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1


When the telephone rang, Charlotte rose slowly to her feet and went to answer it. Later she was to remember that she had had no premonition, no sudden inner warning that her life was to be changed completely by this one phone call. Somehow it seemed wrong in retrospect that she could have walked so slowly and carelessly towards her Fate.


‘Charlotte, is that you? It’s Bess, darling! Now listen, Charlotte, because this is rather important… you know I was to have been bridesmaid on Saturday to Angela Bates? Well, the other bridesmaid whom you haven’t met… she was a friend of Angela’s fiancé… she has just been carted off to hospital with appendicitis so Angela’s desperate. It’ll throw out all the arrangements because she needs two of us to carry the train.’


‘I’m so sorry!’ Charlotte said, wondering how she could help. She had been friendly with Bess for years but barely knew Angela except as an acquaintance at the tennis club with whom she’d once or twice made up a four.


‘The thing is, you and Phillipa… the girl with the appendix… are just about the same build. Angela wants to know if you’d step into the breach and be the second train-bearer?’


‘I… I suppose so!’ Charlotte said a little doubtfully, her young mouth turned down from its usual pretty upward curve in momentary indecision. ‘All the same, I shall be almost a stranger… and I’d have to have a rehearsal of some kind…’


‘But of course, Poppet!’ Bess broke in, giggling a little. ‘I knew you’d help out… I told Angela not to worry. Now listen, can you come over to my house right away and try on the dress. Mummy says she’ll do the necessary alterations this evening. We’re to go to the church to meet Angela… there’s a full-dress rehearsal laid on for three o’clock, complete with ushers and everything. We can just make it if you fly…’


Having seemingly committed herself, Charlotte gave a slight shrug to her slim shapely shoulders and replaced the receiver. Bang went her plan for a leisurely half day from the office… and she’d wanted to wash her hair, too! And furthermore, she’d have to get permission to be off on Saturday morning as well. It was all very well for Bess who lived at home and didn’t work… except doing charitable work on committees and women’s institutes with her mother. They belonged to a different income group from Charlotte who had to help support a widowed mother and did a not uninteresting but routine job as secretary to an elderly solicitor in the City! Mr. Everwell wouldn’t be a bit pleased at having to give her an extra half day although she would offer to make up time next half-day. If she didn’t he’d certainly dock her pay packet and she couldn’t afford to lose the money… not if the holiday she had planned for her mother this Summer was to materialize.


Although only twenty-two, the circumstances of her life which had forced Charlotte to be the family breadwinner ever since she left school at eighteen, had contrived to make her look older than her years. Although her creamy complexion was without lines or any marks of age, and her soft grey eyes brilliant and youthful enough, there was nevertheless a serious set to the line of her lips and a determined tilt to the curly dark head that sometimes made her look a woman nearer thirty than twenty.


This curious mixture of youthfulness and maturity gave her an attraction in addition to her natural prettiness. But it had not, however, brought romance into her life. She knew this was her own fault. Any of the young men who had tried to establish a slightly more intimate relationship at the tennis club dances she occasionally attended, or whom she had met at Bess’s charity meetings, she had immediately discouraged so that they had soon ceased to telephone for dates. Her reasons for doing this were two-fold. For one thing she had promised the father she adored that she would take care of her mother who was a semi-invalid… and with her job to keep her busy during the day and her mother to keep company evenings and week-ends, she felt she could not manage to cope with the tangles of light romantic engagements; and perhaps the more important reason was that she had never yet met a man who seriously roused her to any feeling stronger than a mild affection. This had not worried her for deep down within her, she knew that one day, like the song, he’d come along; knew she would recognize him at sight and fall in love with her whole being. Until that happened, she fought shy of becoming involved for her own and her mother’s sake.


Bess had put forward the view that if Charlotte were less attractive she would be more concerned with finding herself a boy friend! That she could afford to sit back because she knew quite well that she had only to beckon a little finger and a choice of suitors would come running! This was by no means Charlotte’s view for she did not consider herself either plain or attractive… just ordinary, but she did not try to argue with the good-natured Bess who was longing to marry her off to someone almost as ardently as she longed to be married herself. Bess, with her round friendly mischievous face was by no means lacking in attractions herself, and it amused Charlotte to see how Bess fell in and out of love as quickly as showers came and went in Spring. Every new boyfriend was the one – until about a week later, when she cheerfully admitted her mistake and set about finding the Right One as quickly as she could.


