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A bout of illness, an invitation to recuperate aboard a Greek millionaire’s yacht, and his meeting with a neurotic girl spell Danger for the marriage of Christopher Carfax. He has a beautiful and devoted wife Rose with whom he is perfectly happy – except, perhaps, that she prefers her career as an interior decorator to the prospect of motherhood. What seeds of tragedy already lurked in the marriage – and how much was the fatally-fascinating Candy Day responsible? This absorbing story provides the passionate and powerful answers.
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PART ONE


ONE

Rose Carfax watched the big Comet touch down at London Airport. She had been waiting for the last half hour. She stood there, expectantly, shading her eyes with one hand. The June sunshine was quite brilliant. She had not brought her dark glasses with her. When she caught her usual bus to work from Clareville Grove earlier this morning the weather had been dull. In this climate, one needs, Rose reflected, to have sunglasses in one hand and an umbrella in the other.

Lucky Chris to have been down in La Napoule for the last two weeks. He had been staying in a millionaire’s villa when he wasn’t on the yacht. She hoped that he would be quite well by now. He had really been very seedy since that vicious attack of flu which had brought him low after he returned from a business trip to the Midlands.

Suddenly she saw him walking with the others who had just disembarked from the aircraft. At the sight of the tall familiar figure her heart gave a leap that was surprising to her. She even experienced a tinge of embarrassment, as though ashamed that she could feel so thrilled by the sight of a man to whom she had been married for over six years. Chris often went away on business and she led a pretty busy life herself. They were used to being separated, but never before for so long.

He drew nearer. Through the glass window she could see more detail now; she never failed to admire his good looks. He stood out in a crowd: six-foot-three of him, lean and well proportioned. He seldom wore a hat. He had rough thick hair, not very tidy, and dark – more black than brown – which with the blueness of his eyes led people to suppose he was an Irish type. But he was wholly English.

Rose pressed forward, warming to the moment of reunion. She really had missed him a lot. Their attractive little house just off the Old Brompton Road had seemed quiet and lonely without him, although she had had plenty to do.

She was co-director in a small smart firm of Interior Decorators. They had a showroom just off Regent Street. It was a success. Christopher was born into success. His father was Ivor Carfax – head of the famous Carfax Banking firm. Theirs was a private concern which had been founded at the turn of the last century. Christopher’s work took him away frequently on visits to branches in Paris, Geneva and Brussels.

Christopher was by no means rich. Old Ivor had most of the money; Sidney, his brother, the rest. And Ivor had strong views about handing a ready-made fortune over to a youngster. He had made Christopher start at the beginning when he first left Oxford. Now, at twenty-seven, he was still only drawing a salary of two thousand five-hundred a year.

There was absolutely no need for Rose to work but she wanted to. Before her marriage she and Chris had decided to wait a couple of years before starting a family. They were both ambitious. They both enjoyed a gay social life and found it in London among friends of their own vintage. By the time the ‘couple of years’ were up, Rose was so involved in her own work that she had no time for motherhood.

She had brought money of her own, and fresh ideas, into the business which had been started by a man named Archie Spiers. Archie, in his middle thirties, was hard working and good with design, but Rose provided the dash and colour and imagination that was lacking. Together the two of them had built up a flourishing concern and Rose adored it. To take over an empty house, and decorate and furnish it was her idea of bliss. There certainly seemed neither room nor inclination for the child she had planned to produce.

Christopher wanted a son – an heir for the Carfax tribe. Her father-in-law, too, was always asking when Rose was going to have that baby. But she kept putting it off – reluctant to abandon her fascinating career.

Besides – she could make lovely houses but she was not very good at domesticity (which well she knew). She cooked indifferently and it was torture to her to have to do any housework. Luckily, she and Chris were able to employ a resident maid. They had a Swedish girl at the moment; Astrid, who cooked delightfully and strove to remember all the things that Rose forgot. It was lucky for her, Rose thought, that darling Christopher did not seem to mind much about the child. He, himself, was so busy.

How crazily they had been in love with each other when they first married! The honeymoon had been bliss of the type that Rose had read about but doubted it could really exist. Physically, they were ideally matched and the ecstasy they found in each other’s arms during those glorious days and nights seemed to last even after they got home. The fortnight spent in a Spanish castle by a gentian sea; the beach and countryside burnt up by the fierce sun, had been unforgettable.

