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  Author’s Note


  THE THEME OF THIS BOOK IS REINCARNATION, AN ATTEMPT TO show the interplay—the law of cause and effect, good and evil—for certain individual souls in two English periods.


  I happened to be raised to this doctrine in which both my parents believed. Mother was a Theosophist long before I was born; indeed she had my horoscope cast when I was a month old. (It did not turn out to be a very accurate forecast of my life!)


  As a child I grew fascinated by the multitudinous volumes in our home treating of mysticism, occultism, astrology and the like. In my teens the study of comparative religion engrossed me, nor has that interest ever waned. Reincarnation still seems to me the only logical explanation for life’s inequities, and half the world believes in some form of it today.


  However, for those who do not believe this theory, I would hope that Green Darkness may be read for the story and the historical reconstruction, and the theme accepted as a sort of science-fiction convention, like the ‘time-drugs’ or indeed the intricate flashbacks used throughout the last hundred years by many eminent writers.


  Medfield Place (and its 1968 inhabitants and friends) is perforce fictional. Though anyone who knows the countryside near the Cuckmere in East Sussex may be able to guess at the prototype.


  On the other hand the Tudor portion, 1552–1559, is solidly rooted in historical fact. Anthony Browne (Viscount Montagu) and Lady Magdalen Dacre are presented in whatever exact chronology I have been able to find during many months in England and three years of research. So, of course, are national affairs during that period, and the Tudor reigns.


  Celia and Brother Stephen are naturally harder to document, but they existed. The Italian physician, Giuliano di Ridolfi, was an astrologer connected with the Duke of Norfolk’s household, as I present him.


  The first quiver of interest began for me during a visit to Ightham Mote in 1968, with an offhand mention of the ‘walled-up girl’ and the viewing of the niche from which she was ‘ex-mured’ in the 1870s. And here I must tender my gratitude to the American owner of the lovely and mysterious ‘mote’ in Kent—C. Henry Robinson who welcomed me there many times and permitted free use of private notes and his excellent library.


  The Cowdray sections of this book have resulted from long stays at the Spread Eagle in Midhurst, frequent examination of the Cowdray ruins and study of the local literature.


  The personal history of the de Bohuns, the Brownes and all their relations has been correlated with the help of Collins’ Complete Peerage and as always the Dictionary of National Biography.


  Source books make tedious listing, but for the Tudor period I have tried to consult all the pertinent ones.


  Oddly enough recent events are often as elusive as Tudor documentaries. One small example. Though I crossed on her, neither I nor my friends retained any idea of the dates for the Queen Mary’s last sailings. I had to check with the Cunard Line. This may have some bearing on the peculiarities of memory in general, and therefore on the book’s theme.


  My warm thanks to the present Howard family in Cumberland, and particularly to the Earl and Countess of Carlisle who welcomed me at Naworth Castle and were most patient with my endeavours to resurrect the lives of their Dacre ancestors.


  Several kindly physicians, British and American, have helped me with the medical aspects for 1968. I am, in fact, indebted to a great many people who have taken an interest in this book, but especially to Geoffrey Ashe, the English writer of great erudition, who took time from his work to make suggestions and unearth for me specific data which I could not find myself.


  IN THE ANCIENT MANOR OF MEDFIELD PLACE IN SUSSEX there is a huge vellum-bound book containing entries made by the Marsdon family from A.D. 1430 until September 15, 1967, when the death of Sir Charles Marsdon is noted. All but one of the entries are terse dates of births, marriages and deaths.


  The exception takes up the whole fifth page of the chronicle, and is as follows:


  All Hallowes Eve. Ye 31. yeare of hir Majesties reine, & a tyme of rejoicingye since our fleete has sunk ye wickede Spaniarde. Englande may now with God His Will live in peace under oure most vertuous Queene.


  My selfe Thos. Marsdon Esq. beinge yet quite younge but mortal sicke with a wasting melancholy coffing & sore paine in my chest desire to writ in oure familye cronickle of a bye-gone tragick matter scamped here by my Father for shame—he tolde me of yt on his dethbedde. I have tryed to discover the bodye of the wretched girle which is for certaine welle hid atte Ightham Mote but Sir Chris: Allen & his vexatious ladye heatedlye denye all knowledg—his aged wittes are addled, but she hath a mad wolfishe eye. I wisht to give the girle a Christian berial since it was bye my unckle Stephen she was brote incontinent to her doome. He too suffered grievous paine and dyed in violence I knowe not how. Which unshriven deeds bringe sorrowe to our house. My little sonne when growne enuf to continue the annales must know the event.


  My unckle Stephen was monke of Benedict Order in the troubled reines of King Edward & Queene Marye (God rest their souls) he was house priest first at Cowdraye Castle in West Sussex, after at Ightham in Kent.


  A terrible lust was sente him bye the Devil, and he broke his sacred vowes. God punished him & the partner of his downfalle. Yet myselfe havinge known deepe tragical love, can find in me naught but pitye for those tormented souls. My unckle is not at reste. I did question an old sheepherd in the pasture near Ightham after Ladye Allen so cholerickally bade me leave: the sheepherd said that the spectre of a black-habited monke was seen both at Cowdraye & Ightham Mote & that he hadde yt from his granddam the poore girle was put away alive, & quick with childe.


  I am feable and can no more. I command my heires on fear of damnation yet God his wille permiting to take measures of layinge the ghoste and to finde the murdered girle for Xtian berial.


  Medfeilde—Ann: Dom. 1588


  
PART

  ONE


  
[image: image]

  1968


  
1


  CELIA MARSDON, YOUNG, RICH AND UNHAPPY, HUDDLED IN a lounge chair at the far end of the new swimming pool vaguely listening to the chatter of their weekend guests.


  Across the pool, above the privet hedge and the rose-laden pergola, sprawled the cluttered roof line of the Sussex manor house, Medfield Place. Richard’s home. Her home, now. ‘Lady of the Manor’, which had seen centuries of these ladies.


  In the 1200s some Marsdon—Ralph, was it?—had built himself a small stone keep close by the River Cuckmere. The stones he used were still incorporated in the walls of what looked to be a Tudor mansion with gables, twisted chimneypots, blackened oak half-timbering among peach-toned bricks. But there were later touches, too, a Georgian bay window added to the dining room, improbable fan lights cut over doorways, and most shocking of all to the humourless young architect who had come down from London to supervise repairs—two crassly Victorian additions. Sir Thomas Marsdon, the only wealthy one of the baronets, had prospered during Queen Victoria’s reign owing to his wife’s inheritance of collieries in County Durham. During this brief prosperity Sir Thomas had tacked on a large pseudo-Gothic library wing, and a glass garden room which the young architect had wished removed at once.


  Richard had been adamant. No matter the period, every brick and beam of Medfield Place was dear to him, and, indeed, the house triumphed over any architectural incongruity. It nestled placidly as it always had between two spurs of the South Downs—those quiet, awesome hills looming purplish-green against the East Sussex skies.


  Celia, who was wearing a discreetly cut turquoise bikini, took off her dark glasses, shut her eyes and tried to relax in the sunlight while fighting off a fresh attack of anxiety.


  Why should one be frightened? Why again, as often of late, a lump in her throat which could not be swallowed and a sense of suffocation?


  This was one of England’s rare perfect June days, fluffy clouds scudding across the blue, a faint breeze riffling the leaves, and, said Celia to herself, You have everything a woman could ask for.


  She had been told this a hundred times, especially by her mother, Lily. Celia opened her eyes and glanced along the pool-side towards her mother who was rapt in conversation with one of those exotic characters she was always finding.


  Yet, this particular find was different. True, he was a Hindu and practised Yoga, but he had firmly refused to be introduced as a ‘guru’, by Lily, for it appeared that he was a doctor of medicine and wished no other title. He had pleasant, modest manners unlike that dreadful, lecherous swami Lily had briefly lionised in the States. This Hindu, whose name was Jiddu Akananda, did not wear bunchy robes; his English clothes were well tailored; he had studied at Oxford and then Guy’s Hospital, so long ago that he must be sixty. Yet his brown face was ageless, and his lean, supple body as now revealed by swimming trunks was like that of a young man. Celia had had little chance to talk with Doctor Akananda after his arrival last night at the Manor, but she had noted wise, kindly eyes and a sense of humour.


  I rather admire him, Celia thought in astonishment. She had not admired most of her mother’s collection of swamis, numerologists, astrologers and mediums. Lily was given to sudden enthusiasms and had a certain naïveté which her daughter regarded with indulgence.


  Lily Taylor was past fifty and did not look it. Expert tinting kept her hair blonde, while constant dieting kept her natural plumpness from spreading to fat.


  When excited, Lily lost her unconscious attempt at an English accent, and her midwestern voice rose now in emphatic agreement with something the Hindu said. “But, of course,” Lily cried. “Every intelligent person believes in reincarnation !”


  “Well, I don’t,” remarked the elegant Duchess of Drewton, fitting a slim cigarette into a white jaded holder. “Lot of nonsense,” she added with her usual smiling assurance.


  Celia felt suddenly chilly. She shivered and pulled on her golden beach robe while examining the Duchess. Dowager Duchess, actually, though Myra was barely thirty, but her old Duke had recently died of a coronary and the title passed to a nephew. Myra often combated anyone’s statement, as she had Lily’s. It was one of her ways of being provocative. And she was provocative, Celia admitted, that long gleaming auburn hair caught back in an amber clasp, and the wide sensual mouth. Celia noted that Myra glanced often towards Richard.


  Celia, too, with an indrawn breath looked at her husband. He had just executed a perfect swan dive and was towelling himself while blandly ignoring the guests’ applause.


  Yet, perhaps, with a side-long glance he did respond to Myra?


  One never knew with Richard any more. He had stopped showing any emotions, especially towards her. The world and Lily, who had come over on an extended visit, thought Richard a model of charming courtesy. He also had a beautiful smile. It seemed to occur to nobody else that the smile never reached his long-lashed hazel eyes, which remained aloof, a trifle wary.


  I love him so desperately. Celia’s hands clenched on the chromium armrests. I think he still loves me, though something has gone wrong, very wrong.


  Her heart gave one of its unpleasant thumps as she forced herself to examine what had happened.


  It all seemed to begin with a visit to Midhurst last Fall. Hallowe’en it was; in the woodlands, the leaves had turned yellow and russet—so much quieter than the blaze of American maples—and the roads were dappled with fallen leaves and rolling acorns. A smoky violet haze drifted through the folds of the Downs; there was a tang in the air. She and Richard had been so happy that afternoon as they set forth in the Jaguar to meet old acquaintances of his at the Spread Eagle Inn in Midhurst.


  They had made love the night before, with ecstatic fulfilment even more joyous than during their honeymoon in Portugal, where, for all her inexperience, Celia sensed something withheld in Richard, the faintest lack of total involvement. But their mutual love last night had been flawless. Especially the aftermath, when she lay naked in his arms, her head on his shoulders, both of them murmuring contentment and watching the starlight filter through the mullioned window.


  The glowing contentment still enclosed them as they left Medfield and started towards Lewes. Richard drove slowly, for him, and after a while remarked lazily, “I’ll be glad to see old Holloway again, friend of my father’s, and your romantic little American heart will be charmed by the Spread Eagle Inn.” He swerved into a hedge-lined by-way to avoid the main road. “It’s frightfully ancient, all half-timbering, dim passages and smugglers’ hideaways.”


  “My romantic heart is charmed by Sussex, by England, and especially by my husband,” Celia said, laughing. She cuddled against him.


  He rested his cheek against the top of her curly brown hair for a second. “Foolish poppet,” he said. “It’s not quite the thing to be in love with a husband, not done, my dear.”


  “Too bad,” she murmured. “Oh, look, darling, there’s a bonfire on that hill. Is it for Hallowe’en?”


  “I suppose so,” he said, “though we usually reserve those for Guy Fawkes Day. ‘Pray you remember the fifth of November, with gunpowder, treason and plot; the King and his train were like to be slain. I hope this day’ll ne’er be forgot.’”


  “Who did what to whom?” asked Celia eagerly. “Was it the ‘wicked’ Catholics again?”


  Richard did not speak for a moment, then he said, “It was. The Papists, led by one Guy Fawkes, tried to blow up Parliament. They were foiled. Then, beheadings and hangings all around. We’ve been celebrating the happy outcome ever since.”


  “You sound a bit ironic,” she looked up at his dark profile.


  “Atavism, no doubt.” He lit a cigarette and turned the Jag into another by-way. “The Marsdons were staunch Roman Catholics in those days. We only became meekly Protestant in the eighteenth century, during the age of reason.”


  “And you regret the conversion?”


  “Good Lord, no! Who bothers one way or the other nowadays? Though sometimes I’ve had strange—well, dreams.”


  She pounced on this, for he so rarely made a personal admission. “Dreams? What kind of dreams?”