Having settled her mother comfortably in front of the television set to watch woman’s hour, Charlotte hurried round to Bess’s home. Her slight lack of enthusiasm at being a bridesmaid to a girl she scarcely knew, vanished when she tried on the dress. It was a cloudy billowy mass of palest tangerine net, beautifully cut and fitting her as if it had been made for her as well as the unfortunate girl with the appendicitis! Charlotte knew without being told that it was a very expensive dress and certainly the most beautiful she had ever worn. The two girls were also to wear tiny crowns of artificial violets and each was to carry a posy of fresh violets intertwined with orange-blossoms.


‘Oh, Charlotte dear!’ exclaimed Mrs. Hopkins, Bess’s kindly mother, ‘you look like the bride yourself. How well the colour becomes you!’


‘And Bess, too!’ Charlotte said, watching her friend adjust her own wreath. ‘Those violets look perfect against your fair hair.’


Bess grinned cheerfully and gave Charlotte a careful but impulsive kiss.


‘We must rush, darling! Angela’s sending a taxi to fetch us at ten to three… no expense spared on this wedding I can tell you. I bet we’ll meet dozens of glamorous eligible young men. There’s to be a big party afterwards and after the bride has gone, we’ll be the most important people there! Isn’t it fun?’


Even the cool Charlotte felt a tinge of excitement run through her… not because of the dance or the partners she might have… but because she knew she had never looked lovelier and it was rather fun… such a change from the drab greyness of a London city office.


They were met at the fashionable church by Angela and her bridegroom-to-be, and half a dozen morning-suited young men who were to be ushers. Angela’s brother, who was amongst these, immediately brought a little law and order into the chaos that reigned on their arrival. Soon the rehearsal was in full swing. Charlotte found that the part she had to play was quite simple and she enjoyed the afternoon almost as much as Bess, who had found time to nudge her and say that she’d really found the man of her dreams at last.


‘The usher standing by the door, darling… next to Angela’s brother… see him?’


But Charlotte did not see him. Instead, her eyes had gone to the man whom she had not noticed before, but who was now talking to the bride’s father. Surely… surely she had seen him somewhere before? She could only glimpse his profile but something in the set of his shoulders, the turn of his head as he stood in the sunlight streaming through the open church door, struck a chord of memory deep within her.


‘Bess, do you know who that is… talking to Mr. Peters?’


‘Haven’t a clue! Charlotte, will you please look the other way and see the man I’m going to marry!’


But Charlotte could not take her eyes away from Mr. Peters’s companion. It was ridiculous to take Bess’s chatter seriously and yet… yet her own heart was beating curiously fast, her own eyes were as fixed as Bess’s… on the man she knew she was going to marry!


‘I’m as silly as Bess!’ she had time to tell herself before the dark head turned suddenly towards her across the emptying pews and she saw his eyes staring into her own. Then coherent thought ceased altogether and she had to put her hand out to one of the pews to steady herself as she saw him making his way towards her. She felt panic-stricken now she knew that she had never met him before; that he was a stranger to her and that she had been staring so outrageously that he must have imagined she was trying to attract his attention. The blood rushed to her cheeks and she wished herself suddenly a million miles away. Then he spoke, his voice deep-toned and rather hesitant.


‘I’m afraid you’ll think me rather rude… when I caught sight of you just now I could have sworn we had met before. I realize now I was mistaken…’ He broke off and gave her a sudden, quick, apologetic smile.


With rare impulsiveness, Charlotte flung her usual reticence to the winds and replied:


‘As a matter of fact, I thought I had met you, too. My name is Charlotte Matthews.’


He took her hand and held it for a moment in a strong firm clasp.


‘How-do-you-do! I’m Meridan Avebury. I saw you talking to Bess just now. Are you a friend of hers?’


‘Yes!’ Charlotte said, her words a little trembly from the queer inner exhilaration that seemed to have her in its grip. ‘Perhaps we have seen one another at one of Bess’s parties?’


He led her out through the church door into the sunshine, and for a moment, stared down at her… he was six feet tall, Charlotte only five-feet-five… his brown eyes looking into her grey ones.


