gresham had been a respected member of London society. After her divorce she had turned to a way of life which to a pure woman like Eleanor Chase would seem appalling. The man for whom Mrs. Gresham had abandoned virtue had died before she could marry him. She was still handsome and vivacious in her early thirties. Her lover had bequeathed to her enough money with which to lead the sort of life that amused her; for she was both sensual and avaricious. She passed from one admirer to another. Her latest lover, a dissolute baronet, had rented this house for her – and himself. The countryside was a good “cover-up” for his excesses. Mrs. Gresham held wild parties, with gambling, drinking and dancing to amuse him and his friends. They also amused Vivian who was more often to be found in Mrs. Gresham’s house than in his own.

He threw away his cigarette as he caught sight of Charlotte. Each time he returned from Oxford, he was struck by her fast-maturing beauty. Spoiled as he was by the world of women in which he moved, and growing a little tired of the painted faces in Mrs. Gresham’s set, he was equally bored by the empty-headed, well-brought up young females in his own circle. But Charlotte Goff intrigued him. She had, as he so often told himself, a “Je ne sais quoi” that fascinated him. She was a mixture of the artless child and the intelligent student whom his mother was teaching. The sun touched her bright bronzed hair to a deep gold. She moved with unconscious grace. Her pale blue dress was plain homespun and without distinction, but, Vivian, the young sybarite and philanderer, saw in her one of the nymphs of the Greek classics which he had to study – much to his ennui. However, he felt little ennui as he looked at Charlotte. He stood up and bowed as low as he would do to any fine lady.

He quoted:

“‘Had I the heart to slide an arm beneath her,

Press her parting lips as her waist I gather slow,

Waking in amazement she could not but embrace me:

Then would she hold me and never let me go?’”

Charlotte with crimson cheeks and a pounding heart tried to laugh.

“Your lordship should not say such things to me.”

Vivian laughed lazily.

“My dear child, it was not I who conceived those romantic lines but the poet, George Meredith.”

She nodded.

“Her ladyship has given me many of Mr. Meredith’s beautiful poems to read.”

Vivian let his gaze, critical and voluptuous, wander over the pearly texture of Charlotte’s skin; her rounded arms, her delicate wrists, and ankles, her long tapering fingers. Often he wondered from what stock this lovely girl had sprung. She seemed to him more of an aristocrat than many of the girls in his own set. His mother, too, had remarked on the fact.

But they knew little of Charlotte’s ancestry beyond what the old reprobate, Albert Darnley, had told them about her lovely mother and her good-looking father, who had both died so tragically young in France.

Vivian put out a finger and touched one of the silky ringlets that lay upon Charlotte’s shoulders.

“Sweet thing,” he said. “Mr. Meredith must certainly have been thinking of you when he wrote those words. Tell me – would you ‘come with me to a beech tree’ and lie like the lady in the poet’s verse – ‘couch’d with her arms behind her golden head’ – He wrote that, too. I care little for poetry but this was brought to my mind as I watched you walk toward me this afternoon.”

Charlotte meditated. Except for her visits to the great house, she led a strictly secluded life. She had no knowledge of the world and could not begin to deal with the flattery of a man like Vivian. But she could not ignore the compliment. It went a little to her head.

Vivian watched how her curving lashes flickered. He was no longer inclined to sulk out here on the terrace. A remorseless wish to teach this pure and unsullied girl the meaning of man’s passion gripped him. He was positive that she would respond if he could but woo her into his arms. He could see how deeply even his words affected her.

“What time do you finish your lessons?” he asked suddenly in a low abrupt voice.

She fingered her books nervously.

“At half past three, I think, my lord.”

“How many times have I told you not to address me so.”

“I cannot call you ‘Vivian’.”

“You can and shall.”

She was rendered speechless, for his look was burning. Suddenly she was afraid.

“Your mother will be waiting for me – Vivian,” she whispered the name which was so often on her mind, and in her prayers. Yes, she prayed nightly for this golden-haired prince of her dreams and if anybody had spoken ill of him she would not have listened.

“I will be here when you come out,” said Vivian, and touched her curls again with a caressing finger.

She hurried away through the long open French windows into the library where Lady Chase was waiting for her. The young man seated himself astride the balustrade again. He took a cigarette from a gold box which he carried, and lit it. His eyes narrowed. His thoughts were lascivious. This was not the first time that he had felt a dangerous desire for Charlotte Goff. So far in his young spoiled life he had denied himself little that he wanted. Looks and money and his title secured what he craved. The cloak of virtue which he wore for his mother’s benefit and also for the benefit of Sir Harry Cawder, his guardian, was soon dropped once Vivian was out of their sight. Fortunately for Vivian, Sir Harry had long been ailing and only once in recent years had the young man come under the General’s jurisdiction. Then, he had received a strong caution.

Charlotte was not the first innocent girl whom Vivian had desired and seduced. Already one unfortunate of sixteen summers had borne a child to him. The babe had died and the miserable ruined young female was spirited away by her parents, Vivian having paid them a sum of money. The boy was devoid not only of morals but of respect for purity. Nothing barred him from indulgence save his fear of losing the money that came to him through the generosity of his mother.