  He withdrew a trifle. “Lunatic fancies, not worth recalling.”


  She sighed, always the door slammed shut before she could quite get inside.


  “You make rather a fuss over Hallowe’en in the States,” he continued conversationally. “It’s odd how many of our old customs were exported by the Puritans, and linger on across the water.”


  “Yes, I guess so,” Celia answered. “The kids dress up in costumes; they go trick-or-treating; there are pumpkins carved for Jack-o’-lanterns—cider and apple-bobbings.”


  “On All Hallows’ Eve,” said Richard slowly, “when wicked witches ride their broomsticks, and the grave gives forth its wormy dead.”


  “Ugh,” she said, “how gruesome. In the States, we just have fun.”


  “Yes, new and careless race.” Richard sighed. Her head was on his shoulder and she could feel the sigh. “I envy you. You’re almost untouched by the ancient Evil, which yet casts its shadow on us all.”


  She was silent, never knowing quite what he meant when he talked this way.


  At dusk they drove through the village of Easebourne, and Richard said, “That building to your left was a nunnery in early Tudor times. The church has some rather good effigies of Cowdray Castle’s former owners.”


  “Oh,” she said, “who were they?” English history had always interested her, but now that passionate love had made her part of England and its past, she had begun fascinated research, particularly of Sussex, which had become her home.


  “Sir Davy Owen,” answered Richard, “bastard son of Owen Tudor. He married a Bohun, the knightly owners of Midhurst in the fifteenth century. There is also an elegant marble effigy of Anthony Browne, the first Lord Montagu, kneeling above his two wives; one wife I don’t remember, but the other was a Lady Magdalen Dacre, who must have been prodigiously tall to judge by her statue.”


  “Do you go around like an American tourist exploring churches?” she asked laughing. “I’d never have guessed it.”


  Richard’s answering laugh held a shade of constraint. “In general, no. But I’ve played polo at Cowdray, and it is referred to in the Marsdon Chronicle. I was curious.”


  She felt a quiver of delight. After a rootless girlhood, what joy it was to belong to an ancient established family, though this consideration had never occurred to her until after the precipitate marriage, nor had she grown accustomed to being a baronet’s Lady; an elevation which happened some weeks ago, when old Sir Charles finally died in a nursing home. Before her marriage she had not even been sure what a baronet was.


  “There are the ruins of Cowdray Castle,” observed Richard. “I think we’ve time for a quick look.”


  They turned left through a gate and down an avenue of horse chestnuts towards the fire-gutted shell of a Tudor castle. They passed a fourteenth-century granary, mounted high on toadstool legs to discourage rats; past a row of cottages where yellow light shone through small windows, to the entrance of the ruin.


  “It’s getting too dark for seeing much, but do you want to have a look? We’ve got a torch.” Richard stopped the Jag.


  Celia followed her husband into shadowy roofless rooms. Floorless, too, and they groped their way over lumpy grass.


  “The chapel was here to the right, as I remember,” said Richard, leading her by the hand. “And here, the remnants of the Great Hall. Mind the fallen stones!”


  She stepped over a threshold and stood in the ruined Hall looking up at a huge stone window of sixty lights—but the glass had long ago vanished.


  Her hand clutched Richard’s. “I feel sort of queer,” she said, “as though I’d been here before. Is that the minstrels’ gallery up there? And see those wooden stags, bucks, I mean, high on the walls?”


  He did not answer, while he shifted the torch-beam hastily. There were no figures now on the ruined walls, but during a previous visit the custodian had told him that this used to be called Buck Hall, from the eleven statues of bucks representing Sir Anthony Browne’s crest.


  Richard spoke reprovingly from the darkness. “One gets queer feelings from old places. Strong vibrations of the past, or I suppose your mother would say that you had been here before, in another life. Actually, the psychologists explain it as something called déjà vu—one part of the brain reacting after another.”


  She was not listening. ‘I’ve been here before,” she repeated, in a dreamy voice. “The hall is crowded with people dressed in silks and velvets. There’s music from viols and lutes. The smell of flowers, thyme and new green rushes. We are waiting for someone, waiting for the young King.”


  “You’re too suggestible, Celia,” he said, shaking her arm. “And you devour too many historical romances. Come along, the Holloways will be wondering.”


  “I’m very unhappy because you aren’t here,” said Celia. “You’re nearby, in hiding. I’m afraid for you.”


  Richard made a sharp sound. “Come along!” he cried. “I don’t know what’s the matter with you!” He dragged her from the Hall and out to the Jaguar. At once the impression of a dream which was not a dream evaporated. She felt dazed and a little foolish. She settled on the front seat and fished a cigarette out of her handbag.


  “That was funny,” she said laughing shakily. “In there for a moment I felt …”


  “Never mind,” he snapped. “Forget it!”


  She was puzzled, a trifle hurt by his vehemence which was almost like fear. The odd experience seemed important to her, though she scarcely remembered what she had said.


  They entered Midhurst through winding shop-lined streets, crossed the Market Square, and parked in the courtyard of the Spread Eagle Inn. Celia was interested in the polished black oak staircase, the passage with a man-sized armoured knight standing near an entrance; but as she entered the low-beamed bar, and greeted the Holloways, she was again conscious of something. A twitch, a prick of awareness. Nothing as marked as her feelings in the Cowdray ruins, yet she had to give it momentary attention, before shaking hands with John and Bertha Holloway.


  “Frightfully sorry we kept you waiting,” said Richard. “We stopped at Cowdray to show Celia the ruins. She doesn’t know this part of Sussex, of course.”


  I feel as though I do, Celia thought, knowing that even that trite remark would mysteriously annoy Richard.


  “Oh, my dear Lady Marsdon,” cried Bertha Holloway, her plump, earnest face beaming, “John and I’ve been so eager to meet you. I can’t tell you how startled we were when we heard that Sir Richard had married an American.” She gulped, apparently feeling that this remark needed amending. “I mean …” She pushed back a straggling strand of mousy hair. “I mean, not so surprising that he married an American, lots of people do, but that he married at all, he always seemed a confirmed bachelor, though that’s silly since he’s still quite young, but so many girls have tried …”


  Her husband removed his pipe from his mouth, put down his Scotch, and said, “Bertha …” in a tired voice.


  She flushed and subsided, her pink silk bosom heaving. John had told her not to talk too much. Not in any way to put her foot in it. Now that Sir Richard had a rich American wife he was gradually buying back the heirlooms old Sir Charles had been forced to sell.


  John Holloway was a prosperous antique dealer who had, during the years, acquired several of the Marsdon treasures, and who had also been a friend of the dead baronet’s. In the Holloway showrooms on Church Street a splendid Elizabethan court cupboard from Medfield Place still remained unsold. John had sent a tentative letter of enquiry; Sir Richard had replied, showing interest. A thumping big price might be got, particularly as an American museum was angling for the gorgeously carved sideboard.


  John Holloway glanced at Celia who was gulping her Martini very fast and smiling absently as though she had not heard Bertha.


  Not the type one would somehow expect Sir Richard to settle for, John thought. Rather plain little thing. Small and dark, nice eyes of a shining crystal grey, smart rose wool frock but no curves to fill it out. Good ankles, though, like most American women, yet nothing striking nor impressive. Of course, there was the money. John shook his head imperceptibly. His business had made him an excellent judge of character, and he knew that Richard was no fortune hunter.


  Marriages were ever inexplicable. His sharp gaze rested a moment on his wife, who had recovered and was chattering away about church bazaars, garden clubs and the Women’s Institute to a vaguely attentive Celia.


  “Another round before we feed?” John asked Richard, who shook his head, smiling.


  Celia started. “I’d like one,” she said in her low voice with its slight American tinge. “A real martini, plenty of gin, after all, it’s Hallowe’en, we ought to celebrate or something.”


  Richard’s heavy black eyebrows rose a trifle as he laughed. “I assure you that this is unusual,” he said to the Holloways. “I’m not really wedded to a toss-pot. This round’s mine, please.” He went to the bar, and presently returned with the drinks.


  “I’ve taken the liberty of ordering dinner,” remarked John who had not wanted another Scotch. “Dover sole and Aylesbury duckling. They do them rather well here. I hope that’s all right, Lady Marsdon?”


  Celia jumped again, her grey eyes slowly focused on her host. “Oh, of course,” she said. “I simply adore … uh … sole and duck.” She drained her glass and lit another cigarette.


  What’s the girl so nervy about? John thought. Have those two had a row? If so, the time was not auspicious for bargaining about the court cupboard. He prodded Bertha, who obediently rose. They all filed into the dining room where the Italian waiter bowed them to a table and produced a vintage Chablis.


  Once out of the bar, Celia’s unease began to fade. She listened politely to Bertha’s breathless account of a committee on which she had served with Lady Cowdray; she listened to a general discussion of antiques between Richard and Mr. Holloway. Finally, in a lull, she remarked that Midhurst seemed a charming town, obviously of great historical interest.


  “Oh, yes, indeed,” agreed Bertha rather blankly. “I’m a Londoner, myself, but John knows all about the old days here. There’s a funny hill, just past the church—the locals think it’s haunted, and I admit I shouldn’t care to go up there myself on a dark night.”


  “A funny haunted hill?” Celia asked. “That sounds exciting.”


  Did she feel or imagine a sudden strangeness in Richard? Across the table he was skilfully dismembering his half duckling, but she thought that the long sensitive hands which she so loved, grew tense. She ignored a faint interior warning and said, “Oh, do tell me about the haunted hill, Mrs. Holloway!”


  Bertha nodded towards her husband. “John knows all that sort of thing. I’d get it muddled.”


  Holloway smiled, pleased that his guest had come to life. “You Americans do love a ghost story, don’t you! As a matter of fact, St. Ann’s Hill has a rather peculiar atmosphere. I’ve trudged up and over it many times when I was a boy. The footpath’s a short cut from the town, down to the River Rother and thus to Cowdray Castle.”


  “Was there once a castle on that hill, too?” Celia asked, involuntarily, still ignoring the prohibition which came partly from inside herself, partly from Richard who kept his intent gaze fixed on the duckling.


  “Oh, yes,” answered Holloway, faintly surprised. “What a clever guess. Though I suppose there’s hardly a place in England which hasn’t seen human habitation. For centuries, until early Tudor times, an ancient family called the de Bohuns had a stronghold on ‘Tan’s Hill’. Nothing left now but rubble and bits of wall. And they say that long before the Romans came there was a Druid temple up there, too.”


  “Fascinating,” said Celia, gulping down her Chablis. “And what about the ghost?”


  John Holloway laughed. “Several have been reported by frightened kids, and credulous old women. The most popular one is a ‘black monk’. My great aunt claimed that when she was a girl she saw the monk gliding down the hill into the town on a midsummer’s eve.”


  “Why black monk?” asked Celia, smiling.


  Holloway shrugged. “The Benedictine habit, I suppose. There’s some theory that this ghost was once private chaplain at Cowdray, and got tangled up with a village wench. Sort of scandal folk love to hand down through generations.”


  Richard pushed aside his knife and fork. He raised his head and said sharply, “England abounds in ghostly black monks and grey ladies. They come sixpence to the dozen. Holloway—if I’m to examine the court cupboard, I think that after coffee we should go directly to your showroom.”


  Celia lay quietly with eyes closed, in the lounge chair by the swimming pool at Medfield Place, forcing herself to remember what happened next, though it was painful.


  I don’t know what came over me. I insisted on exploring St. Ann’s Hill then and there. The others didn’t want me to, but Mr. Holloway, in passing through the Market Square, pointed to where it was. I escaped from the showrooms while Richard was inspecting the court cupboard. I ran down an alley, past the church, and slipped between poles that barred the way to cars. I climbed the muddy footpath, and mist swirled around me. I couldn’t see much except big dark trees high against the gloomy sky, yet I knew my way.


  On top I turned right and clambered up a sharp rise. The holly pricked me, I was stung by nettles. I reached some moss-grown stones, and knew they had been part of a wall. Something stopped me from climbing over the stones. I couldn’t. I was frightened yet excited. Then beyond, inside the wall, I saw a wavering yellow light, like a lantern. A tall dark shape stood by the lantern. I cried out to the shape with wild longing. But, it disappeared. I began to cry, and floundered back down the hill. I must have run to the Spread Eagle, for there the others found me in the bar. I was still crying by the great fireplace when Richard and the Holloways rushed in. They had been looking everywhere for me. The Holloways laughed uncomfortably as I stammered out what I’d done.


  Richard said nothing, but his face went grim while his eyes blazed with anger I had never seen before, nor guessed possible. He bundled me into the Jag. He said cruel things to me on the way home. That I was drunk, that I was mad. That I had seen nothing on the Hill. And that night he did not sleep with me.