‘No, I don’t think so. I’m quite sure I would remember if that were so. Besides, I would have made sure of an introduction to you.’


It was a plain statement of fact the way he put it and yet the compliment was as direct as it could be. The colour heightened in Charlotte’s cheeks and she was glad that Bess came up at that moment, a fair-haired, sun-tanned young man behind her.


‘Darling, this is Jeremy Patricks… Jeremy, one of my dearest friends, Charlotte Matthews… oh, hullo Meridan! Do you two boys know each other?’


Without giving them time to answer, she rushed on:


‘Jeremy and I thought it might be fun to have a foursome this evening after all this hard work. How about you and Meridan joining us?’


Charlotte felt a swift rush of joy, followed immediately by a feeling of helplessness.


‘Bess, I can’t… much as I’d like to. I’ve left Mother alone all afternoon… I simply must go home this evening.’


She knew the man was watching her, willing her to change her mind even before he said quietly:


‘Couldn’t you possibly make it? It sounds such an excellent idea?’


She wanted to go… desperately… in a way she had never felt before about anything. If she didn’t go, she might never meet him again, and it had become the most important thing in the world that she should get to know him better.


Bess, seeing her hesitation, said cheerfully:


‘Look, Charlotte, why not bring your mother round to spend the evening with my parents? They’d love to have her and then she wouldn’t be alone. Have either of you boys got a car?’


Both men nodded their heads and Meridan said quickly:


‘I expect you’ll want to go home and change. Suppose I call about six-thirty to pick you up and run your mother round to Bess’s house. Then we can all go on wherever we’re going in my car?’


‘That settles it!’ Bess said enthusiastically.


‘Will that be all right?’ Meridan asked Charlotte.


Just this once, Charlotte thought… Mother can’t mind.


She nodded her head.


It was only later, as her mother sat on her bed, questioning her while she changed into a ballet-length evening dress, that Charlotte fully realized how crazily she was behaving.


‘But, darling, who is he? I know you said he was a friend of Bess’s but what does he do? You really know nothing about him at all!’


‘No… I suppose I don’t!’ Charlotte admitted as much even while she could not admit yet to her mother exactly how she felt about this stranger who had walked into her life and taken possession of her every thought. ‘All the same, we shall be a foursome so there’s no need for you to worry, Mummy. And as he’s calling here to fetch us, you’ll meet him for yourself. I’m sure you’ll like him!’


It did not need Charlotte’s spoken confidence to reveal to her mother how important was this date. Charlotte was behaving in a manner so completely foreign to her usual behaviour that this point alone gave her away, even had it not been for the glowing cheeks and brilliant eyes with which she returned from the wedding rehearsal.


‘She’s falling in love!’ thought Mrs. Matthews with a sudden, swift fear. ‘Maybe this is the man she’ll marry… and I’ll lose her!’


She tried to hide her fear even from herself. She was not a selfish woman… only a very lonely one since her husband had died. She suffered such ill-health it was nearly impossible for her to leave the house, especially since they could not afford a car. She did not wish to spoil Charlotte’s life by being a drag on her, yet the young girl’s companionship and love and care for her had been so complete and unstintingly given, that until this moment, she had all but forgotten that she might one day have to lose her. That was a fear she had faced only rarely, sometimes when she was having a sleepless night and life seemed at its most difficult. Then she had always comforted herself with the thought that Charlotte was not like other girls… she had few boy friends and the ones she had meant very little to her. She knew her daughter had a warm, even passionate nature, but believed it to be of the kind that awakens late. So she had managed to convince herself that Charlotte wouldn’t get married until she was at least in her thirties… and by then… well, the doctors had told her not to count on more than ten years…


‘Mother, please don’t worry. I promise not to be late. In any case, someone will have to bring you home and I’m sure Mr. Avebury will offer to bring us both back at a reasonable hour.’


Her own selfishness suddenly apparent to her in the face of her daughter’s thoughtfulness, Mrs. Matthews said quickly:


‘No, darling… there’s no need for that. Bess’s father will get me a taxi and I shall be perfectly all right. Since you are going out at all, which you do so rarely anyway, you might as well enjoy yourself properly. Be as late as you wish… but don’t forget you’re working tomorrow!’