He knew exactly what his mother had planned for Charlotte. Once she was seventeen, she was to go to France. Eleanor Chase’s greatest friend, the Princesse de Larolles, who had a family of small children, wished them to be taught English. It was arranged between the two ladies that the young Charlotte should live for a year or two in the big chateau at Fontainebleau and teach the little Larolles all that she knew.

When Vivian had first heard of these plans he had deplored them. He had grown so accustomed to seeing the bewitching young girl down at the Lodge, and talking to her when he was bored. Besides, he thought of what might happen to her in France. Doubtless some hot-blooded young Frenchman would pay court to her beauty. Vivian wanted to be the first to touch those rose-red lips which were curved so splendidly for kissing. He had a sensual knowledge of women which led him to believe that for all Charlotte’s childlike, lily-white innocence, she was by nature passionate. She would have much to give a man. Vivian Chase did not intend to let this prize drift out of his reach to France.

He flung himself into a long basket chair. Quite heartlessly, he planned the seduction of Charlotte.


CHAPTER FIVE

In the cool library amid the books that she loved so well, Charlotte sat with Eleanor Chase. She read first an English essay on Keats; then a short résumé of the French Revolution. Later she would receive a lesson at that magnificent grand piano in the drawing-room. Charlotte loved her pianoforte lessons, given to her by an elderly lady named Miss de Wynter who resided in Harling.

As a rule, Charlotte gave her whole heart to her lessons. Today, Lady Chase found her young pupil unusually distraite. She kept stumbling over her words and looking out of the windows; then, flushed and apologetic, would return to her books.

“Your thoughts are not on your studies, little one,” her ladyship remarked gently.

“I beg your pardon, my lady,” stammered Charlotte.

“Never mind,” said Lady Chase and smiled in her sweet sympathetic way, “I cannot expect an old head on young shoulders. You are progressing well, but the sunshine must be tempting to you today. Perhaps you wish to be out in the wood gathering primroses? I forget that you are still only a child.”

Charlotte bit her lip. Only a child! That made her feel guilty. For they were not childish thoughts that distracted her from this afternoon’s lessons. They were the exciting, troubling, terrifying reflections of a girl in her seventeenth year; a girl in love. And it was the handsome face of Vivian Chase which she kept seeing. The memory of the pretty things he had said to her – especially his announcement that he would be waiting for her when she went out again – haunted her imagination.

How horrified her ladyship would be if she could but guess! Oh, dear, thought Charlotte, I am wicked and ungrateful. It is not fitting that I who am nobody at all, should think so much of him.

But the thoughts were not to be banished. And at last when she spoke a wrong line as she recited “The Eve of St. Agnes”, Lady Chase stopped her.

“There, my dear, enough for now; go back into the sunshine. It is better for you than learning the verses even of so divine a poet. I will ask Miss Wynter to excuse you, also, your music lesson. You can take it tomorrow.”

Charlotte collected her books; her expression was downcast.

“Alas – I have disappointed you, my lady.”

“Not at all. Do not make so much of it. You are far ahead of most pupils of your age.”

“I thank you, my lady,” said Charlotte gratefully, and curtsied low.

Eleanor leaned back in the winged armchair which was her favourite. She smiled benevolently at Charlotte. The girl was turning into a real beauty she thought. But what Eleanor liked still more was the fashion in which Charlotte’s character had developed. All who knew her spoke well of her. The good couple at the Lodge were never done praising her qualities of piety and obedience, coupled with that charming natural warmth and gaiety which made her such a general favourite.

“I did not make a mistake when I took her out of that sad house in Pimlico,” Lady Chase mused. “She has amply repaid me.”

Almost Lady Chase loved her young protégée as a daughter – the daughter she had wanted and never had.

As the girl returned her ladyship’s glances, she felt, not for the first time, a tinge of anxiety. The years had not sat kindly upon Eleanor Chase. The celebrated beauty of the sad “Madonna” was still there, but the brown curls had turned to silver grey, the eyes were sunken. She had aged; grown excessively thin. Several times during lessons, Charlotte fancied she saw a look of pain cross that serene and noble countenance. Once, one of the wonderful diamond rings which her ladyship liked to wear, slipped from a finger become too slender.

Charlotte had, on one occasion, questioned the son of the house about his mother’s health, but he seemed unconcerned.

“Mama has always been delicate. She does not complain to me,” he had said with a shrug.

But even the inexperienced girl could not fail to note today the sinister marks of some secret malady on my lady’s face, revealed by a sudden shaft of sunlight that fell on her.

“What is it, my child?” said Lady Chase as she saw Charlotte’s expression.

The girl was too shy to say, but suddenly picked up one of the lovely hands of her benefactor and pressed her lips upon it.

“My lady, I thank you from the bottom of my heart for all that you have done for me,” she breathed. “I fear I have been inattentive today. Do, pray, forgive me.”

“There – think no more about it,” smiled her ladyship. “We all have our moments of day-dreaming. As a rule you are a very diligent pupil. Go out and take the air, my little one.”

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DENISE
ROBINS

QUEEN OF ROMANCE
The Flame and the Frost






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