They were both sun-worshippers. It had been a time for exploring their emotions and their senses, learning all the things about each other that had remained in the background during their engagement. It had been a positive pain for them to return to the little house in London, charming though it was; and to get down to the less glamorous task of earning the daily bread.

But they were very lucky; their six years together had so far been full and happy.

Christopher liked banking. He got on well with his father and uncle even if at times he felt that the Old Man, as he called his father, held him on rather too tight a rein. Ivor’s obsession about the family name, too, was apt to be a bore. What a Carfax did or didn’t do, how a Carfax behaved or didn’t behave, was to the Old Man a kind of religion.

Christopher was easy-going. He had a sense of humour which helped him over the hurdles of occasional frustration and irritability when he was being preached at or pushed too hard. Fundamentally he held his father – and his Uncle Sidney – in tremendous regard. But there were moments, and Rose knew about these, when he felt a bit weighed down by the family traditions; all these time-honoured formulas which he had to respect.

Rose remembered one evening when Chris had come back from the City branch, which was in Threadneedle Street, in a sullen thwarted mood. She had found it difficult to cope with him; it had taken her most of the evening to woo him back to his customary humour. The Old Man had been ‘getting at him’ again.

‘He lives too much in the past,’ Christopher complained. It was, she remembered now, a couple of years after their marriage. ‘He is only just fifty-seven but he thinks and behaves as though he were my grandfather. And do you know what the fuss was all about?’

‘No, what?’

‘Because that old fool of a cousin of his, Edward Carfax, saw you and myself at Crockford’s playing Chemmy. Cousin Edward doesn’t think anybody should play anything but a nice respectable rubber of bridge. He was appalled you know, when Crockford’s opened their new casino. The Old Man said I oughtn’t to be seen gambling in London and that it was bad for my reputation as a director of the Carfax Bank. The bank, the bank, the bank.’ Chris had laughed angrily.

Rose tried to be facetious, saying something about it being all in the business – one ran a bank playing Chemmy, didn’t one? But Christopher rejected this particular attempt to soothe him. He raged on about always having to watch his step ‘as though he were a doctor or something’. The Old Man was as sticky about reputation as the B.M.A. Finally Christopher promised to compromise and not to play Chemmy in London, but to reserve this form of gambling for France.

Then Rose had tried flattery as a sop. She stroked Chris’s head and told him that he was good and hard working and so loyal to the Bank that a little thing like this wouldn’t matter.

‘The Old Man thinks the world of you, Chris, and you know it. And so do I, angel. You’ve got a marvellous character. Nobody can say you haven’t.’

They had ended the evening as they often did, passionately, clasped in each other’s arms. The cloud had passed. Chris admitted that Rose was right. It was silly to take any notice of the Old Man’s pinpricks. Fundamentally they were all good friends and of course he, Chris, would never do anything that could really tarnish the excellent name of Carfax.

Rose, waiting now for Christopher to get through the Customs and join her, felt again that warm glow of desire when she saw her husband. It would be marvellous to be with him once more. She was pleased when one of the many young men in transit, gave her a sidelong look as he passed; the sort of look that tells a woman that she has got something. Of course she knew that she had. Especially for Chris. He was always telling her so.

She felt already old at twenty-six but knew that was absurd. She was as slim and graceful as she had been at nineteen, when Chris met her for the first time at a cocktail party. She was exactly like her name, he had said, abandoning all the other girls at the party and remaining firmly at her side. An English Rose. She had that exquisite pink and white complexion so much admired and envied on the Continent; and with it abundant fair hair. It used to be short but now she wore it long in a becoming Grecian knot at the back, and brushed smoothly away from her forehead; she thought it gave her an interesting look which went down well in business. But it was her eyes which finally decided the young banker that he wanted his Rose and no other; they were quite grey – he assured her they were a charcoal grey: with long fair lashes which when she darkened them, looked entrancingly long. And not only was Rose beautiful but intelligent. She had proved herself a good business-woman. He adored her. They were both money-spinners and able to buy what they needed, within reason.

What more could they want? Nothing except this child whom old Ivor continually demanded. Rose felt perfectly happy except when she considered the business of motherhood. Lately she had begun to feel almost ashamed of herself about it.