  Her heart gave a physical lurch and her mouth went dry. Dear God, it’s been seven months of excuses. He said he had a back pain, a slipped disc. He said he was going to an osteopath, but wouldn’t answer my questions. Lately, I’ve no longer dared ask. He moved to the dressing room. We never mentioned Midhurst, yet the night before we had known such bliss in each other.


  She opened her eyes at a stirring by the pool-side, and saw that Dodge, their butler, was approaching from the garden door of the manor house. Dodge bore a tray of whisky, pink gins and sherry. He was large, pompous, very correct. Exactly the kind of butler they kept saying here in England that one couldn’t find any more. But one could. With American dollars. One could find an adequate staff even to run a lovely but inconvenient house in the country. There was Mrs. Dodge for cook. There was a housemaid and dailys from the village. If necessary, and it had not been yet, there was Richard’s old nanny who inhabited the empty nurseries.


  I should have got pregnant right away when Richard wanted me to, Celia thought, and felt a clutch of confused panic. She had been afraid of pregnancy.


  “What’s the trouble, Lady Marsdon?” asked a fluting, faintly malicious voice beside her.


  Celia started and turned her head. It was Igor, the new dress designer to whom all London was flocking. He was a beautiful young man with a helmet of golden hair. There was a faint trace of Cockney in his voice.


  Igor, thought Celia, thankfully reverting to banality—probably something like Ernie or Bert to begin with. Oh, well.


  “No trouble,” she said lightly. “Have you gone all E.S.P. and fey? I’m sleepy from the swim, is all.”


  “You know, I do feel things,” said Igor, calmly sitting down on another chair and sipping his pink gin. “I’m sensitive to mood, and when I see my charming hostess looking absolutely dire—like Melpomene, the tragic muse, or whatever she was, or possibly Deirdre of the Sorrows …”


  “How frightfully intellectual you’re getting,” snapped Celia, her usual tolerant fondness for Igor suddenly cracking. “And you, darling, are the quite poisonous product of decadence. You design clothes for women to make them look hideous. Oh, quite subtly I grant you, but that purple tent you made for me—really, Igor, I’m not such a fool as you think.”


  He rose gracefully and made her a little bow. “I’ll design you something which will utterly seduce Richard, I promise.” He spoke with sudden gentleness, almost sympathy.


  She quivered inside. Her mouth tightened. “I think, Igor, that I’m in no need of your assistance in regard to Richard, and that in the possible words of my rich, American, plebeian father—who, by the way, has made all this possible——” she waved a small, tanned hand to include the manor house, the gardens, the trout stream, the acres of well-tended woodlands; her gesture even included Dodge who came back to announce that, “Luncheon is served, my lady.”


  She bent and strapped on her sandals. Her indignation faded, and she felt beaten, helpless. What would Amos B. Taylor have said? The scarcely known father who made millions in synthetic textiles after the war, who had died of cancer seven years ago when she was sixteen—wouldn’t he have said, “Oh, talk to your mother, Baby. I don’t know what advice to give a girl. Now, if Lily and me’d only had a son …”


  He never realised how often he said that, nor how much it hurt her. Celia left Igor, and walking along the pool-side marshalled her guests. “As you are,” she said, “in the garden room. Dodge simply won’t serve out here. It upsets his dignity.”


  The Duchess laughed. “You’re learning fast, my sweet. I live in positive terror of my butler, though he isn’t nearly as formidable as Dodge!” The laugh displayed flashing white teeth, possibly false, despite Myra’s comparative youth. People in England thought nothing of false teeth, even when they got them from the National Health.


  Celia smiled gently. Her American teeth were her own—small, pearly and the product of expensive years in braces. She noted that even as Myra spoke, the long green eyes turned again towards Richard.


  You’ll get no place in that quarter, Myra dear, Celia thought. Nor will you—she glanced cynically at Igor who was also staring at her husband. You don’t begin to understand Richard, nor do I, but I know that much. She swallowed hard against constricture in her throat. Like a lump of food which had stuck. Crazy, she said angrily to herself, and led the way to the garden room.


  She paused at the foot of the long glass table to review the seating. There were places laid for ten, seven guests plus Lily and themselves. The usual number for a weekend party. Richard enjoyed hospitality and the use of his ancestral home which had been empty and decaying for so long.


  On Richard’s right went Myra, of course; next to her, Igor; then Sue Blake, a dazzled little American girl who was a distant cousin from Kentucky. Sue was sixteen, she had long, toffee-coloured hair, a piquant face devoid of make-up, and was inclined to bubble, either from nervousness, or genuine rapture at finding herself living ‘like a fairy tale’, as she kept saying. She came from a modest suburban home outside of Louisville, and it was her first trip abroad.


  Next to Sue, on Celia’s left she seated George Simpson. He was Richard’s London solicitor, a small, middle-aged man with a squeaky voice which made everything he said slightly ridiculous. Between wrinkled lids his pale eyes shifted anxiously. His legal firm had served the Marsdons for three generations, but George Simpson had never before been invited as a house guest to Medfield Place.


  Since Richard disliked London, and had a good deal of lingering business to attend to consequent upon his father’s death, Celia had suggested that they ask Mr. and Mrs. Simpson. Richard—more democratic than his father—indifferently assented. “Though,” he had added, “I haven’t a clue what the wife’s like—I suppose Simpson has a wife. No matter, this weekend looks to be a mixed bag anyhow.”


  Mixed enough, thought Celia, smiling at Lily and the Hindu doctor, while she gestured them to their seats. Then, to balance off Myra there was a divorced knight, Sir Harry Jones, who had once been Conservative M.P. for some place in Shropshire. He was handsome in a ruddy, jovial way and had a bold, admiring stare. Twenty-three years ago he had made a brilliant war record—Celia kept meaning to look him up in one of the stud books—but she was pleased, as were all hostesses, to have secured him as an extra man. He was in great demand. Myra’s presence had been the lure, though that he and Myra were lovers, as commonly reported, she felt to be unlikely. Myra treated Sir Harry with light indifference. However, Celia had allotted them adjoining guest rooms, just in case.


  Celia started to sit down when she saw Richard’s slight enquiring frown, and realised that the seat on his left was vacant.


  “Oh, dear,” she said to George Simpson. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise Mrs. Simpson wasn’t here. Is she still sick?”


  George’s mouth twitched uncomfortably. “Edna was better this morning,” he said. “She told me she’d be down to lunch.”


  Celia turned to the hovering Dodge, “Will you enquire after Mrs. Simpson?”


  Dodge said, “Certainly, my lady,” while managing to convey distaste for his errand.


  Celia was amused. She had months ago sensed the ratings given their guests in the servants’ hall, and knew that the Simpsons had not passed muster, though they seemed inoffensive enough.


  Edna Simpson had taken to her bed immediately upon arrival last night, pleading a sick headache. Celia’s sole impression had been of a stout, big-jawed woman with gold-rimmed spectacles and kinky sheep hair.


  They all sat down at the glass table, and Celia waited politely for Dodge’s report before lifting her spoon to the chilled consommé.


  There was a pause until Dodge reopened the door from the main house. Edna Simpson ‘made an entrance’. There was no other phrase for it. With slow and measured steps she preceded the butler, bowed towards Richard and the Duchess, then more casually towards Celia’s end of the table.


  “Pardon me, I’m sure I had no notion of the taime.”


  The men rose and Richard murmured enquiries about Edna’s health while he held her chair.


  “Quaite, quaite recovered, thank you, Sir Richard. This luvely country air after smoggy Loondon.”


  Heavens! Celia thought. Where does she come from? She did not recognise, as the English could, the North Country accent, curbed by a genteel effort to disguise it, but she flushed with entirely unnecessary embarrassment for Edna, who had dressed herself as she thought fitting to the occasion.


  Edna wore a blue toque on her frizzled hair. Her blue lace gown stopped just below balloon-shape knees. She wore dangling pearl earrings and a pearl choker. The entire outfit had cost George a pretty penny at Harrods, and Edna felt nothing but disdain for the others, lounging around half naked in swimsuits, beach robes and sandals, Drinking, too. The table was studded with glasses. This laxness was precisely what she had expected from the aristocracy. If you could call it that. Her icy blue eyes peered quickly through gold-rimmed spectacles. That black man, practically a nigger, seated next to her. Well! The Americans, naturally, wouldn’t have wits enough to realise how sensitive Englishwomen would feel about that. She stared at the Americans; at Sue Blake who should have been in the schoolroom instead of making eyes at that young dress designer. She stared at Lily Taylor, a woman of her own age, but bleached, painted and half-naked like the rest of them. All tarted up, thought Edna angrily. What an example to her daughter. She did not, however, look at Celia, nor pause to examine the dislike she had felt for young Lady Marsdon when she first met her in the Hall last night. Edna did not permit herself sudden emotions, she had not noticed that the sick headache came on when she met Celia and Sir Richard. Edna had a tonic for any discomforts which might plague her. It was contained in a plain quart bottle labelled, Bell’s Anodyne Tincture. That this green fluid, smelling of peppermint, consisted of seventy per cent alcohol was known only to her chemist, and would have horrified Edna who had joined the Temperance League at fourteen. The tincture had done its usual soothing work last night, and a few swigs had been restorative this morning.


  Edna daintily finished her consommé, put down her spoon and addressed Myra. “Such a luvely day, is it not, Your Grace?” She checked herself and quickly added, “Duchess.”


  In anticipation of this visit, she had bought a book of etiquette and studied it with care. It seemed rude to address a duchess so baldly, but the book had been explicit on the point: ‘Your Grace’ from inferiors, ‘Duchess’ from equals.


  Myra favoured Edna Simpson with a leisurely stare, her full crimson lips quirked. “Perfect weather,” she agreed. “Mrs. Simpson, would you come from the North Country, by any chance?”


  Edna turned a mottled red. “I did happen to be born in Yorkshire,” she said quickly. “My father was the—the rector of a small village on the moors, such a pretty little spot.”


  George unfortunately heard and exclaimed, “But, Edna—you never told me that … and I always thought your father was …” He wheezed and faded off to silence under the glare his wife gave him.


  This by-play and its reasons were obvious. Richard hastened to relieve a guest’s discomfiture, even so ludicrous a guest as Edna. “The Duchess is from the North herself,” he explained kindly. “You people all seem to recognise each other in some magical way.”


  Myra laughed. “Aye,” she said, “I’m from Coomberland.”


  Edna’s ear was not subtle enough to hear the parody of her own speech, and she relaxed as she said brightly, “Indeed? A charming county—all those pretty lakes.”


  Myra inclined her gleaming auburn head, and turned again to Richard. The Simpson female was not worth baiting, while Richard was a fascinating challenge.


  The salmon mousse with cucumbers was delicious, yet Celia could not eat. Besides the recurrent thickness in her throat, her heart was giving those erratic thumps. Must run up to London soon, she thought, see that doctor on Harley Street. She looked down the table to Richard and found that he was watching her. The dark brooding look which she could not interpret. Had it always been there from the beginning?


  Sir Harry was booming across her at George Simpson about the iniquities of the Labour Government. She had no need to listen, and her mind slithered backwards to those shimmering wonderful days on the ship. ‘Love at first sight’, yes it happened. That trite phrase, and yet what actually happened had been more like recognition.


  A year ago last May on the Queen Mary. That’s when it started. Suddenly, violently. Yet the voyage had promised nothing different from dozens of other voyages.


  All the years with her mother after her father died. Travel, travel. Together Celia and Lily had done most of Europe. They had done the Caribbean and Hawaii. Though there had also been a two-year interval in Paris at a school where Celia learned many things besides French.


  From time to time there had, naturally, been tentative flirtations, and three luke-warm proposals. Some of these young men Celia could not even remember, though she had been flattered by their attentions, mildly amused by their kisses. Lily, though generally permissive and a good confidante, had always moved on before anything grew too serious, nor had Celia objected. By twenty-two Celia had decided that she was essentially frigid. Just not sexy.


  She discussed this sad state with her girl friends who were all either married or had lovers. They applied glib Freudian interpretations which Celia rather unhappily accepted. That she had a father-complex; that she was ashamed of being a girl because it had disappointed her father; that there must be some forgotten childhood trauma.


  She once discussed with Lily her inability to be kindled by men. Lily laughed, “Oh, child, don’t be silly. Just wait until the right man comes along. Besides,” Lily added, “according to your horoscope you’ll be married soon, when Venus moves into your Sun sign. You Aquarians don’t fall easily in love like Libras, anyway.”


  Ten years ago Lily had commissioned Celia’s horoscope from a Persian astrologer, and several, though not all, predictions had come true. Perhaps this might.


  So Celia, though popular and social enough, mostly escaped into the world of books. She read incessantly, she scribbled poetry, and tore up the results. Somewhere along the line she developed poise and a sense of irony.


  Then, last May, a year ago, Lily decided to visit England again.


  “Haven’t been there in years, and after all it was our ancestors’ homeland. We might have several relations. Your poor dear father, of course—well, there’re so many Taylors we could never trace his line, but my grandmother was a Peabody. Should be easier. You wouldn’t mind, would you, dear?”


