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FOR MY SISTERS,
EVE AND ANNE,
WITH LOVE




CHAPTER I


1950


To Luisa, who had been away from England since the end of the war, Cavin Woods, as they were on this gentle, early Spring morning, seemed breathtakingly lovely. The soft, spongy moss was still damp with yesterday’s April shower, and the beech leaves, just unfurling, were yellow-green like unripened lemons. Underfoot the twigs and bracken of last year crackled and snapped beneath her light tread, and the shafts of sunlight filtering through the branches overhead, touched her face and hands with warm fingers.


“It’s beautiful!” she thought, inhaling the rich odour of damp leaves and earth. “I’ve longed for this and now I’m here, here for as long as I choose. And it’s mine – all mine.”


She felt strangely happy, content, at peace. Strange, because for the last three years she knew she had been numbed of all feeling. Purposefully, she had deadened them and allowed herself only those thoughts and actions and responses that were necessary for existence.


‘Boot!’ she called, and the black Labrador came bounding through the undergrowth, his tail swinging furiously to and fro, his eyes gazing at her adoringly.


Luisa smiled at the dog and stooped to pat him.


‘You haven’t forgotten me, have you, old fellow!’ she whispered. ‘Faithful old boy!’


Luisa walked on, the dog now following quietly at her heels as if aware of her mood of thoughtfulness, of retrospection.


“My life!” thought the girl. “What have I done with it since the war ended? Nothing – nothing – nothing! I’ve wasted three years; it’s taken me that amount of time to escape. And now I’m free.”


She forced herself to think of those years. Her parents having died suddenly just before the war ended, she had returned from her life as a V.A.D. to live with her aunt – her rich relative who offered her a home and security.


‘I want a companion, Luisa,’ she had said in her patronizing tone which she always used to ‘inferiors’. ‘In return, I’ll give you two pounds a week pocket-money and a luxurious life such as you’ve never dreamed about. A chance to meet some eligible young men with money, too. Now come, child, don’t hesitate. This is a chance in a lifetime for you. There isn’t a girl alive who wouldn’t jump at it.’


And yet Luisa hadn’t ‘jumped at the chance’. Perhaps some premonition had prompted her hesitation. Perhaps it was just a natural longing to stay on in the old vicarage where she had known such happy childhood days – stay among the comforting possessions that were part of her home.


‘May I think about it, Aunt Ellen?’


‘But my dear girl, what is there to think about? You haven’t a penny in the world – nothing but the old Vicarage and that bouncing great dog of yours. What will you do? How will you support yourself?’


‘I could get a job,’ Luisa had answered. ‘I’m a trained V.A.D., and the country needs nurses.’


‘A life of drudgery, my dear,’ her aunt had dismissed this idea with a wave of her lavender-gloved hand. ‘Besides, there’s the house itself. It’s in ruins. It needs repairs. You haven’t any money.’


‘I’ve my gratuities, Aunt,’ said Luisa, thinking, ‘You could easily afford to do up the house for me, with your thousands. But you wouldn’t do that. You never helped Mother and Father since Mother married “beneath her” as you called it. Just because you married into a title and money, you thought that could make Mother happy, too. But you were wrong. She was happy with Father. She loved him. They …’ she cut short her bitterness, remembering that in her own way, her Aunt was trying to help her now.


‘Much better sell the place and be rid of it. You’ll marry soon and then you won’t want it. At least you’ve got looks, child, even if you haven’t a penny. Not that you make the best of yourself. But we’ll soon see to that. I shall be spending the winter in Monte Carlo. We’ll get all your clothes there. At least we don’t have to be bothered with coupons …’


“But I don’t want to leave home!” Luisa had cried silently. ‘I don’t want to go.’ And yet even while her heart spoke the truth to her and her Aunt chattered on about clothes and hotels and the Casino, Luisa knew that she would have to go. Nursing wasn’t a paying career. She wouldn’t have enough to keep the Vicarage going. Besides, if she lived in a hospital, she couldn’t live here.


That was what she really wanted. To live here as she had done before the war – quietly with Mother and Father and Boot, looking after the garden and the orchard and the house. That, alas, was impossible. Money – or lack of it – made it impossible. But she wouldn’t sell the house. She’d let it – on a short lease – say three years with an option each way. That would mean a small income. And if she saved the salary her aunt was offering her, she might after three years be able to afford the repairs and find some local job in the village that would support her.


Finally, this had been arranged. The house had been let after she left England, to a young ex-Serviceman who was starting up a veterinary surgery. The idea pleased her, the Vicarage as a place for making dogs well again. She had wondered idly what the tenant was like. She had had one letter from him – curt but a kind letter which had brought her great happiness. It so happened that old Mrs Jennings who had done the weekly washing for the Vicarage, had agreed to look after Boot for her. But Boot had had other ideas, and every day, as soon as he was let out, he had returned to the Vicarage and lain there in his usual position just outside the front door, if it was fine, or just inside the hall if it was wet, until Mrs Jennings had come up to collect him. Only by chaining him up could Mrs Jennings keep him with her, and she didn’t like to do this. Two weeks after the new tenant had moved in, he had written saying:


Your dog haunts the house and it’s somewhat annoying to have Mrs Jennings constantly on my doorstep asking if I’ve seen him when I’m busy. Unless you have any objections, I suggest you let him live here as he seems to wish to do so.


The kitchen drain-pipe was leaking so I have had it repaired and will deduct the amount from the next quarter’s rent.


Yours truly,


Martyn Saunders.


The letter had both pleased and annoyed her. How dared he start repairing the house at her expense without asking her first. Then she had forgotten the drain-pipe in her pleasure at knowing Boot to be back where he wanted. Leaving the dog had been like leaving part of herself behind, and the thought that he was haunting the Vicarage had caused her several sleepless nights.