Feeling unusually emotional, waiting to welcome her husband home, it even flashed across Rose’s mind that she ought for Chris’s sake, to waive her doubts and start a family right away. It would be rather romantic if they could conceive an infant this very night of reunion. She could picture her Christopher being excited and delighted by the idea – if she could bring herself to broach it. But, of course, she thought with a sigh, it would mean goodbye to her darling business. Interior decoration was such a personal show. Dear old Archie was really no good without her. It was always Mrs. Carfax who was asked for when it came to choosing the bits and pieces or arranging the rooms.

She couldn’t go on stalling, she supposed. She would be nearly twenty-seven when the first child was born and that, in the eyes of Chris’s father, was already a bit late.

He didn’t understand. Chris was right – Ivor lived too much in the past, the dear old thing. Christopher’s own mother had suffered because of Ivor’s Victorian outlook. He should have lived in the last century. Mrs. Carfax had had a succession of miscarriages, then two still-born children, before Chris finally arrived to delight his father. And after that, Angela Carfax had had one more child – a daughter, who was married and living in Canada.

Rose’s mother-in-law, who had been a sweet gentle creature had died two years ago of that foul disease, the name of which the Carfax family was never allowed to mention. Once, the Old Man had hinted that it was a tragedy his wife had not lived to see a grandchild born. This made Rose feel guilty and embarrassed Chris.

Maybe she wasn’t maternal because she, herself, had never known a mother’s love. Her own parents had been killed when she was only four. They had been flying back from a visit to friends in South Africa. Rose had been adopted by her father’s brother, Sir Humphrey Tarn, a retired politician. He owned a beautiful Jacobean house near Beaconsfield where the Tarn family had lived for the last three hundred years.

Rose was devoted to Uncle Humph, as she called him, and he adored her; but she had never quite made the grade with her aunt. Pamela Tarn was dutiful but unaffectionate; one of those unfortunate worthy women who spend their lives performing good deeds; uphold the church and all its charities, work themselves to a standstill for strangers in need, forgetting what is wanted by those inside their own homes. Right from the start, when Rose was a lovely tempestuous child, she had found Aunt Pamela unsympathetic and difficult. Uncle Humph was always having to be a go-between. After she grew older, Rose saw for herself that the poor man was henpecked and defeated by this wife who was considered a saint in the village and could be such a devil in her home. She was so bitterly disapproving of those who fell short of her standards. Bitterly opposed to sex being either mentioned or acknowledged as a natural part of a man’s or woman’s daily life. Certainly not a woman’s!

When Rose was first married they used to discuss Aunt Pam’s sex-life with some amusement.

‘I’m sure poor Uncle Humph has never known the sweets of true love, and my cousin Mary must have been conceived in absolute loathing of the act.’

And that, of course, was why Mary had ‘gone off the rails’ soon after her coming-of-age. She had been so strictly watched and brought up, she had fallen for the first man who seriously made love to her. He was married – and not even her own social class. There had been an awful scandal. Rose who felt sorry for her pale, thin, rather unattractive cousin, with her weak disposition and frustrated passions – had felt herself to be fortunate because she, personally, managed to escape from Aunt Pamela into a happy marriage. Aunt Pam had approved of Chris because the Carfax Bank meant something in her snobbish mind, but she had always been rather jealous of her husband’s fondness for Rose. Since her marriage, Rose had seen little of her relatives and only when obliged to, did she and Chris go down to stay at Beaconsfield. It was too chilly and unfriendly an atmosphere to suit Christopher. He was essentially a gay friendly person.

While they were with the Tarns one evening Aunt Pamela had brought herself to mention the fact that it was time Rose had a child.

She had added that she and Uncle Humphrey found the big house rather empty nowadays and would welcome the patter of little feet! A concession from her ladyship!

Rose laughed it off and hadn’t dared remind Aunt Pamela that she had two grandchildren if she would only accept them. But poor Mary had never been allowed to return to the Old Manor, because her two children were illegitimate Aunt Pamela shrivelled at the mere mention of them, although Rose knew that Uncle Humph saw both Mary and his two grandsons from time to time, and helped the couple financially.

He, himself, had been desperately disappointed because his daughter had done this thing. But he loved her and for her sake accepted the man to whom she had gone, and with whom she was living, as her mother put it, in sin.