  Celia did not mind. She loved English history, and there was a strong pull towards England which she remembered from a childhood visit when her father was alive as full of birdsong, castles and magic.


  They embarked on the Queen Mary—one of her last east-bound voyages. Lily, who always knew how to manage these things, sat as she had requested, at the Staff Captain’s table. Celia was allotted a nearby table for four. Two of these were a dull couple from London who had been to the States on business; the other was an Englishman called Richard Marsdon.


  And it happened, just like that, Celia thought. The long, startled look they exchanged. The recognition, and a bizarre overtone of dismay. We fell in love between the vichysoisse and the guinea hen. Though she was then barely conscious of Richard’s handsomeness, except that he was tall and dark, and must be over thirty. She saw only the intense hazel eyes under the heavy black brows.


  The first evening after dinner they stayed together, watching the horse races, listening to the orchestra, talking very little, until Richard made one personal remark.


  “Your Christian name is Celia,” he said. “It’s a name which has always attracted me, not sure why, since I’ve never known any. But I once bought a rather—well, I’m afraid, bawdy—record which is a sixteenth-century song about a Celia.”


  She gave an excited happy laugh. “I’m so glad you like it, but I must confess I wasn’t christened Celia. My parents named me Henrietta for a grandmother. I always loathed the name, and I guess it didn’t fit, because when I was fourteen I had Celia’s part when our school put on As You Like It, and somehow the name stuck with me. I’ve used it ever since.”


  “Strange,” he said slowly. “Many of life’s little quirks are strange.”


  She had never thought much about her name change, it had seemed very natural, and her mother, at the time much interested in numerology, had enthusiastically accepted it, with quotations going back to Pythagoras which proved that the numbers in ‘Celia’ accorded much better than ‘Henrietta’ with her daughter’s birth date. This aspect seemed too silly for mention, and anyway, Richard had given her his warm quick smile, and said, “Would you like to dance, Celia?”


  The rest of the voyage was a delicious haze during which she gradually learned a few facts about Richard’s life, though he was reticent.


  Richard Marsdon had been born in a very old house in East Sussex, his family was poor, he had won a scholarship to Balliol at Oxford and graduated, “positively without any distinction, I assure you, nor particular aptitude for anything but reading; no competitive sports, unless you count Judo which I learned as a hobby to avoid undue introspection.”


  Puzzled, she asked why ‘undue introspection’, and he shrugged. “I’d a tendency to brood, which I later offset by travel, I hope.”


  He had accepted the first job that was offered, as secretary to a famous and lazy journalist, who made Richard do all the leg-work to gather material for the sprightly articles the journalist tossed off regularly. Thus, in the past years, Richard had been sent to cover various London events, and also sent to Australia, South America, and just now, the States. He had expected to fly home as usual, but a telephone call in New York from his solicitor, George Simpson, had told Richard of his father’s massive stroke and incapacity, “and I’m needed at Medfield, at last.”


  She understood from the warmth of his tone when he mentioned his home that he loved the place, and also that he had felt exiled from it in some way which had to do with his father. Richard further explained that since he was about to throw up his job, once he’d reported to the journalist, and since his father was in no immediate danger, he’d suddenly decided to return by sea instead of flying.


  “On such apparently chance decisions one’s future seems to hang,” he said, looking at her sombrely. This was actually the only acknowledgment he made of the attraction between them until the last night out.


  They had climbed to the boat deck after dinner and sat down on a locker beneath one of the lifeboats.


  The tiny stars pricked through the greyish northern sky.


  “Land,” said Richard quietly, “I can smell it. We’ll be nearing the Scilly Isles, and then England.”


  She shivered, but not from the damp wind. Richard put his arm around her. She relaxed against him, wanting nothing more, held fast in a timeless moment.


  The great ship ploughed steadily through the Atlantic, rolling softly in the ocean swells.


  With faint astonishment she felt Richard begin to tremble, or was it only the far-below vibration … she did not question, nor move as he drew away. But he spoke suddenly in a harsh voice.


  “I want you, Celia. You know I want you. As you want me. But I’m afraid. At least, there’s a barrier.”


  She stiffened, the moment shattered. She tried to speak lightly. “A barrier? What barrier? I know you’ve no wife. Have you a mistress then? Or a mother you adore?”


  His long flexible hand clenched on his knee, then fell open. “Nothing like that. I can’t explain the trouble, except it goes deep—and far into the past, something I read partly. No, that’s foolish, but when I saw you, I …’ He stopped.


  Behind them streamed the Queen Mary’s foaming, glittering wake. There was faint music from the Verandah Grill, creakings from the ship, laughing voices in the distance.


  “I want you,” Richard repeated very low, “yet I want to be alone. Let alone … to serve God.”


  Celia drew back, incredulous. “Serve God …” she repeated. “I didn’t think, at least, I don’t understand …”


  Richard shook himself, and turned to her. “Of course you don’t. I don’t myself.”


  She had no time to puzzle over this which seemed jerked out of him against his will. Was he drunk, or had she heard wrong? For he grabbed her against him in a kind of frenzy. He kissed her hair, her cheeks, her neck, and then, with violence, her mouth, which opened to his in total response.


  She yielded as he pushed her backwards against the rail, feeling no hurt from the iron bar across her shoulders, feeling nothing but a savage joy in the closeness of their bodies.


  “Naow, naow—ye two!” said a stolid voice from the deck beside them. “No ’anky-panky. Captain ’e don’t like fun and games up ’ere!”


  Celia and Richard separated slowly. She was confused, but Richard instantly recovered. He got up and gave the night-watchman a slight nod.


  “Quite right, officer,” he said in his calm upper-class English voice. “Though this lady is my fiancée, and we were not exactly indulging in fun and games.”


  The watchman was taken aback. He had supposed that these were the usual kids sneaked up from Tourist. “Well, naow, sir,” he said apologetically, “I’m only doing me duty.”


  “Of course,” said Richard, “we should all do our duty. The only trick is to find out where it’s really due.”


  The watchman’s jaw dropped. “N’doubt, sir,” he said hastily, and clomped off.


  Richard and Celia walked silently through the nearest door, and he rang for the lift. They descended silently to the main deck where Richard had a single cabin and she shared a suite with her mother.


  At her cabin door she pushed back her curly salt-damp hair, her bruised mouth trembled as she looked at him. “Did you really mean that I was your fiancée? What about the—barrier?”


  Beneath the straight brows his eyelids flickered, then steadied. He took her hand and kissed the palm. “Our marriage is predestined, I think,” he said. “On the outcome we must take our chances.” He bowed and vanished along the dim, vibrating passageway.


  It was only later, as she lay sleepless, that she realised there had been no actual mention of love. Nor did that seem important. It’s more than ‘love’, she thought, that tarnished, insipid little word so readily voiced by any amorous couple. More and deeper than that kind of love. What then?


  Outside the sheltered cabin the great ship must have run into fog. Celia heard the long moaning blasts from the horn. That means danger, she thought. She considered this a moment, then no longer heard the blasts as she finally fell asleep and dreamed of Richard.


  They landed next day at Southampton in the sunlight, and after that life hustled on like a speeded-up film.


  Richard seemed possessed by feverish hurry, and he was ably assisted by the excited Lily.


  Celia and her mother stayed a week at Claridge’s while rushing through financial arrangements, buying a small trousseau, attending congratulatory parties given by Amos B. Taylor’s erstwhile business acquaintances.


  Celia saw Richard only once when he came up from Sussex to give her a beautiful but odd engagement ring. It was made of heavy gold—two hands clasping an amethyst heart. “And all the Marsdon wives have worn it, back to, oh, Tudor times, at least—I believe it was once a wedding ring.”


  She forgot her first dismay, for she had been expecting a conventional American diamond solitaire, and said sincerely, “I’m very proud, Richard, proud to wear the badge of a Marsdon wife.”


  He smiled and said, “Thing’s too big for you. I’ll take it to the jeweller’s. Yes, that’s our betrothal ring, and our family motto is: Beware, by the way—but then, being Papists we usually had to, except in Bloody Mary’s reign.”


  “A bit sinister,” she said, wishing that he would sit down and hold her close, that he did not show such haste and urgency. “I’m somewhat daunted at the prospect of running Medfield Place as my predecessors did. Do you think I can?”


  “No fear,” he said gently. “You can do it, and your money will help.”


  Already she had grown used to his frankness about material things, but she bit her underlip and frowned. “Are you sure that isn’t all you want me for?”


  Richard laughed. “You know bloody well it’s not. I’ve met plenty of willing heiresses, Greek, American, Venezuelan. Nor wished ever to fall in love.”


  His rejoinder made her happy, and any doubts that she might have had were dispelled by Lily.


  The marriage took place in a registry office. Richard said that he had no use for churches and flummery. Celia instantly agreed. Nor did Lily, who was normally a great upholder of etiquette, object for long, though she was disappointed.


  “It’s practical, I suppose,” she said. “Sir Charles so sick, of course, and men do hate fuss. My dear child, do you realise how lucky you are! You’re madly in love, and it’s the sort of marriage I’ve always prayed you’d find.”


  Celia was struck by this because Lily’s prayers were often answered. Small pains, illnesses, a law suit when Amos B. Taylor’s will was contested by a disgruntled cousin, all had vanished before Lily’s serene philosophy. “We must have faith, and everything will come right.”


  Yet, thought Celia, a year later at the luncheon party in the manor’s garden room, she doesn’t guess how wrong my marriage is going now.


  “Yes, indeed,” said Celia brightly to Sir Harry, “I do so agree with you.” She searched for a clue, since she hadn’t heard the question. Not the shocking assassination of Senator Robert Kennedy last week, they had touched on that. So was it still the iniquities of the Labour Government? The Common Market? The punishing taxes and devaluation of the pound?


  “—And alas, we can no longer say Empire but the Commonwealth … then you do agree, Lady Marsdon?”


  “New Zealand, I hear, is most attractive,” Celia murmured. It was enough to divert Sir Harry who had once flown there.


  “Marvellous country, mountains, waterfalls and a masculine challenge like Australia—we can’t find that here any more.”


  Celia maintained a receptive smile and looked down the table to Richard. Myra was now a trifle tight and displaying all her blandishments. The inviting gaze beneath mascara’d lashes, the quick meaningful touches on Richard’s hand.


  Richard quietly removed his hand. He raised his voice and addressed his wife. “What about this afternoon, Celia? Shall we make a set of tennis, or some bridge perhaps. It looks like rain. Have you any plans for our guests?”


  Before she could answer, Lily spoke. “Couldn’t we all rest a while, and then an expedition!”


  Celia saw her husband’s mouth tighten, and knew that he was annoyed at her mother’s taking over. She herself was relieved. She had made no special plans for the afternoon. She had failed Richard again. He liked everything to be structured and punctual. Besides, Lily so often took over, not aggressively, but from habit.


  It’s wonderful to be sure of things, Celia thought. I used to be, didn’t I? In the polite pause which followed Lily’s suggestion, the Duchess spoke up languidly. “What expedition, Mrs. Taylor? I certainly don’t want to gape at a ‘stately home’, nor to go and see if the bluebells are out in somebody’s copse.”


  Igor giggled, Sir Harry and George Simpson looked alarmed. Except for little Sue, always eager for anything, Richard, the Hindu and Edna Simpson showed no expressions.


  “Oh, no, Duchess,” Lily said, “not the sort of thing you mean. It’s to see a very picturesque place about an hour from here in Kent. Nobody lives in it except ghosts. Some of them six hundred years old! I have a friend who knows the American owner who spends most of his time in the States or travelling, but they say one might get in by appointment. I’ve the phone number.”


  Richard made a sharp movement which knocked over his wine-glass. “Do you by any chance mean Igtham Mote?” He addressed Lily in so cold and dry a tone that she gaped at her son-in-law, while she nodded.


  Myra raised her eyebrows, the other guests were suddenly aware of tension, as was Celia, who managed to laugh and say, “Good Lord, what an odd name! What kind of a moat? What are you talking about, Mother?”


  Dr. Akananda looked at her. “No,” he said involuntarily. “Please do not pursue this.” But nobody heard him.


  Richard transferred his dark gaze from Lily to Celia. “She is speaking of an old manor house which I visited when I was twelve, and found exceptionally dreary, oppressive.” He stood up and said to Dodge, who was deftly covering the wine stain, “No doubt her ladyship would like coffee served by the pool, since it’s still sunny.”


  Myra lifted her chin. “But Richard, darling,” she protested, at once reversing her position, and glad to annoy Richard whom she found tiresomely unresponsive, “Mrs. Taylor’s expedition sounds divine. I mean positively creepy. I simply adored the ghost we had at Drewton Castle. Some sort of white lady in the north wing. Not that I ever saw her, though the Duke claimed he often did. Once I think I heard her gibber, or whatever they do.”