Her reward was a hug from the slim white arms of her daughter and a whispered:


‘You are a wonderful Mum!’ which was as unlike the cool reticent Charlotte as the rest of her behaviour in the last few hours.


‘I’ll leave you to finish dressing in peace!’ Mrs. Matthews said, suddenly unwilling to face further for the moment the youthful glowing picture of her young daughter.


Alone, Charlotte sat down at her dressing-table and studied her face.


Was she really pretty? Bess always said so but then Bess made all kinds of remarks that were merely expressions of her own moods and had no foundation in fact! Was she the kind of girl men found attractive?


Her finger touched her eyebrows, traced the line of her cheek, the curve of her lips, touched the smooth skin of her neck and shoulders.


Well, at least she was not plain!


Suddenly, as she stared at her reflection, the colour flared into Charlotte’s cheeks and she covered her face with her hands, her heart beating absurdly.


How mad was this kind of behaviour… these thoughts… all because she had had a few words with a man called Meridan Avebury, about whom she knew nothing… nothing, except that his hair was dark and grew into an attractive point at the back of his neck… that his forehead was wide and deep and intelligent, and the brown eyes…


‘Charlotte Matthews… if you don’t stop day-dreaming you’ll be late!’


She finished her dressing with a sudden flurry of movement which only enheightened her colour and did nothing to smooth her nerves which seemed all on edge. When the front-door bell rang a few moments after six-thirty, she jumped so violently backwards from her dressing-table that she upset the bottle of Toujours perfume across the glass top and only just avoided it spreading to her black nylon net skirt.


As she hastily mopped up with pieces of cotton-wool, she heard the unaccustomed male tones in the drawing-room below and for an instant, she stood perfectly still, her thoughts suddenly crystallizing into a moment of stark truth. She was in love… for the first time in her life. Downstairs was the man she wanted to marry… every instinct told her so. This is why she had been waiting for so long… the man she had known with some inner consciousness was coming to claim her… to awaken her. For this she had been sometimes lonely, sometimes even a little afraid, yet knowing all along it would happen… that she would one day find herself no longer alone.


Meridan Avebury… he had a strange name. Who was he? What did he do? What kind of work occupied him? How had he lived his life all these years she had not known him? Which of the services had he served in during the war… Army? Navy? Air Force? Where did he live? What were his parents like? How old was he?


Suddenly, she smiled at the slim, eager-eyed figure in the looking-glass. She would know when she next came back to this room… she would know exactly what and who this man was. She would know whether he wished to see her again… whether her love was founded on rock or sand… whether… whether he could ever fall in love with her, too.


For a moment, she was afraid. It was not enough that she should be discovering this new person she knew herself to be… not enough to know she was no longer a girl but a woman in love as crazily and stupidly as Bess might fall in love! She wanted to be reassured that it was true… that she had not imagined it… that when she went downstairs, she would not look at him and wonder how she could have spent these last hours in so fantastic a day-dream.


‘Don’t let it be a day-dream,’ she prayed silently as she switched off her bedroom light. ‘Don’t let me fall out of love! Let him be in love with me, too!’


Then she ran downstairs and joined her mother and the man who had in the space of a few moments turned her life and her reasoning upside down.


Bess and Jeremy were dancing. Jeremy had had one duty dance with Charlotte earlier in the evening when they had just finished eating, after which he had danced consistently with a happy, excited Bess. And after one dance with Bess and two with Charlotte, Meridan had preferred to sit out and talk in the intimacy of a crowded noisy restaurant where other people were bent on their own amusement. They were no more aware of the young couple at the corner table than Meridan or Charlotte were of them.


In a brief while, Meridan had made Charlotte tell him about herself, her childhood in India with a father in the civil service whom she had loved dearly and a gay and attractive mother; how her father had contracted some tropical disease and they had been forced to come home to England where he had seen one specialist after another, gradually getting worse until at last, when Charlotte was eighteen, he had died; how her mother had suffered a stroke from the shock of losing him and recovered only partially, and how she herself had immediately taken a secretarial job to augment the tiny pension that was all they had to live on.


It had not taken long to tell these few tragic events of her life and yet he had been impressed by the uncomplaining way in which she spoke of these last five years… of her obvious devotion and sense of duty to her mother. There seemed to have been so little that was gay or full of fun for a young girl growing up.