Rose, once she was married, had also visited her cousin. Mary was almost like a sister to her. And the man, Ron Parkinson, was immensely kind – a rough-diamond but gentle and touchingly devoted to Mary. He was not unsuccessful either, doing quite well in a Television and Radio business he and a friend had started. But even Rose, easy-going though she was, shared Aunt Pamela’s disapproval over the children. They were illegitimate because Ron’s wife persistently refused to divorce him, and it was not fair on them.

Mary kept urging Rose to have a family. Rose’s greatest friend, Catherine Parrish who had been at Roedean with her, had also planted another seed in Rose’s mind which had grown none too pleasantly into a great big doubt that disturbed her conscience.

‘Rose, darling, aren’t you afraid you might lose your husband one day if you go on with this no-baby business?’

Cathy Parrish was Rose’s opposite type; although married to an impecunious overworked doctor, she had already produced three boys, lived in a huge rambling country house in an out-of the-way village in Somerset, and didn’t seem to mind pinching and scraping in order to send the boys to a good school. Cathy was sublimely content, but Rose argued that it took all sorts to make a world and that she just wasn’t made that way. As for losing her husband – why should she? Christopher had agreed that they should delay having a family. Besides – she gave him so much else: she paid many of the bills, which meant that he was in a position to buy himself a much bigger car and lead a much more luxurious life than he would have done if she had been as penniless as Cathy. They were great friends and good lovers. Why should she lose him?

‘I don’t say you will,’ Catherine had qualified her warning. ‘But I do think a child binds a marriage.’

At this Rose had laughed and made one of her gay frothy answers:

‘If a couple fall out, children are about as binding as nails in wood that has gone rotten; once a marriage rots – it will rot, children or no children. The little nails will just drop out.’

Cathy had laughed too. But while Chris was away in the South of France, Rose had done some more thinking. She began to wonder whether Cathy was right about the baby.

As for losing him, she had never had cause to be jealous. One of the things he most liked, so he always told her, was her logical mind – her almost male way of thinking. Perhaps it was because she was in business and hadn’t time for petty jealousies or neuroses of any kind. She was a loyal decent person herself, and accepted Chris as being the same. It never entered her head, for instance, to suspect him of infidelity when he was away from her. She was quite sure he never had been unfaithful, any more than she had been to him, despite the fact that they were both attractive to the opposite sex, and both had their chances. No, she did not worry about Chris on that score. What Cathy said about having a baby had hardly worried her. Then a less friendly woman had discussed Chris’s personal secretary.

‘I wouldn’t like my husband to take such a nice looking girl away with him on business trips, darling; like yours does.’

Rose had laughed. She speedily squashed that piece of bitchery.

‘My dear, Miss Vine has been with Chris ever since he started at the bank and was there a year before him. She worked for his father. She is two years older than Chris – and he doesn’t find her at all attractive that way, I assure you. She is not bad looking but nothing unusual and Chris says she is quite a bore apart from her excellence as his P.A. She is a first class shorthand-typist and frightfully efficient. He says he doesn’t know how he would get on without her. He’s got a frightful memory. She remembers everything for him. But she is not the glamorous sort of creature who should cause me a sleepless night, I assure you.’

That was what Rose had said and what she felt. And so sure was she of Chris that the stupid woman’s ugly remark had slipped her memory until at least two days afterwards when she had suddenly remembered it, and joked over it with Chris.

She had been in the bath. He was in bed and she had called out to him and told him what had been said.

‘Was she right?’ Rose had giggled. ‘Ought I to be churning up the water and plotting poisons? Is Joanna Vine your girlfriend, darling?’

He had called back:

‘For God’s sake whoever suggested any such thing?’

‘Betty Portland.’

‘Betty Portland is a spiteful bitch who can’t keep her own husbands – she has had three – and envies you yours.’

Trailing her long slim fingers in the water, Rose regarded her naked shapely body with some vanity. She felt the bright glow of possession of the handsome young man who awaited her in the large double bed in which they were nightly sequestered from the world, safe in each other’s embrace.

She said:

‘Well, I must say if I was going to be at all jealous of you, sweetie, it wouldn’t be of dear Miss Vine. Didn’t you tell me the other day that she was nearly twenty-nine? I know how hard she works and that she is devoted to you – she may even be a little bit in love, for all I know; but I am sure you are not with her.’