  There being no particular answer to this, they all went to the pool for coffee.


  Celia poured the coffee; when Richard had drunk his, he glanced at his wristwatch and said that he had suddenly remembered an appointment with his tenant farmer which might take some time. He excused himself with impersonal courtesy.


  Celia watched him as he strode into the house. He kept his black hair cropped short, shorter than the other men’s, except George Simpson who was bald, but Richard’s features needed no softening. Beneath the tanned skin and the shadow of a well-shaven beard lay a bone structure worthy of Greek sculpture; no, not Greek, a Renaissance type, with long, rather aquiline nose, full lips and deep eye-sockets under the straight black bars of eyebrows.


  “Mine host seems a bit put out,” remarked Myra, shrugging. “Quite the most mysterious man I know. Very polite lord-of-the-manor, but one feels positively smouldering Heathcliffe somewhere. Or am I wrong, my sweet?” She addressed Celia, while voluptuously stroking sun-lotion on her long, slightly freckled legs.


  “Of course Richard’s not annoyed,” Celia retorted. “He simply forgot that he had to see Hawkins today. They’re building a new pigsty at the farm.”


  Myra yawned. “How dreary. I should think even ghosts would be preferable. Mrs. Taylor, what time would you like to start your ‘expedition’? I’ll drive my Bentley and take Harry.” She nodded towards that gratified knight whose prominent brown eyes glistened expectantly. “And will you come with us, Mrs. Taylor?” Myra added, giving a little purring laugh at Harry’s change of expression.


  After eight years of boredom, spent mostly at the Duke’s principal seat in Warwickshire, Myra was enjoying her widowhood. She enjoyed playing amorous games, she enjoyed conquests, and though she had been a faithful wife to her old arthritic Duke, she had no more moral scruples than the wild border lords from whom she descended. Her hedonism and mischief-making were, however, tempered by careless good nature, and an inborn sense of feudal responsibility. Many a tenant near her father’s Cumberland castle, or later at Drewton, spoke of her with warm gratitude.


  Lily, having received the Duchess’s sanction, forgot Richard’s odd behaviour, and enthusiastically outlined the afternoon plans. “If you don’t mind, dear?” she asked belatedly of her daughter.


  Celia knew that she should say, “Yes, I do, since Richard is not pleased,” but she smiled acquiescence.


  Oh, what is the matter with Richard, she thought. Why did he speak so crossly to Mother? What a fuss about nothing! These weekend parties had become a strain anyway. Yet Richard wanted them. He wanted people around. He wanted, and she faced it fleetingly, not to be alone with her.


  Edna Simpson lumbered up from the edge of the lounge chair where she had uncomfortably seated herself. Her square bull-dog face was red, her thick lips compressed. Nobody had consulted her preferences. Rude, brazen American women! (The Duchess was exempt from Edna’s indignation.) Lily received a hostile glare, then the spectacles flashed as they turned towards Celia. Stupid little thing, not even pretty. The outsider, the intruder. Disliked her on sight, I did. And my impressions are never wrong. He’ll soon tire of her, if he hasn’t already.


  “It’s hot,” Edna announced. “My headache’s returning. I’ll rest this afternoon, if it is quaite convenient to have a tea sent up?”


  “Of course,” Celia murmured, and was startled by a malevolent stare. This impression seemed so ridiculous that Celia dismissed it.


  They all drifted into the house, and Celia went to find Richard. He had already changed and was not in his dressing room, but Nanny Cameron was there. She was laying out Richard’s dinner clothes on the small divan where he had taken to sleeping lately.


  Nanny’s wrinkled, purple-veined hands patted the black tie, the starched white shirt. “Ther-re,” she said lovingly, and saw Celia standing in the door. “He’ll not be here, m’lady.” Her quick voice with its Scottish lilt could be cutting when it rebuked a lazy housemaid, it could even be disciplinary towards Richard at times, but for Celia, ever since she curtsied to the bride in the entrance hall at Medfield, there had been a gentleness, an understanding; though Celia seldom saw Nanny, who kept to herself in the nursery wing, and emerged only for certain specified duties, such as checking the laundry, and valeting Richard—a task she allowed nobody to share.


  “In the study, do you think?” asked Celia. “Or has he gone down to the farm already?”


  Nanny cocked her robin-head, her bright black eyes considered. “I doot it, m’lady. Ye might try the library. ’Tis in this mood he at times consults that great ponderous book o’ the Marsdons.”


  “What book?” said Celia sighing. “Oh, Nanny …” Her pleading eyes showed her trouble, and the old woman made a soft sound in her throat.


  “Aye, puir lady, there’s a deal he keeps to himself, always has—even as a wee bairn. I mind the day I came her-re to tend him. ’Twas a week after the first Lady Marsdon died, and Maister Dick but two years old. I never nursed so solemn and quiet a weanling.”


  “Did he mind when his father married again?” About Sir Charles’s second marriage Celia knew very little. The old baronet had remarried when Richard was twelve. The second Lady Marsdon had been killed in an automobile crash while Richard was still at Eton, Richard had given Celia these facts, dryly, reluctantly, as one who had a right to hear them, though they were distasteful.


  “To be sur-re, the young maister minded, when the old maister went so daft over that minx that he wed her. My puir lad shut himself up for days, and times I heard him weeping i’ the night, and then …” She checked herself abruptly, and added in a subdued voice, “Starved for love that lad was, and not a body to gi’e it to him but me.”


  “His stepmother …?” Celia asked softly, and Nanny snorted.


  “A flibberty-gibberty hussy, nae mor-re heart than a weasel. She properly diddled the old baronet, who should’ve blessed the day that lorry smashed into her. Though he took it har-rd, the shock and all.”


  Celia was not interested in Sir Charles, who had been a shrunken, mindless gnome the once she saw him in the nursing home just before his death.


  “I must find Richard,” she said, half to herself, smiled uncertainly at Nanny and went downstairs.


  The library was very large and panelled in fumed oak, as the Victorian baronet had left it. Between the stacks light filtered through garish stained glass, supposed to represent episodes from Tennyson’s Idylls of the King. The room smelt musty, unaired.


  Celia found Richard standing in an alcove, by a lectern. The window above him showed Sir Mordred leering evilly at Guinevere and Sir Launcelot. Mordred’s pea-green robe cast a jaundiced light over the large open book on the lectern. Richard was frowning down at the book, and from the fixity of his gaze, seemed to be staring only at one word or sentence.


  “What are you reading, darling?” Celia asked softly. Her husband jumped. He slammed the book shut, and a puff of dust spurted towards the window.


  “I thought you’d gone,” he said, “with the others to Ightham Mote.” As he straightened, the murky blue of Launcelot’s helmet shone on Richard’s face giving it a sickly pallor, and a strange defencelessness.


  “Not yet,” she said. “And I won’t go if you don’t want me to, though I don’t see … Oh, my dearest, if you’d only explain.”


  “Nothing to explain. Do as you like. I’m off to the farm.”


  She stiffened, her heart began to give its erratic thumps. She glanced at the book. It was huge, bound in thick yellowed vellum, a cockatrice—the Marsdon crest—was embossed in tarnished gold on the cover.


  “Could I see the book?” she asked, “see what interests you so?”


  For an instant she thought he was going to refuse, then he laughed curtly. “By all means. It’s the Marsdon Chronicle, it covers over five hundred years of family history.” He made a gesture and stood back.


  She opened the book at random and peered with dismay at a page of crabbed antique writing, a maze of hen-scratching and curlicues; here and there a blot. The faded ink alone was hard to see in the wavering, coloured light.


  “I can’t read this,” she said, squinting at what might be a date. “‘viij jun’ …?”


  “I didn’t think you could.” He shut the book and placed it high on a shelf next to a row of squat parchment volumes.


  “But you can,” she put her hand on his. “Richard, is there something in that family chronicle which you feel gives the past a bearing on the future?”


  There was a silent second, she wasn’t sure of his expression, but she thought his pupils widened, then he shrugged.


  “It would be rather silly if I did, wouldn’t it? Isn’t the past finished forever?” He glanced down at her hand on his arm; at the gold wedding band and the heavy Marsdon ring, and though he did not move, she felt a chill, a withdrawal.


  “Richard, for God’s sake, what is wrong? We were so happy in Portugal. So close. And even here when we got back—even after your father died. Life with you was fun. It was heaven. What’s happened? I don’t think it’s another woman, but then wives often are fooled.”


  Richard’s shoulders twitched as though to shake off a burden. His eyes softened and he spoke with the teasing tenderness she had not heard in all these months. “No, poppet, no other woman. One’s quite enough. You’ve married a bloody tempered bloke is all. Nor does he understand himself.” He kissed her hard and quickly, in the old way, his hand gently cupping her left breast. “Go put some clothes on, you’re scandalising this library.”


  She looked down and realised that her golden lounging robe was open to expose her turquoise bikini, and a good deal of slim, tanned nakedness.


  “Sorry,” she said laughing with a wild note of relief. She snatched the robe together.


  “I’m off,” said Richard. “By the bye, is it the Bent-Warners for dinner tonight?”


  “Yes, you suggested them. Will they fit?”


  “Nobody,” said Richard smiling, “would fit this extraordinary house party. The Simpson woman is a disaster, and probably a secret toper as well, according to the horrified Dodge, who had it from the new housemaid.”


  “Heavens,” said Celia, “I suppose that explains her baleful glares. Poor woman.”


  “You’re a nice child,” said Richard. “Charity for all, but I feel that the female is sinister.”


  Celia scarcely noted the rather startling adjective, under the rush of hope. She looked up at the Marsdon Chronicle, high on the top shelf in the gloom, and made a face at it.


  She ran blithely upstairs to her room, humming ‘La Vie en Rose’.


  
2


  CELIA AND MOST OF THE MARSDON HOUSE PARTY SET OUT for Kent at half-past three o’clock.


  Edna and George Simpson did not go. Edna had her headache, and she gave George his orders privately.


  “You’ll stay here, too, of course. Sir Richard might want to look over papers with you when he gets back from the farm, and anyway, we don’t have to cater to those American women’s every whim.”


  George sighed. He had been looking forward to the jaunt, but he knew better than to oppose her when her face was flushed, her eyes glittering and she smelled strongly of peppermint. “Lady Marsdon seems very pleasant,” he said. “I can see you don’t like her, though can’t see why, and a young bride’s bound to influence her husband. It would be a pity to threaten the Marsdon business which has been with Simpson’s since 1880.”


  Edna snorted, and lying down on the bed shut her eyes. “You’re a spineless worm, George, allus have been. I troost I know how to behave civilly, but I’ll not toady to vulgar Yanks for anybody, and mind you don’t go to that Ightham Mote. I don’t laike the sound of it.”


  As George went out, shutting the door softly behind him, Edna’s annoyance shifted to puzzled question. She was aware that there was no reason to dislike the very name of a place of which she had never heard before lunchtime. She also disliked the name of ‘Celia’—let alone the young woman herself. But then, she thought, I’ve a right to my fancies, should be pampered during the ‘change’, and George knows it. She reached for the tincture which stood on her bedside table, poured out a quarter cupful, drank it and drifted rapidly into snorting sleep.


  Myra, driving her Bentley, led the way towards Kent, Lily Taylor sat beside her with a map; Sir Harry sat on the back seat smoking a briar pipe and watching the Duchess’s auburn head. The long hair was now arranged into a gleaming Psyche-knot which nicely balanced her long-nosed, but beautiful profile. From time to time she turned to give him a small enigmatic smile over her shoulder. There was promise, surely, in those green glances, and Harry grew hopeful again.


  Maybe tonight? He had noted the tactful juxtaposition of their bedrooms, and blessed Celia Marsdon, who must have heard rumours. I wish they were true, he thought. Haven’t felt like this about a woman since Denise de Caron, ten, no twelve, years ago. The others’ve been too easy. No sport. Which diverted him into wishing it were the hunting season—a good run with the hounds. He puffed on his pipe and resumed watching Myra, though it occurred to him that Mrs. Taylor was not unattractive herself. A bit long in the tooth, about his own age, actually, yet still pretty in a plump, blonde way, but no spark, no sex appeal; something like his ex-wife, Peggy, who was a cosy little woman. She had divorced him without rancour, and still wrote friendly notes to him from their daughter’s home in Cornwall.


  In the Jaguar which followed the Bentley, Igor was driving. Celia had asked him to, partly because it obviously pleased him, and partly because she had begun to feel nervous when she drove herself—a condition which she understood no more than the other distressing new symptoms. She had been expertly driving since she was sixteen and she had, by now, driven all kinds of cars; until last month she had loved driving the Jag. And now, she didn’t. But, Celia thought, still glowing from the relief of Richard’s warmth in the library, I’ll feel better now, I’ll dare tell Richard of my nervous nonsense.