‘Don’t let’s talk about me… tell me about yourself!’ Charlotte said. ‘I really know nothing about you at all except that you are a friend of Bess’s. I’m surprised she has never spoken about you.’


‘I don’t really know her very well!’ Meridan admitted. ‘I’ve met her once or twice because she is a friend of Phillipa’s…’


He broke off, leaving the name on the air between them.


‘Phillipa? The girl who was to have been Angela’s bridesmaid… whose place I’ve taken?’


The man’s face became curiously lined.


‘Yes, whose place you have taken. Phillipa and my sister, Elizabeth, were at school together… they are very close friends. I have only the one sister, no brothers. I had the conventional upper middle-class upbringing and education… prep and public school and on to Oxford. When I left college, I joined the Air Force as a bomber pilot. After the war, I went into my father’s business… paper manufacturing. The firm’s done very well, in spite of restrictions and controls. My people live in Surrey and Elizabeth lives with them… she’s mad about riding and keeps her own hunter. She’s going to marry Phillipa’s brother next year… John is by way of being an up-and-coming racehorse trainer so that suits Elizabeth down to the ground. I think they’ll make a good match.’


‘And Phillipa?’ Charlotte asked the question that would not stay unanswered.


‘Well, Phillipa was a deb. last year… she’s nineteen now. It’s always been understood that as soon as she was twenty-one, she… she and I would be married.’


‘No!’ Charlotte thought with a violence that made her feel almost physically sick. ‘No, it can’t be true… it can’t.’


‘Charlotte!’ She remained perfectly still, her head bent, her eyes fixed on her hands clasped together on the table.


‘Charlotte, please look at me!’


‘I can’t!’ she thought desperately. ‘He’ll see in my eyes what it means to me to learn he’s engaged to someone else. I mustn’t give myself away.’


‘Charlotte!’ he said again… ‘Please!’


She tried to compose her features into an expression of unconcern yet when she did raise her eyes to his face, the look there destroyed any attempt on her part to pretend.


‘Charlotte, I know it must seem mad to you to be talking this way… we’ve only known each other a few hours, yet because… because of the way things are, I have to speak out now… before it’s too late. I’ve known Phillipa since we were children. They’ve always lived next door and as Pippa was only a year younger than Elizabeth, it was only natural that the two girls should be in and out of each other’s homes just as her brother, John, and I were constant companions. When we were growing up a bit, we made a stupid childish pact to marry each other… Elizabeth and John, Pippa and me. It didn’t mean anything of course and I think we all forgot about it… we were like brothers and sisters, anyway, and were always quarrelling. John and I were ten and eleven years older than the girls. It wasn’t until after the war, when both of us had served abroad for some years, that we came back to find the girls had suddenly grown up. Elizabeth became unofficially engaged to John when she was only seventeen. As you can imagine, Mother and Father were delighted, but they wanted her to be sure she knew her own mind, so they forbade a marriage until Elizabeth was twenty-one. Meanwhile, it became my lot to chaperone Liz and John when they went out together. Naturally, I took Pippa along as a four. She’d grown up, too, and was a pretty amusing girl, full of life and fun, and I enjoyed her companionship. I’d met a reasonable number of girls during the war, of course, but none I wanted to marry. Then one day Liz told me that Pippa was in love with me. It had never really occurred to me before to take her seriously… she still seemed so young to me. But I wasn’t in love with anyone else and… well, I’d always had a deep and genuine affection for Pippa. Our friendship became a little less platonic and I found her attractive…’


‘Do you really want to tell me all this?’ Charlotte broke in, wondering how she could bear to hear from Meridan’s own lips how he had gradually fallen in love with Phillipa.


‘Please let me explain!’ the man said. ‘You see, I let myself believe I was in love. When Pippa told me she loved me, I asked her to marry me as soon as she was old enough. She was still only eighteen then and I was twenty-eight. So we drifted into an engagement, unofficial at first and then on Pippa’s eighteenth birthday, officially. Our parents were delighted and so were Liz and John. It seemed to suit everybody. It wasn’t until this afternoon that I realized what I had done… Charlotte, believe this, please, because it is the only thing I’m sure of any more… when I met you this afternoon, I knew for a certainty I was not in love with Pippa, that I never had been. As soon as she is out of hospital, I mean to tell her, to break off our engagement. I had made up my mind to do this before I called for you this evening. Charlotte, do you believe in love at first sight?’