There had been silence from the bedroom. Rose called out again:

‘Chris, did you hear me?’

His answer came on the crest of a yawn.

‘Sweetie, don’t waste time talking about Joanna Vine. Come to bed.’

Once there, threading her fingers through his thick hair, then running them down his smooth long back, enjoying the warm masculinity that never failed to stir her, she brought up the subject of Miss Vine again.

‘Why isn’t that girl married or engaged? I sometimes wonder. She may be a bore but she has a nice nature from what you say – and marvellous eyes. You once said so, yourself. The spaniel type – you know those sort of beseeching slavish eyes. She is a bit of a slave. “Yes, Mr. Carfax.” “No, Mr. Carfax,” You can almost see her wagging her tail when you sling her an order.’

Chris grinned and winked one eye:

‘Who’s being the bitch now? I wouldn’t have said Jo Vine was exactly a fawner. She has a bit more character than that.’

Rose turned, switched out the lamp and snuggled into his arms.

‘You don’t want to go to bed with her anyhow, do you?’ she asked sleepily.

‘I don’t want to go to bed with anyone but you,’ he said.

She never thought about Betty Portland’s nasty insinuation again. No – she trusted Chris absolutely. He had asked her to fly over to Nice and join him in La Napoule. The Greek financier, Constantine Pakadis, generally sailed into Monte Carlo harbour – or Cannes – for a month in the summer, and took up residence in the gorgeous villa which he owned in the hills just above La Napoule. He was one of Christopher’s wealthiest and most important clients. Christopher had had a marvellous time with him down there on the Côte d’Azur and repeatedly phoned Rose and begged her to join them. But she hadn’t been able to get away. She had already planned and booked her own holiday with Chris for later in the year – they were going to Majorca in September. When the Old Man insisted upon Chris flying down to the sun to get fit, Rose found it quite impossible to go with him. Archie was away on his own summer holiday. She had to run the show.

She had actually felt quite envious when Miss Vine herself flew to La Napoule for a couple of days. Chris had important business on hand and Miss Vine had had to pick up some papers in Paris and take them to him.

She often did things like that. She accompanied Chris by plane to all kinds of places. She was his right hand. And Rose was glad of it. It was good for Chris to have a solid sensible well-tried secretary like Miss Vine rather than one of these little ‘floosies’ such as some of the ‘tycoons’ employed more for the shape of their legs than their efficiency. She hadn’t seen Miss Vine since she came back to the London office but had spoken to her on the phone.

‘How is my husband, Jo?’ Rose had asked her. Everybody called her Jo.

Miss Vine answered in that rather low-pitched slow voice of hers:

‘Very much better, Mrs. Carfax. I would say the sea and sun have done the trick and he has pulled up completely.’

‘Did you enjoy your forty-eight hours? I hope they didn’t make you work all the time.’

‘Thank you – I managed to swim once and they took me to the Casino in Cannes last night. I mean, Mr. and Mrs. Pakadis and Mr. Carfax took me. I also went on board the yacht – Solange. It was fabulous.’

She said nothing else, save that Chris had sent his love to his wife and a colossal bunch of those heavenly carnations which grow so profusely in the South of France. Miss Vine had brought them over on the plane with her.

If Rose thought about Joanna Vine at all, it was to pity her. Being a career woman with her own attractive business and having a wonderful husband and a home was one thing; being a hard worked secretary at somebody’s beck and call all day, another. As for her home life, so far as Rose knew, Joanna’s was far from happy. She travelled to and from the suburbs every day – Streatham or some such place – had an invalid mother and an older sister with a husband who had been in a car accident, and was permanently disabled; and with four children on her hands. The sister, like Joanna, also worked in an office to keep body and soul together. The whole family lived under one roof. What hell it must be! But Chris said Miss Vine never complained and never missed a day at the bank. It must have been quite a treat for the poor girl to spend forty-eight hours in the villa of a Greek millionaire.

Now Rose saw Chris walking through the entrance into the main lounge; suitcase in one hand, attaché case in the other. He looked bronzed and fit and her heart leapt again at the sight of him.

She rushed up to him:

‘Oh, hello!’ she said joyfully.

‘Hello, darling,’ he replied.

She lifted her eager lips. There were crowds milling around them. She barely noticed it when he avoided her kiss by turning his head. It was only when they were in the car which she had parked ready to drive him back to London that she noticed the subtle change. She could see that he looked neither well nor rested in spite of his tan. He seemed even to find it difficult to smile or respond to her gay welcome.