  Little Sue Blake sat beside Igor in front and kept up a babble of excitement, directed mostly back to Celia, for Igor was intent on the road.


  “Oh, Cousin Celia, England’s so sweet, so green, and those thatched cottages, just like a calendar we had in the kitchen at home! I’ve never seen sheep before; the baby lambs are cute, and what are those funny-looking pointed things in the field?”


  “Oast-houses,” answered Celia smiling, and explained something about hops and the making of beer.


  Celia noticed absently that the Hindu beside her was very quiet, that his eyes were half shut, and that there was an inward listening expression on his lean, bronze face.


  “Forgive Sue’s raptures, Dr. Akananda,” she said laughing. “England must be a very old story to you.”


  He turned and looked at her with a brief, compassionate gaze. Not exactly compassion, she thought startled, more like pity, which would be as annoying as it was uncalled for.


  “Why do you look at me like that?” she cried involuntarily.


  Jiddu Akananda smiled apology. “I’m sorry, Lady Marsdon, I’d like to convey to you my sympathy and what help I can give during the trials that may await you. I tried to stop your going here today, but you didn’t hear me.”


  “Trials,” she repeated sharply. “What do you mean?”


  He raised his slim hand and touched her forehead between the arched dark brows, a gentle touch like a benediction, yet it was also like an electric charge, a quick shimmer of light through her head.


  “You must,” he said calmly, almost conversationally, “hold fast to your course, with faith, for you may be badly buffeted in the tempest that I fear is brewing.”


  Celia lifted her brows and would have questioned further, but Sue had caught Akananda’s last words and twisted around to say archly, “Tempest, Dr. Akananda? You Hindu gentlemen are awfully poetical, I’ve always heard so. Back in Kaintucky we wouldn’t think this sky looked like a storm comin’.”


  “I suppose not, my child.” Akananda’s eyes held an indulgent twinkle, “Yet there are many kinds of storms. Outside in nature; inside in the soul.”


  Sue giggled and pouted. “You’re positively bafflin’, Doctor, or should I say, Mr. Guru? I’ve always wanted to meet one of you, after Jack—that’s my brother—went all committed to the Maharishi and kept doing Yoga an’ meditations. Jack was a real hippie for a while,” she explained. “Mom and Dad were horrified. But, I guess he’s got over it. He’s cut his hair, stopped smoking pot, and is dating a real nice girl.”


  “That is splendid,” said Akananda smiling. Sue turned around to answer some comment of Igor’s and the Hindu glanced at Celia. “Your little cousin is charming, and very young. She’s also fortunate. I believe that for her this life will be easy.”


  “Do you predict futures?” asked Celia with a hint of sarcasm. She had not liked the implied warning in Akananda’s speech about tempests, especially as the man attracted her. There came from him a radiation, an effect of light around him. And that’s idiotic, too, she thought.


  “I’m not a fortune-teller,” Akananda answered quietly. “But through training and discipline I receive more impressions than most people are able to. Yes, you’re right in thinking that I was trying to prepare you for a grave ordeal. That much is permitted. I am also permitted, even commanded, to help you as best I can. Though we must all pay our Karmic debts, the Divinity which is above Karma is ever merciful; through God’s help and your own actions you may be able to reduce a sword-thrust to a pin-prick. It depends.”


  Celia stared through the open window where the rose-studded hedgerows and the buttercup fields slipped by. She had not been really listening but one word startled her.


  “God …?” she said hesitantly. “I used to believe in Him when I was very little, now He’s just what somebody said, just an oblong grey blur. I had a funny religious upbringing.” She turned to Akananda, yet spoke half to herself, “A year in a Catholic convent as a boarder when I was eleven, while Daddy was travelling on business around the world with Mother.”


  “But, your parents weren’t Catholics?”


  “Oh, no, but Mother’s best friend was, and they thought it a safe place to leave me. I was lonely and bored, really miserable … Before that,” she added ruefully, “I was a little Christian Scientist, because my governess was one. I went to First Church Sunday School in Chicago. But the governess left. And Mother took up Theosophy. I devoured all the books she did, and was fascinated by them. But after Daddy died …”


  “Your father had no interest in religions?”


  “None whatsoever, he used to laugh at Mother and say he’d leave all that tomfoolery to the women, common horse sense was enough for him.”


  “And you agree?”


  “I think so,” Celia said. “As I grew up I got cynical. I’d see Mother enthusiastic and involved with charlatans. Numerologists and astrologists who charged five hundred dollars for a ‘reading’ which was so vague you could twist the meaning any way you wanted. And faith healers who couldn’t seem to heal themselves, and a Yogi in California who preached Purity, Sublimity and Continence, and then tried to seduce me one day when Mother was out. It was awful.”


  “Did you tell your mother?”


  “Oh, yes, I did.” Celia considered this with slight surprise. “She’s never shocked or fusses. I always told her everything. She was very distressed, she soothed me and wrote the Yogi a blistering letter. We never saw him again, of course.”


  “And now you fear that Mrs. Taylor has entangled you with another such Yogi?” Akananda asked, amused.


  Celia coloured. “Oh, I don’t mean that. I don’t know what I mean, and I love Mother, I trust her even when she makes mistakes. She always admits them, and has faith in people just the same.”


  “Your mother,” he said slowly, “is a fine woman. She seeks the truth, and often glimpses it. The bond between you is very strong.”


  She nodded, half exasperated. She didn’t want to talk about Lily. The whole conversation made her uncomfortable. “Oh, Mother’s all right. My whole life should be all right now. Oh, it will be, I’m sure.”


  Akananda sighed. “Yes, there’s something you desperately want, and you are not sure—to understand your husband. There are from the Past appalling obstacles I’m afraid between you and your desire.” It was an authoritative statement.


  Celia started and her jaw tightened, “That’s a ridiculous remark, Doctor! Little tiffs are natural in marriage. I don’t know what you’re getting at anyway.”


  Akananda shook his head. “Poor child, your deep self knows very well what I mean. Why do you swallow and gasp so often, why are your hands trembling?”


  She clenched her hands tight. “Nerves,” she said angrily. “Everyone gets nervous symptoms, sometimes. Stop probing. You’ve no right to, and I don’t like it.”


  “That’s reasonable, and your privilege.” He spoke with patient dignity. “However, I am a physician, trained at the University of Calcutta, then Oxford, and Guy’s Hospital, and after that two years of psychiatry at the Maudesley in London. I am also a disciple of a great world teacher who was called Nanak once.”


  “Is he dead?” she asked, her anger ebbing.


  “He no longer inhabits a body,” said Akananda. “He’s passed beyond the disciplinary Karmic need to reincarnate.”


  “Oh, that——” she said. “I suppose it makes sense or why are innocent babies born crippled, blind—why horrible injustices? Oh, I know half the world believes in rebirth, and even some things in the Bible seem to point that way. But, why can’t we remember past lives?”


  “Remembrance would usually be an intolerable burden, which all Merciful God spares us. For that matter, Lady Marsdon, do you consciously remember the first year or two of this life?”


  Celia shook her head. “But what difference does it make?” She was tired, drained, bored with the subject. And there was still resentment towards Akananda who had disrupted her hopeful mood. “You don’t seem to be the sort of man who would bother to come to a silly weekend house party,” she said crossly. “Especially as you hardly know Mother, and the rest of us not at all.”


  He was silent, debating whether to answer her frankly. He read her mood and understood it, but after a moment he spoke what he knew to be truth.


  “I don’t want to annoy you, my dear child, but I believe I’ve known you and your mother somewhere before this lifetime, though I don’t know where. There’s a reason for my presence. Also, you have known some of the people at your house party before this. I’m quite sure of that. The great Karmic Law has now brought you to the brink of a precipice where a battle will take place.”


  “Indeed,” said Celia shrugging. “I hope the good guys win.” She fished in her bag and brought out her pink lipstick, applying it carefully. Her hand did not tremble, her throat was not constricted. She was only tired. “Sue, look!” she touched the girl’s shoulder. “Down there in the hollow, that must be the house we’re going to. Why, it really does have a moat!”


  The girl looked where Celia pointed, and her mouth fell open. “Fabulous …” She breathed, and then for once was speechless.


  Myra turned her Bentley and drove slowly through the opened gates. The Jaguar followed. The cars stopped by a gravelled path. The occupants got out, and joined forces. They were all quiet a while, gazing at the manor house which was gilded by the afternoon sun into the garnet of bricks and tiles, the topaz of lichen-covered stones, broken here and there by stretches of half-timbering—striped ivory between oak beams. Secluded, solitary, enchanted, Ightham lay dreaming within its encircling moat, and on first sight gave all beholders a sense of romantic peace.


  Igor spoke first. “Marvellous, Mrs. Taylor, utterly fantastic! I’d no idea such a place existed—and so near London. It takes the Americans to show us our country! Look at those colours, mellow yet vibrant above that ribbon of liquid emerald. Now if I can possibly get those tones in fabric …” He squinted, framed off sections with his hands. “Good thing I brought my Polaroid.” He sauntered back to the car to fetch his camera.


  Sir Harry and Myra also turned to Lily. “Most picturesque,” Harry said. “Quite worth seeing, must cost a fortune to keep up, though.”


  “Yes, indeed,” agreed Myra, surveying the house, the shaven lawns, the rose and peony gardens with a practised eye. “Charming. I wonder how the owner gets enough staff. I shouldn’t want to live here myself, give me a convenient flat in Eaton Square every time, but this is very pretty.”


  Lily was gratified, no longer defensive about her expedition. “Aren’t you glad you came, darling?” she asked Celia, and broke off. “Oh, this must be the guide, they said one would be waiting.”


  A middle-aged woman in a floral print dress came briskly over the stone bridge towards them. “Mrs. Amos B. Taylor’s party?” she enquired smiling. “As a rule we only show the place on Friday afternoons, but the owner is generous and allows exceptions when he’s not in residence. Particularly for Americans, since he is one.”


  “It’s very kind of you,” Lily smiled back. “As a matter of fact, we aren’t all Americans, this is the Duchess of Drewton, and Sir Harry Jones, and Mr. Igor—they’re English, and Dr. Akananda, then Miss Susan Blake and my daughter, Lady Marsdon, we’re the Americans.”


  The guide looked faintly startled, though she knew that Americans were given to elaborate introductions. She glanced with interest at the Duchess, whom she had seen pictured in the Illustrated London News and wondered at her presence here. For that matter it seemed a peculiar party, with a Hindu, and a Sir Somebody, and a golden-haired youth with a queer name, and ‘my daughter, Lady Marsdon’ who had drawn away from the others and was staring at the stone tower with extraordinary intensity.


  “Now,” said the guide, shrugging, “we’ll start our tour here on the bridge, while remembering that the original fortified manor house was built by either a Cawne or a de-Haut in the reign of Edward the Third, somewhere about 1370, we think. It has not been possible to identify all the early owners, but you will find a list on the back of the leaflet. You might like to look at it before starting the tour.” The guide handed out pamphlets. “That’ll be sixpence each if you wish to keep them,” she said.


  Myra declined her pamphlet graciously, “I’m afraid I’m not all that keen on crawling over old houses,” she said. “Are you, Harry?” He shook his head. “Then we’ll wait for you outside,” she added to Lily. “I’m quite fond of gardens.” She glanced at her diamond wristwatch. “The pubs won’t be open yet, I could do with a gin and bitters, but we’ve got the tea flask in the car. Will you fetch it, Harry?”


  Myra wandered off with her admirer. Igor also preferred to stay outside, enthusiastically snapping sunlight effects as he pranced around the edge of the moat.


  “Well,” said Lily, a trifle disappointed, “we want to see everything.” She looked at Dr. Akananda and Sue, then more carefully at Celia. “What’s the matter with you, dear?” she said laughing. “You act moon-struck.”


  Celia jumped. She gazed hastily down at the moat. “I was watching the swans.” Two of them were gliding under the bridge among the flowing green weeds.


  “Oh, yes,” said the guide, “the Queen herself had us sent a pair of the royal ones, after swan-upping day. Now this entrance tower has an interesting feature. You see the zigzag stone slit here, it’s really a device for those inside the manor to discover safely who might be trying to get in. Quite ingenious. And now the courtyard, entirely enclosed by the buildings, rather small as these things go. Those stocks over there by the Great Hall were often in use for punishment.”


  “Punishment?” repeated Sue, wide-eyed. “And is there a dungeon too, where they tortured people?”


  “There is a dungeon,” answered the guide patiently, “almost under the entrance tower, but we don’t show it, it’s too dark and dangerous.”


  The guide led her party across the cobblestones to the eastern part of the quadrangle and unlocked a massive oaken door. “This entrance now leads into the vestibule outside the Great Hall. There were structural changes made in the last century on this side of the Hall, otherwise it has remained much as you see it for five hundred years.”