‘I do, I do!’ Charlotte’s heart told her, yet she could not bring herself to say so. Even while she believed without question every word he had told her, for it had the unmistakable ring of truth, she still retained sufficient clear thinking to be sure of two things. First, that he, as much as she, herself, could not be sure within a few hours of meeting one another that the mutual attraction they felt was really love. To fall in love… that could mean no more than an attraction of the senses. To love meant so much more… to respect, admire… to be in sympathy with… to share interests and understandings. And secondly, that she had no right to come between any man and the girl to whom he was engaged. If Meridan chose to break his engagement, it must be without her encouragement. She would not take another girl’s man from her.


He looked at her anxiously, trying to read her thoughts. At last, unable to bear the silence, he said:


‘I suppose you are thinking me quite mad. I know I must sound so to you. This is not the way I usually behave. How can I expect you to understand what has happened to me today when I can scarcely understand it myself.’


‘I don’t see how you can possibly break off your engagement because… because of me,’ Charlotte said at last, her voice almost a whisper. ‘We’ve only just met and we hardly know one another.’


‘I’ll admit that. But I am sure at least of this one thing… that I cannot possibly be in love with Phillipa if I can feel as I do about you. And if that is true, I have no right to go on with an engagement… for Phillipa’s sake more than anyone’s. I hate the thought of hurting her, but to live a lie would hurt her far more. Besides, she is very young… I think she will find someone else in time.’


‘You judge her feelings for you very lightly!’ Charlotte said seriously. ‘If she really loves you, she might never get married to anyone else. Some people love only once in a lifetime.’


‘Even if that were true of Phillipa, I could not marry her now that I realize I don’t feel for her what a future husband should feel. Fondness is not enough. Surely you, as a woman, would agree that it would be all the more intolerable to love someone and have to live with them knowing they did not feel the same for you? This is nineteen fifty-six, Charlotte. I know it is not a nice thing to have to do, but whether you agree to see me again or not, I must do it. Dishonesty is something I dislike so much I could not be a party to it even if I believed it to be for someone’s good.’


‘He is right!’ Charlotte thought. ‘It is not a question of moral fibre or courage’… it took more of both to hurt someone than to give up what you most wanted in life… unless you were callous and indifferent to other people’s feelings. Surely Meridan was neither of these things. Yet how could she know except by instinct? And could one’s instinct not be warped by the intensity of one’s emotions? She wanted to believe he was right… that he was acting from the best and most sensible of motives.


‘Charlotte, I am not going to ask you if you will see me again. I want you to understand that except by accident, you are not responsible in any way for what I have to tell Phillipa. If you would prefer it so, I’ll not make any move to see you until I am quite free.’


That was entirely fair… yet ought she not to refuse to see him again… ever… no matter what happened? He might then go back to his childhood sweetheart.


‘I cannot!’ Charlotte thought. ‘I know, somewhere deep down in my heart, that I belong to him… that he belongs to me. I knew it when I saw him by the door of the church. He knows it, too, just as surely as I do. How can I let him go out of my life?’


Yet to refuse to meet him again until he was free must surely mean an added incentive to get free. Would it not be better for all of them if she and Meridan were to see as much of each other as possible in these next few weeks and discover quite surely how they felt for one another? Then, at least, when he went to Phillipa to ask her to release him from his engagement… if it came to that… he would be sure he was doing the right thing.


‘Please tell me what you are thinking!’ his quiet, slow voice beseeched her. ‘You sit there looking as if your thoughts were a million miles away and I had no part in them. You cannot know how important it is to me that you should understand how I feel, crazy as it may seem. Liz would tell you that I am acting quite out of character and that I am normally a steady, unemotional, unimpulsive kind of fellow.’


Charlotte seized on his own words to try to express her own feelings. She said:


‘I do understand, I think. But you will agree that it is wrong to trust these… these kind of instantaneous attractions. You say yourself that you are acting out of character. That is true of me, too. I… I knew when I met you this afternoon that I wanted to see you again. But that does not mean we are in love… or even falling in love. I think it would be wrong to break your engagement until you are quite sure.’