He had taken the wheel. They were driving down the busy road, well on their way, before she stopped chattering and gave him a puzzled look.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ she asked suddenly.

‘Nothing. What should be wrong?’

She might have accepted this if her shrewd inquiring gaze hadn’t continued to probe. Now she noticed that his face was reddening. It was a slow spreading blush that burned right through the tan then slowly died away again.

She had never in her life seen Chris blush before. He did not look at her, but straight ahead. His lips were grim. She was quite shocked. So shocked that for a moment she did not speak again. Then she said, quietly:

‘Well, well! Something has happened. What’s it all about’ darling?’


TWO

Christopher walked up and down the room while Rose unpacked his suitcase. He watched her out of the corners of his eyes as she performed the cosy wifely task – replacing clean shirts and pyjamas in the drawers of the tallboy, and making a pile of the dirty linen.

They had arrived back home half an hour ago. Christopher had mixed the gin and French which they both liked and brought the glasses up to his dressing room. So far as Rose was concerned it had been a curiously unsatisfactory drive from the airport. All her warm enthusiasm seemed to have vanished, leaving in place a curious feeling of uneasiness. But Chris wouldn’t ‘come clean’. He kept telling her that nothing whatsoever was wrong. Finally he snapped:

‘For God’s sake, pipe down, sweetie. What’s turned you into a Grand Inquisitor?’

‘You blushed when I first put you to The Question,’ she said promptly.

That had brought a fresh denial from him.

‘Don’t be a clot, darling; I went red because I was ruddy hot. It was stifling in that plane. The first class was crowded. The tourist section must have been hell. When I left Nice it was eighty degrees there.’

She stopped questioning him but all through their conversation during the drive back to their house, she brooded. He had a lot to say about the wonderful weather and bathing; Constantine’s stunning yacht and equally stunning new wife, Solange, who was a young French girl – his third venture into matrimony. He had a lot to say also about the superb villa. He had eaten far too much rich food and drunk too much champagne. All the same he felt better in health so Rose need not worry about him. He was quite ready to get back to work.

Then he had asked her what she had been doing. She gave him the latest news about the business and told him a bit about how she had spent her leisure time. Archie had twice taken her to the theatre. Uncle Humph had come up and given her lunch at his Club. She had driven last week-end down to stay with poor Mary and been glad to get back to the elegance of the little house in Clareville Grove. It was always bedlam in Mary’s establishment with her noisy children, and dreary atmosphere of make-do-and-mend.

‘I missed you terribly, darling,’ she told Chris, to which he had patted her knee, keeping his eyes on the road, and answered with warmth:

‘I missed you too, sweetie.’

He seemed genuinely glad to be home – said how attractive the house was looking; admired the way she had hung pots of pink ivy geraniums in wrought-iron holders all over the wall of their back garden which was little more than a yard; then asked if she had seen anything of his own family.

To this Rose replied:

‘The Old Man actually came into the showroom and asked me to help him choose some little antique as a wedding present. You know, the manager of the Threadneedle Bank has a daughter who is getting married. We’ve got to go to it by the way.’

Christopher grimaced.

‘I loathe weddings.’

‘Oh, I like them,’ said Rose.

‘They are always fun for women and murder for men.’

She tucked an arm through his and smiled up at him.

‘Was your own wedding “murder”?’

Then he smiled down at her and she felt with reviving enthusiasm that those very blue eyes of his looked at her with the old caressing tenderness.

‘It was an evil necessity, my sweet, but I put up with it for the sake of pinning you down.’

She brushed her cheek against his arm.

‘Most romantically put.’

He examined the row of invitation cards on the mantelpiece. She told him which she had accepted and which refused. For a moment only she diverted her attention from him, and went into the kitchen to ask Astrid to serve dinner at eight. She returned to the drawing room which was at the back of the house facing their garden. She found that Chris had walked out through the French windows and was looking at the geraniums. His back seemed curiously stiff and uncompromising. Whatever he had to say about ‘nothing being wrong’, she was still inclined to believe that something had upset him. She knew him so well. She presumed that in time he would tell her. It couldn’t be very important.