  Lily, Sue, Akananda and Celia filed into the Hall which was suddenly flooded with sunshine through the tall mullioned windows to the left. The guide continued to point out features—the original oak roof timbers, the grotesquely carved fourteenth-century corbels, the Flemish tapestries.


  Lily and Sue made delighted exclamations. Akananda watched Celia. Her face had flushed, her mouth opened, and her uneven breathing was audible. The Hindu doctor quietly took her arm, and pushed her down on the cushioned bench below the window, noting that her pulse was pounding.


  “That bit of armour over the fireplace,” said the guide impressively, “was found when they drained the moat many years ago—a Cromwellian soldier, the experts say. Now we’ll proceed to the old crypt, then upstairs. Is there something wrong, Lady Marsdon?” she asked as she turned. “You seem unwell—the heat perhaps?”


  Celia heard the question from a vast distance, like a poor connection over a transatlantic phone. She licked her lips. “I’m all right,” she said, “yes, I guess it’s the heat.”


  Lily made an impulsive move, frowning concern, and would have gone to her daughter. She was stopped by a small commanding shake of Akananda’s head. “I’ll take care of her, Mrs. Taylor.”


  Lily at once obeyed the prohibition in his eyes. She was reassured as he wished her to be, and turned back to the guide. “I can’t wait to see the rest of this fascinating place.”


  “Me, too,” said Sue. “What’s the little door next to the big door on that wall? It doesn’t go anywhere.”


  “Oh, that,’ the guide smiled. “That’s a niche where they found the skeleton of a girl when they reconstructed this south wall in 1872.”


  “Skeleton!” cried Sue rapturously “What was she doing in the wall?”


  “I’m afraid she was put there. It’s rather disagreeable, but this happened in many old houses, centuries ago.”


  “You mean she was walled up alive?” Sue gaped at the low empty niche. “Where’s the skeleton now?”


  “Ah, that we don’t know,” said the guide, bored with a question she had so often been asked. “No doubt the bones were dispersed … Now, if you will kindly step this way …”


  Sue was not yet satisfied. “But don’t they know when she was walled up, or who she was? And doesn’t her ghost do some hauntin’?”


  The guide answered a trifle curtly, “It has been said that the skeleton might have been Dame Dorothy Selby, who is supposed to have warned the House of Lords about the Gunpowder Plot. The Selbys lived here for three hundred years, but it can’t have been Dame Dorothy of whom we have an authentic portrait hanging in the stairwell, for that shows an old woman. As for ghosts, I know how you Americans dote on such tales.”


  “Of course we do!” Sue cried. “They’re interestin’, aren’t they, Cousin Lily!”


  Lily nodded. “Most people are interested in the psychic. I’m really sorry that Medfield Place—that’s my son-in-law’s manor in East Sussex—doesn’t seem to have a ghost. But I’ve heard there are a lot here.”


  “I daresay,” said the guide. “Never seen anything myself, but there was supposed to be a cold presence in the tower room. It was exorcised I believe. There’re other legends, armoured knights, ghostly hoofbeats, a black monk with a rope around his neck, that sort of thing, but I never heard mention of the walled-up girl.” She determinedly shooed the two women back into the vestibule.


  Celia remained on the window-seat with Akananda. The flush had drained from her face, which was now pale and glistening with sweat drops. She slumped against the doctor’s shoulder. “I feel sick,” she whispered. “Deathly sick. Can’t breathe.”


  Akananda put a firm hand on her forehead. Through mists of nausea she felt the sustaining pressure.


  She straightened slowly, opening her eyes. “Where’s Mother gone?” she said. “Mother and Sue?” She spoke in a wondering little-girl voice. Her languid gaze roamed about the Hall, it passed over the niche without pausing. He saw that her pupils were so widely dilated that her eyes seemed as black as his own.


  “They have gone with the guide to see the rest of this place,” he said quietly. “I think you had better come outside with me. We’ll go find the Duchess in the garden.”


  “This place,” she repeated frowning past him at the wains-cotting. When she spoke again he was startled by a different inflection. Her voice sounded higher, there was no trace of American accent, yet the tonal quality was not the English that he knew either. There was an unfamiliar cadence as she said, “This is a place abhorrent. Yet I cannot flee. For I must see him. My love awaits me in secret. Jesu, forgive us!”


  She crossed herself with a wavering uncertain motion.


  Akananda shook his head. He guessed something of what was hidden from her or any one of the struggling souls who were blindly meshed in the results of a bygone tragedy. But since these souls had free will, he could not foresee the outcome. His thought sped to the exalted ashram in the Himalayas where he had passed some of his boyhood, under the guidance of several enlightened ones, and especially of Nanak Guru. With the yearning memory went a humble prayer for wisdom.


  “Come out into the garden, my child,” he said, putting a hand on Celia’s arm, for she had started up. “You’ve had enough. Already the protective veil is torn.”


  She shook his hand off. “Let me be!” she cried angrily. “Always I must go to him. I must tell him.” She stroked her belly. “It hath quickened. I felt it move this morn.”


  Akananda stared at her and saw a subtle change, as though a different face shed a wavering reflection on that of Celia Marsdon. The contours had become more oval, the lips fuller and more seductive, the brows more arched and the eyes held a passionate wilful glint.


  “Lady Marsdon,” he said in a calm cold tone designed to reach through to her, “do you mean that you are pregnant by Sir Richard?”


  She made an impatient gesture. “Will you mock me?” she said. “I know not a Sir Richard, Stephen is my dear love …”


  She whirled around and ran through the door. Akananda followed her close behind. She flew up the heavy Jacobean stairs. On the landing she paused, putting her hand to her lips. “I hear voices. None must know. She found us once.” Celia flattened herself into a corner.


  The voices were those of the guide, Lily, and Sue who were examining the window in the solar through which bygone ladies might discreetly watch male revelry in the Great Hall below.


  “And now,” said the guide, “we will proceed through towards the Priest’s Room and the Tudor Chapel. That chapel is a gem. It was built in 1521 during the reign of Henry the Eighth; it contains priceless linenfold panelling, a painted barrel roof and some fine stained glass …” Her voice died away as the party moved on.


  Celia emerged from the corner. “They are gone,” she murmured.


  She walked slowly through the solar and an anteroom, while Akananda followed. She was now totally unaware of him, and talked to herself as she entered a dark passage. “Where is the door? He would not have locked it against me. Might he be at the altar? Yet not at this hour, so late at night. Though he does pray overmuch.”


  She entered a small cubicle which contained a fireplace and led into the chapel. “Stephen …” she whispered urgently. “’Tis unkind to hide.” Suddenly she raised her head and looked up at a dark beam on the ceiling. “What’s that …?” she whispered. “Black, hanging there … what’s that?”


  Akananda stood rooted. Sunlight filtered through the bare empty cubicle from the chapel windows.


  Celia moved a step nearer the fireplace. She raised her arms high, her hands fumbled over something in the air. She fell to her knees, and as she did so, gave a scream so piercing, so eerie that it shrilled through the peaceful manor rooms like an air-raid siren.


  The guide came running back, with Lily and Sue. They stood for an appalled moment staring at Celia who was crumpled on the floor, with Akananda bending over her, his hand on her wrist.


  “Dear Lord, what happened?” cried Lily, kissing her daughter and distractedly smoothing the brown curls.


  “She fainted,” said the Hindu, “but she’ll be all right. Perhaps we can carry her to a bed.”


  “What was that terrible noise?” cried Lily. “Surely, not Celia!”


  Akananda did not hesitate. There would certainly now be no escape from suffering, but he would spare the poor mother what he could. “Was there some special noise?” he asked. “I was preoccupied with Lady Marsdon.”


  The guide at once showed exasperated relief. “You can depend on it, it was the plumbing. You’d be surprised at the whistles and bangs we get from the plumbing. These old places were never built for bathrooms.”


  She went to help Akananda and the others lift Celia. “Nearest bed’ll be in the owner’s private wing,” she said. She stared at Celia, “Poor thing, does she get these spells often, Mrs. Taylor? I had a cousin used to have fits.”


  Lily, though much alarmed, was able to say indignantly, “Celia doesn’t have ‘fits’. I never knew her to faint before. But, of course, you know young wives … one might expect …” she smiled faintly and shrugged.


  The guide accepted this, as did Sue, who instantly reviewed all the things she had heard about pregnancy, and examined the unconscious Celia with awed interest.


  In twenty minutes Celia had completely recovered, and felt almost normal. She concealed from everyone that she had no idea of anything that had happened since leaving the Jag by the moat bridge.


  The guide showed the party out through the tower entrance, accepted the fees and her tip, then vanished.


  They found Igor still snapping pictures; the Duchess and Harry flirting on a bench near the ornamental pool.


  As the party gathered by the bridge Myra greeted them amiably. “Well, was the tour interesting? You’ve scarcely been gone an hour.”


  Sue began, “Oh, it was fascinatin’, but I don’t think we saw everything because Cousin Celia …” She broke off gaping at the lawn beyond the moat. “What’s that? It’s fabulous!”


  They all gazed where Sue’s finger pointed.


  Myra laughed. “That, my sweet, is a peacock, and this one’s a blasted nuisance. Name of Napoleon, the gardener said, when we had to get help to stop him pecking at his reflection on my car door. Conceited, aggressive bird, like all males.”


  She gave Harry a sideways look. He responded with an amorous chuckle, and ran his finger slowly down her bare arm.


  “I’ll snap Napoleon for you,” offered Igor to Sue, “but those iridescent blues and greens have been done to death. Too blatant. Still, they might suit you, Duchess. Shall I try them in a cocktail frock?”


  Myra shrugged. “Thanks, dear Igor, but I don’t pay two hundred guineas for any cocktail frock, blatant or not, save your genius for the film stars and the jet set.” She had almost added, ‘the Americans’, but even Myra’s egotism was penetrated by something odd about Mrs. Taylor and her daughter—their total silence, and on Celia’s small face a strained haunted look. Myra received a singular impression—a memory of one of the crofters’ wives on her father’s estate in Cumberland, a woman Myra’s mother always referred to as ‘tragic’, though Myra had never known why. Anyway, the woman had drowned herself in the River Irthing, and the ten-year-old Myra had heard snatches of the adults’ pity and horror. Myra disliked uncomfortable memories and dealt with this one briskly.


  “The local pub must be open by now!” she said. “Let’s go and get fortified for the journey back to Medfield!”


  They grouped themselves as before in the two cars, and drove to the nearby village of Ivy Hatch.


  By seven o’clock they arrived at Medfield Place. Richard came out of the manor to greet them. “Enjoy yourselves?” he asked cordially. He was already dressed for the evening, and looked very handsome.


  Myra instantly forgot Harry and gave Richard her lazy smile. “We missed you, darling,” she drawled. “I hope you built a divine pigsty!”


  “Quite,” he agreed. “A sanctuary for super-sows. Celia, you seem a bit fagged, but I’m afraid the Bent-Warners’ll be here shortly.”


  “Oh, yes,” she answered after a minute. “I’ll go and change.” The Bent-Warners? Who were the Bent-Warners? But, one must please Richard. There was danger in displeasing Richard.


  Celia turned and mounted the steps into the house, treading very carefully as though uncertain of her balance.


  Richard watched her, frowning; when they entered the house he drew Lily into his study. “Anything wrong with Celia?” he asked. “She acts very strange.”


  Lily hesitated. “I don’t think so. Not really. She had a kind of fainting spell at Ightham Mote … but Dr. Akananda says she’s all right. I thought maybe it was …” she stopped, a flush sprang up on the plump, slightly rouged cheeks.


  Richard’s gaze hardened. His eyebrows drew together. “You thought it was pregnancy? I assure you it’s not. Nor do I consider that Hindu an adequate medical opinion. If she’s not better when I go up, I’ll get old Foster from Lewes.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Lily murmured, dismayed by his tone, and that he left her so abruptly, standing on the study’s faded oriental rug. He acts that way because he loves her, Lily thought, and men can never bear illness. It was stupid to be hurt, or to magnify a fainting spell, stupid to catch some of the confused fear she now felt in her daughter. Lily shut her eyes and strove to clear her thinking. In her many religious questings she had once come across Sir Thomas Browne, and might have summed up her faith by one of his aphorisms, “Life is a pure flame, and we live by an invisible sun within us”. She stood now, trying to feel the interior sunlight, the glowing comfort which had never really failed her, though it did now. And being a woman of action, she mounted the great oaken stairway, and knocked on Akananda’s door.


  He opened the door instantly, and said without surprise, “Oh, Mrs. Taylor. Come in.” He was wearing a white silk dressing-gown, and his black hair glistened from a shower. Lily had the impression of extreme order and cleanliness while noting absently that the guest room seemed very bare. He must have removed the knick-knacks, the ashtrays, even the French prints which had hung on the walls. The only ornament was a bowl full of fragrant heliotrope and red roses.


  “I just wanted to … to ask you … well, Celia … and Richard was rude to me. Of course that doesn’t matter … but he never was until today, and what really made Celia faint? Everything is suddenly so mixed up and queer.” Her blue eyes filled with tears.