‘Charlotte!’ Her heart leapt into her throat at the caress he seemed to make of the mere sound of her name. It pulsed there in soft breathless beats and she was glad that the room was filled with people so that he could not touch her. More than anything in the world, she wanted to feel his hand on hers, yet she was also deeply afraid of the emotions that might result since even the tone of his voice could leave her trembling. Shyly, she raised her eyes to his and in them he read the answer to his own feelings.


‘Dance with me now!’ he said, suddenly determined.


As if a dream, she got to her feet and moved out among the other couples. The orchestra was playing a slow foxtrot and the lights were soft and not too bright. Then Meridan’s arms were round her and her body seemed to become one with his. An instant later, his cheek was against hers and his arms had tightened round her and she had, as she had known, no resistance.


‘This is heaven and madness, both!’ he whispered against her hair. ‘To think that yesterday I did not even know you existed!’


For a moment, she was chilled by the thought. It could not happen like this… so suddenly, so surely, so irrevocably! Then she, too, felt the wonder of a Fate that had brought them together… a Fate that until today had kept them apart. And it was not too late. Engagements could be broken… they were not betrothals as they had been in the past.


Charlotte felt one instant of blinding pity for Phillipa, lying in hospital unknowing of what Fate held in store for her, and then her eyes closed and she gave herself unrestrictedly to the wonder of dancing in Meridan’s arms.
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They drove home at midnight in Meridan’s car. Charlotte sat in a silence born not so much of fatigue, although she was tired, but from a sudden cooling of her senses. Dancing endlessly throughout the evening in Meridan’s arms she had given up coherent thought or reason, and blindly admitted to herself that she had never been so happy, so delirious, so perfectly in love. They moved together as one person, in complete harmony, and she had been sure that the world could hold no more wonderful an evening than this.


She had known that Meridan felt the same way. Once in a while he would whisper something against her soft hair, telling her there were stars in her eyes, that he had never been so happy, that to dance with her for the rest of the time was all he asked of life. It must have been obvious for any other couple on the floor who cared to glance their way that they were in love, and certainly Bess had noticed. It was she who had brought Charlotte back to cold reality. As they joined one another in search of their coats before leaving, Bess put a hand on Charlotte’s arm.


‘Don’t think I’m being a tell-tale, darling, but… but before this goes any farther, I do think you should know Meridan is engaged to Phillipa Bates.’


‘I do know!’ Charlotte said, a sudden tiredness sweeping away the radiance. ‘I know Phillipa is a friend of yours and this must seem rather horrible to you, Bess, but what else can I do? I can’t pretend to Meridan that he means nothing to me. I did try but I don’t seem to be very good at pretending… Meridan took one look at my face and saw for himself. Bess, you know so much more about being in love than I do… it’s the first time for me. Do you think it would be wrong for Meridan to break his engagement? It’s what he wants to do.’


‘Darling, how should I know? Any fool watching you two this evening could see what was happening. Frankly I did wonder what Meridan was up to, although I was quite willing to withhold judgement on him. He isn’t the sort to go round flirting with girls when he’s engaged to someone else. I’ve known him on and off for some years and I like him awfully… he’s a thoroughly nice type. All the same, it does seem a bit tough on Pippa… she worships the ground he treads on… has for ages and ages.’


‘Couldn’t it be a kind of childish hero-worship?’ Charlotte asked a little desperately. ‘I mean, he’s a lot older than her. Do you really mean you think she mightn’t get over it in time?’


Bess shrugged her plump shoulders and suddenly smiled.


‘I don’t know, really I don’t. But I do know this, Charlotte… you aren’t the type to lose your heart twice in a lifetime. For goodness’ sake go carefully. It’s so unlike you to fall in a heap in the space of a few hours! It’s high time it happened and I always knew it would… but all the same, I wish it hadn’t been Meridan!’


There had been no further time for confidences and they had quickly found their coats and made up their faces and rejoined the men. Even after the cheerful good nights had been said as the two couples separated on the pavement outside the restaurant, Bess’s ‘I wish it hadn’t been Meridan’ ran with a chilling persistency through Charlotte’s mind.


‘A penny for them, Charlotte!’


She jumped and turned her attention to the man driving beside her.


‘I don’t think you will really want to hear what I was thinking…’ she said hesitantly, and then with a rush: ‘Oh, Meridan, I’ve been thinking of Phillipa. Can two people be happy at the expense of someone else?’