She felt happy again. How she loved this little house. She was proud of her own good taste. The decor pleased her. The paint in here was white and the walls papered in pale tobacco-brown; the curtains were a glorious chintz of the same colour with a motif of large white flowers; the furniture was mostly Regency; the mantelpiece, carved wood.

Rose had found beautiful Chinese blue porcelains for ornament and reproduced it again in the brilliant blue sofa and cushions.

Over the fireplace there hung a glorious oil painting by a French contemporary artist – a gay market scene in Marseilles. In the far corner by the window on a marble stand, stood an enormous jar which she kept filled with flowers. She arranged them with professional fingers. Today there were some of the first delphiniums and dusty pink lupins, with a background of green beech-leaves.

On either side of the fireplace bookcases were let into the wall.

It was a charming room as well as an elegant one. Very tidy. The whole house was scrupulously clean and tidy. Everything was always in place. After Rose visited Mary or any of her friends who had children, she was usually struck by the essential difference between the orderliness in her house and the disorder in theirs. This evening as she contemplated it – and Christopher’s back – she felt again that sudden rather sensational urge to tell him she wished to give up all this artistic perfection and allow a child to revolutionize their lives. She caught her breath as her mind fastened on this thought. It would have far-reaching results.

The spare room would have to become a nursery. Astrid might not stay so Rose would have to find another foreign girl who would help with the baby. There would be a pram standing out in that tiny garden. And later on, all her treasures, so fragile, so valuable, would have to be put out of reach. Nobody kept a child in its own nursery these days.

It might even mean that they would have to leave Clareville Grove and take a place in the country. Christopher would ‘commute’. They would be called upon to make quite a few sacrifices, especially if the child were a boy – because he would have to go to Eton, like Chris – the Old Man might with luck step up Chris’s salary if a grandson should arrive. He was so bent on having grandchildren.

Christopher turned and started to walk back into the room. Rose’s heart began to beat rather fast. She didn’t feel as cool or composed as usual. But she decided to say nothing of her decision to enter into the fields of maternity until later on tonight.

Now, while they sipped their cocktails, and Rose unpacked, she talked about everything but the baby.

‘I suppose you saw your carnations in the hall? It was sweet of you sending them back with Jo.’

‘Oh, good,’ said Christopher vaguely.

‘I hope you gave poor Jo a bit of a holiday as well as work. I’m sure the poor gir I needed it.’

‘Yes, we took her out. Thanks for unpacking, darling. I think if you don’t mind I’ll have a quick bath and change. I feel sticky.’

The telephone bell rang.

Rose looked at the clock on Christopher’s tallboy.

‘That’ll be Archie. He’s been down to Ingatestone. We’re doing a little Regency house there for some people. I expect he wants to tell me how things have gone.’

Up went the corners of Christopher’s rather curly mouth. One of his greatest charms in Rose’s opinion was that big humorous mouth. When he smiled, the grin had a puckish quality. It saved Christopher from being too classically handsome and gave him character – like the lines in his forehead. She used to tell him to stop wrinkling his forehead and forming those furrows, but it was a habit he had never broken. Nowadays she liked it.

As she moved through the communicating door into their bedroom to answer the phone, Chris said:

‘Remember me to old Archie.’

‘O.K. darling.’

She rarely discussed Archie with her husband. They only tolerated each other. No two men could be more different. Christopher was rather highly strung, quick to think and act, and over-impulsive. And in other ways essentially masculine. If he had a hobby, it was squash. He played well, and belonged to the Grosvenor Club.

Archie was slow and shy, more gentle in approach and much more of an introvert. When Chris was excited he burst out with everything; he couldn’t really keep a secret. That was why Rose could feel happy in her belief that if Chris did not tell her things it was because he had nothing to tell. But Archie was deep and ultra-sensitive. Rose sometimes found it a bore. He was so easily hurt, and sometimes over-anxious to please.

Although Archie was ten years older than Rose, she often felt as though he was the one who had to be taken care of. She had grown fond of him even while she sometimes teased him (which she was sure drove the poor man crazy). He so obviously adored her. But, as she told Chris, it was ‘in the nicest way possible’ – Archie was a confirmed bachelor. But Chris pulled Archie’s leg about sex – and about Rose. There were moments when Rose felt sure poor Archie hated her gay, good-looking contented husband.

It was not Archie on the phone, but Joanna Vine.
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