  Akananda looked at her sadly. But it was not the time to give her what explanations he could. “We’ll both pray,” he said. “You in your way, I in mine. All heart-prayers are heard. All incense rises towards heaven, no matter the perfume it’s composed of.”


  “Oh, I believe that,” said Lily, her face clearing. “I guess I’ll go to church tomorrow morning. It always makes me feel better. But you don’t believe in Christianity, do you, Dr. Akananda?”


  “Of course I do,” he said laughing. “The Lord Christ was sent from God to show the way, the truth and the life, to the western world. But there have been other enlightened Sons of God. Enlightened Beings who redeem mankind. The Lord Krishna was such a one, and the Lord Buddha. None of their basic teachings are incompatible with each other. Because they come from the same source. You understand this intuitively, Mrs. Taylor. And that’s all you need. I’ll gladly accompany you to that charming village church tomorrow. One can more easily touch God in appointed places of worship. Christian cathedrals, Hindu temples, in mosques and churches. To many souls beauty of surroundings is helpful, to some essential, and yet for those of a different temperament the spirit may more readily be felt in a bare Quaker Meeting House. It doesn’t matter.”


  Lily agreed with him, now that she thought about it; as she instinctively agreed with any optimistic philosophy. She smiled and said, “Yes, you make me feel quite comforted, and I really do know that prayers are answered. I don’t know why I got upset in the study.”


  “Prayers,” he said gravely, “are always heard. They are answered according to Divine Law. Prayers are really desires. And desires, good or bad, are fulfilled according to their strength. Good desire reaps good action. Evil also has great strength. Violent desires inevitably set the machinery in motion. This earthly plane is run by passions flaming through, and yet always part of the delusions of Maya. As long as there’s violence there will be retribution in this life or succeeding ones. I believe you understand this?”


  “Well, yes,” said Lily, “in a way.” Though she wondered what a grave speech about violence had to do with a little fainting spell, or the unexpected sharpness of a son-in-law. “I’ve read somewhere lately,” she said thoughtfully, “that this generation of hippies, the flower children who want to drop out from the whole social structure, the article said they were all reincarnations of those who were killed young in the last war. Do you think that’s possible?”


  “Quite possible,” he answered smiling. “At least in part. And their demonstrations against war, hatred and greed, though often misguided, are signs of spiritual progress. However, dear lady, the forces threatening us here in Medfield Place originated farther back in the past than the last war and are of singular personal intensity.” He might have continued trying to prepare and strengthen her, as he had her daughter, but Lily started.


  “Heavens!” she said, “I heard a car on the drive. Must be those Warners. I’ll be late.” She smiled at him and hurried to her room.


  Celia’s vagueness and look of strain had vanished when Richard came upstairs to her bedroom saying, “I hear you fainted at Ightham Mote. What happened?”


  She was sitting at her dressing-table, brushing green iridescent eye-shadow on her lids, brown mascara on her already thick lashes. “Nothing special happened,” she said with a cool smile. Far away and closed off by an iron door, something stirred. Hostility to Richard. She still had no memory of Ightham Mote, and very little of the ride home; but she was aware of a shift in feeling.


  Richard stared. That chill remoteness, instead of her usual eager warmth. “Well, I’m glad you’re all right again,” he said uncertainly. “You didn’t look it when you got back. I was worried.”


  She turned around on the stool. Her grey eyes, now made much longer by the make-up, examined him quietly. “Were you, Richard? Were you really?” She rouged her lips a deep cherry-red, which further astonished him. She had always worn the fashionably pale lipsticks. She stood up in her brief lacy slip, went to her closet and took out a simple flame-coloured chiffon sheath. She dropped it over her head.


  “Zip me up, please!” He obeyed clumsily, and when his fingers touched her soft tanned back, she shuddered and drew away.


  She brushed her curly dark hair into a high pile on her head, clipped on earrings as big as golf balls, made of a mass of crystal chunks. There was a matching heavy crystal bracelet. The crystals had a greyish sparkle, like dull diamonds, and gave her a strange, exotic look.


  “I thought you didn’t like wearing heavy stuff like that,” he said frowning.


  “Not my ‘image’?” asked Celia sweetly. “Igor brought them as a guest-gift. He says they represent a ‘mass of petrified tears’. I think that rather suits me.”


  “Good God, Celia. What a bloody morbid remark! What is the matter with you?”


  “Nothing at all,” she said, opening a sealed bottle of Shalimar and rubbing some on her wrists and neck. The perfume had been an untouched Christmas present, for she used only the lightest floral scents. “I think,” she added, “that I’ll seduce Harry. It would be fun to take him from Myra.”


  If she had suddenly hit him in the face he could not have been more shocked. Flippancy, though unlike her, might be understood. So might teasing, which had once been part of their love-making when they were close. Had been close. His face darkened. Mrs. Taylor had thought Celia pregnant. But he hadn’t touched her in—well—a long time. Why not? Because he hadn’t wanted to. Because sex had suddenly grown repugnant. You should not have married! He heard the words in his head.


  “The seating arrangements tonight,” said Celia, pulling a stack of gold-rimmed cards towards her on the desk. “I’ll write them fast. Twelve is a nuisance since it won’t come out even. Ah …” she added, seeing his face, “you thought I’d forgotten this little detail, didn’t you? Despite my vulgar American background I do occasionally remember my social duties. I shall put Harry beside me, and remove Myra.”


  Richard swallowed. “If you’re being so childish as to try and make me jealous, the effort’s wasted.”


  “Don’t flatter yourself,” she said. Their eyes met for a moment in anger. That behind the anger was fear they neither of them perceived.


  They all sat down to dinner at nine. Medfield’s great dining room was always gloomy, the Victorian baronet had papered it with purple brocade, and painted the original oak woodwork a mud-brown. He had also put in floral carpeting, snaky tendrils and blossoms of what might have been water lilies once but now also merged into mottled mud-brown. It had worn all too well, and Richard did not want it replaced.


  Fringed purple plush curtains shut out the evening sunlight. The light of thirty candles on the mahogany table and in sconces wavered over ten ancestral portraits, nine of them garish and ugly. The tenth had been painted by a pupil of Holbein in the reign of Queen Elizabeth and represented a Thomas Marsdon Esq. in doublet and hose. A dark, lean young man, whose delicate hand rested on a greyhound’s head, and whose haunting melancholy eyes always seemed to follow the beholder. There was a slight resemblance to Richard in this portrait which always had made Celia vaguely uneasy, even though it was proof of the long established lineage which thrilled her.


  The Bent-Warners who had expanded the house party were an ebullient young couple in their thirties. Pamela was a blonde, so pretty that one forgave her constant chatter about either her children or the theatre. Robin Bent-Warner sat on Celia’s right, and was most amusing. He looked and acted rather like a P. G. Wodehouse character, and capitalised on this, “My job being tourism, ‘Come to Britain and enjoy our quaintness’, you know. I don’t quite sport a monocle, but I hope that’s the general effect.”


  Celia laughed. The laugh was high-pitched and shrill. Lily, across the table, inspected her daughter anxiously. What had come over the girl? Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes glittered like those extraordinary crystal hunks she wore on her ears and wrist. The flame-coloured dress clung to her very small breasts as it never had before. Or, could it be the way Celia was holding herself? Arched backwards, almost flaunting. And while she laughed at Robin Bent-Warner, surely her bare shoulder was pressing against Sir Harry’s maroon-covered shoulder, for he looked startled and pleased. Lily put down a forkful of crab ravigote and pushed her plate back. Celia could not be tight, she had taken no cocktails, nor yet sipped her wine. Then she was coming down with something. Flu made people act unnatural. Some virus, Lily thought, would, of course, explain the fainting and this change in her. Right after dinner we’ll see if she has a temperature.


  Other people were also watching Celia. One was her husband. Richard made no pretence of listening to either Pam’s chatter or Myra’s husky blandishments until the latter flicked his cheek with her finger, saying, “Must you glower, my lad? It’s so tiresome. I’ve seen a side of you this weekend I never suspected.”


  Richard turned to her slowly and smiled, not with his eyes. “Men are perhaps more complicated than you quite realise, dear Myra.” He raised his glass in a mocking toast.


  She laughed. “Well, Harry isn’t complicated anyway. He’s just plain susceptible. I might be glowering a bit myself, seeing that he’s now giving that heavy-lidded bedroom look to your Celia, but actually, I think it’s funny.” And she did. She had all the assurance of beauty, position and experience. An unexpected move in the eternal game was zestful. Imagine that quiet little mouse of a Celia suddenly acting sexy, and looking it, too, Myra thought with critical interest. As though somebody had pressed a switch, and a light-bulb flared on. That this phenomenon was designed to pique the mysterious Richard, Myra had no doubt, since she was an adept at that ploy herself. And that the ploy seemed to be succeeding Myra thought admirable. She mentally shrugged, retiring for the moment from the lists. She would deal with Harry later.


  She also abandoned Richard and addressed Akananda on her left. “Tell me about India, Doctor,” she commanded. “My grandfather was stationed there, governing something or other, but I’ve never been east of Istanbul. Would I like India?”


  Akananda, who had been gravely eating, responded with smiling courtesy. The other close watcher of Celia was Edna Simpson. Edna, thanks to the tincture, had slept heavily all afternoon, not even awakening for the housemaid’s knock when tea was brought up. During the nap she had suffered a recurrent nightmare. Every time that she roused a little and angrily heard herself moaning she slipped back again into the same high-vaulted room. Her host and hostess were in the nightmare though they did not look like themselves. Sir Richard had no face, but he had a fat, long black snake twisted around his waist. The snake kept hissing and darting at her while she tried to grab it and strangle it. Or sometimes she wanted to grab the snake and make it bite Celia Marsdon, who stood spreadeagled against the stone wall.


  The dream Celia had very long fair hair which she would not keep decently bound in a kerchief. That was one of her crimes. Another was the depth of her laced bodice. It showed pink nipples on the tips of full white breasts. Disgusting. So vile a creature should be destroyed. The crucifix said so. At this point Edna always saw a silver crucifix writhing with snakes, and Sir Richard standing behind it, laughing. He would not laugh when the wench was dead. God said so. God was perched on top of the crucifix and he had little black horns. “Kill!” he shouted. “Thou must kill! It is a commandment!” Then the snakes slithered off the crucifix and glided towards her. They reared their heads ready to strike.


  Each time that Edna awoke, she heard herself making the mewing stifled noise. And her fat body was clammy with sweat.


  She finally roused herself completely at the sound of the car returning from Ightham Mote. She looked down from her window. She saw Sir Richard run to the car, and saw Celia get out. She stared hard at Celia. While her brain felt thick, fuzzy. Her hands were shaking. She was trying to pour out more tincture as George timidly knocked, then walked in.


  “Have a good rest, m’dear?”


  The green bottle rattled against the glass rim as Edna rounded on him. ‘Ye dumb bustard, creeping about like a cat. Ye’ve made me slosh me tonic. Wot be ye gawking at? Get oot a her-re!”


  George bit his lips, his round jaw trembled. They had been married twenty-six years and he was quite fond of her. He had always coped with her quick tempers by capitulation or flight. But he had never seen her like this, nor heard her forget her careful diction. He glanced frowning at the bottle of tincture, even though the stuffy room reeked only of peppermint. “Should you take more of that stuff?” His voice faltered and he retreated as Edna raised a massive arm as though to strike him. Instead she seized the glass and gulped down whatever liquid hadn’t spilled.


  “I need it for m’nerves,” she said in a more normal tone, “and my head’s splitting.” She belched and then began to hiccup.


  “You shouldn’t go down for dinner, you’re not up to it,” he cried anxiously.


  Edna hiccuped again and slumped on the bed. “Oh, I’m oop to it. Musht, must keep on eye on that mealy-mouthed minx.”


  “Please, Edna … please …”


  But her brain cleared, she stopped hiccuping and walked determinedly to the cupboard where the new evening frock from Harrods hung ready. It was of navy-blue satin with white polka dots; it fitted snugly over the foundation garment which moulded her abundant hips and breasts into a thick shapeless column. She ran a comb through her crinkled hair, polished her spectacles and set them squarely on her reddened nose.


  “Coom on,” she said with her usual authority.


  Edna had sat silent in the drawing room, contemptuously refusing cocktails—“I’m afraid I don’t indulge.” At table she was silent, sitting like a monolith between Igor and Sir Harry whose entire attention was devoted to Celia. Celia’s altered appearance and actions gave Edna venomous satisfaction. The intruder, the interloper showing her true colours. Little slut, thought Edna. Her glance flickered once towards Richard, then back to Celia where it remained.


  After the chocolate soufflé, Celia signalled to the women, rose and led the way to the drawing room. The men remained behind for coffee and port, since Richard continued the old custom.
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