For a few moments, Meridan did not answer. Then he steered the car into the grass verge and switched off the engine. He made no move to touch her and stared out of the windscreen, not looking at Charlotte’s white, strained face.


‘Look, Charlotte, even if you told me now that this evening had meant nothing at all to you… that you were just having a good time, flirting with me if you like, and that you’d prefer never to see me again, it wouldn’t make any difference to what I have to do. So long as I believed I loved Philippa, then our engagement was a good thing, right for both of us and right for her. But I wasn’t ‘having a good time’ this evening in the sense that I was just amusing myself with you. I wasn’t flirting with you or playing a game. This evening has been the most wonderful of my whole life. I’ve fallen in love with you, Charlotte, and I could never marry any other woman now. Beyond everything else that might lie in the future for either of us, I could not in all good conscience marry Phillipa now. Surely you can understand that?’


His words were reasonable enough and yet still she could not let it rest there. The thought of the other younger girl lying in hospital not knowing that her dreams were so soon to be shattered, would not leave her free.


‘Meridan, you cannot possibly be sure you love me. You know so very little about me… or I about you… I mean, what we’re really like deep down inside ourselves. I’m not sure I even know myself! Tonight… the whole day, I’ve been a different person from the Charlotte my mother, Bess… my friends, have known in the past. You say this has never happened to you before and I believe that. But should we trust something that is so new to us both? Is it right to make someone else unhappy at this stage? Perhaps in a few days… weeks… we’ll feel differently. This might not last… and then you will have hurt Phillipa for nothing.’


He turned then to look at her in the faint light of a distant on-coming car.


‘I could never go back to believing myself in love with Phillipa… not after this!’ he said with a conviction she could not doubt. ‘But if it would make you happier, darling, I’ll say nothing for a few weeks. But I’ll have to speak to Pippa as soon as I see her again. I could not pretend to her… surely you see that. And I think, anyway, she might guess. I’m not a good actor. But the last thing in the world I want is that you should reproach yourself for what I have to do. You are only indirectly involved.’


For a moment or two, Charlotte did not speak. She was trying to put herself in Phillipa’s place… to understand what it meant to give your heart to a man who did not love you; to be married to someone to whom you were only a burden. How awful it must be to make some loving gesture, only to have it pass unnoticed or carefully avoided! It would be better to be alone… to know at least that you could give the man you loved happiness by giving him his freedom. Would Phillipa see it that way? She and her brother were, in Meridan’s own admission, his oldest friends… and those of his sister, Elizabeth. She would be sure to meet them. If Phillipa hated her, Charlotte, for taking Meridan away from her, it would make it difficult for everyone concerned. Meridan had said he owned a small bachelor flat in town but he spent every week-end and holiday at home. A complete break from Phillipa would hardly be possible since she lived so near his house.


‘Charlotte, darling!’


‘I don’t want him to kiss me!’ Charlotte thought wildly a moment before his arms went round her, drawing her close against him. Then, as his lips touched her mouth for the first time, she knew that there was nothing she desired so much. Feelings of which she had been unaware until this glorious awakening, stirred her to a passionate response that was really her true nature. When she drew away from him at last, her cheeks were flushed, her eyes shy as she smiled at him shakily.


Meridan, too, was deeply disturbed. Her obvious innocence had forced him to keep a strong curb on his own emotions; passions which he, too, was discovering for the first time in himself. His life in the forces had not been devoid of amorous affairs but they had never touched him deeply, and afterwards he had always felt a little ashamed of his part in them. With Phillipa, it had been different. He had been attracted to her with a faint stirring of emotion that paled into utter insignificance beside this feeling Charlotte aroused in him. He had not known when he asked Pippa to marry him that he might feel one day like this for another woman, and his affection for Phillipa had been easy and satisfying, remaining as it did on a light, almost casual plane. He had kissed her good night once or twice after a dance, sat talking to her for a while with his arms round her, in a kind of friendly intimacy that had no connection at all with the fierce exaltation and burning desire that Charlotte aroused in him with one kiss. Every part of his body and mind was touched alight with this new miracle and he knew without any shadow of doubt that he was really and truly in love with her… that he wanted her for his wife and that he could only love her more as he grew to know her better.
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