She had replied immediately saying that she would be most grateful if he would care for Boot for her, and that he could deduct ten shillings a week for Boot’s keep as this was what she had allowed Mrs Jennings. Perhaps from time to time he would be good enough to keep her informed of Boot’s health. She had not mentioned the drain-pipe. But he hadn’t written again until the last month before his three years’ lease came up for consideration.


By this time, Luisa knew that she could not bear another year like the preceding three. It was not that her aunt had been unkind or inconsiderate. Her demands on Luisa as a companion were relatively few. But it was the life she could not tolerate. The dreadful artificiality of this existence led by the rich in such places as Monte Carlo. The futile frittering away of time at endless cocktail parties, evenings in the Casino, small talk and flattery that meant nothing underneath. At first she had only naturally been thrilled by the novelty of everything. Her exotic rooms at the hotels they went to (Aunt Ellen never stayed in one place for more than a few months); the beautiful clothes which seemed to her, brought up as she was to simple living in comparative poverty, an unnecessary extravagance, were to her aunt part of her job.


‘My dear child, I’m not going around in the company of a badly dressed poor relation,’ she said. ‘What would everybody say?’


This expression, Luisa had soon discovered, was the key to Aunt Ellen’s existence. All that mattered to her was what other people would say, especially if they were titled, or very rich.


At first, she had almost enjoyed her life. Aunt Ellen, too, had been seemingly content with Luisa. There had been several invitations from rich young men who would not otherwise have been bothered with Aunt Ellen, but who wanted to get in with her for Luisa’s sake. She had, not unnaturally, been flattered at first by their attentions. It was a novelty to her to discover that she was considered beautiful by men, and that they were attracted to her. Then, when she came to know them better, she knew that their attentions were a poor compliment because they were, on the whole, so shallow and characterless, that their admiration could mean no more to her than the praise of an illiterate for a great writers’ works. By that she meant that none of them had any worthwhile values and were for the most part as useless to the world as her aunt.


But Luisa’s beauty was such that even while she took little pains to conceal her contempt for them, men still pursued her tirelessly. She had the kind of loveliness which they did not often find among their own set – a fresh passionate youthfulness and clear honest eyes that were nearly violet in their intense blueness. Her hair was naturally wavy, red-gold that did not come from clever dyes. Her skin was almost white and inclined to freckle in the sun, which added to her charm, for it made her look younger even than her twenty-four years. Her figure, too, was straight and slight and almost boyish with a tantalizing suspicion of awakening femininity about it.


Apart from her physical assets, Luisa also possessed for these rich, bored young men, another novelty – her unspoilt manner and complete lack of artificiality and sophistication. She could be young without being awkward; she could be poised and assured without being pretentious. She had, moreover, that air of promise which is seen in girls who have never been in love and are yet aware that it is there, in the future, waiting for them, and of their awaiting the right man to find the key to their hearts.


And so they pursued her, flattered her, proposed to her, and filled her life with meaningless empty offers of their undying devotion and admiration and love. Scornfully she turned them away, knowing only by her instinct that they knew nothing of the meaning of love as she would one day find it.


Aunt Ellen had at first applauded her on her skilful coquetry. She had refused to believe that Luisa was doing her utmost to put these men as far as possible out of her life. When, as Aunt Ellen put it, Luisa had turned down finally ‘three very good matches’ her aunt began to get annoyed.


‘What do you think I’ve brought you here for, Luisa? Just to have a good time? I’ve introduced you to hundreds of eligible young men and you just turn up your nose at them. Well, you can’t afford to, my girl. You’re penniless. The sooner you marry, and marry well, the better. I shan’t keep you for ever, you know.’


Luisa had turned from her in disgust seeing, for the first time, how thoroughly unpleasant her aunt was, wondering again and again how this could possibly be her mother’s own sister. Whatever the reason, she knew she could not go on as her aunt’s companion. Anything would be better than this.


And so her thoughts had turned to home, and she started counting the days until the lease was up and she might return to the Vicarage. Daily her need grew more great. She felt that only England and the fresh countryside could wash away the stains that all this had left on her; cleanse the bitterness and disgust of life and these people. She had now nearly five hundred pounds in the bank. The Vicarage had been let at three pounds a week and she had saved a pound a week since she had started out with her aunt. With that she could repair the house and live for a little while until she could find a job.


And so it was by numbing herself to all feeling that Luisa had survived the last few months. Then she had written to her tenant to tell him she intended to return.


She had not been prepared for the shock of the letter she received in reply – not from the man, Martyn Saunders, but from his solicitor, saying:


You are no doubt unaware of the regulations concerning unfurnished tenancies now in force in this country. As my client has leased the house at the unfurnished pre-war rental, he comes under the protection of the Rents Restrictions Act and cannot be turned out …


In an agony of disappointment, Luisa had rushed to an English solicitor who had explained that the facts in the letter were, in part, true, but that she could, if she required the house for her own use, get the present tenant out if he were offered alternative accommodation.


‘But there is nowhere else in the village,’ Luisa had cried. ‘Mrs Jennings wrote telling me that every nook and cranny was full. Oh, what am I going to do? This is awful, awful!’


‘Perhaps, if I may make a suggestion?’ asked the solicitor, affected by the girl’s obvious distress.


Luisa nodded her head.


‘If this house – it’s a Vicarage, isn’t it? – is fairly large, could you not have it made into two flats? You could then each have your own half.’


At first Luisa had rejected the idea. It was her home – hers, and she didn’t want a stranger living there. And then reason had come to the fore. If she continued to rent half the house, it would be an enormous help financially. Besides which the Vicarage was far too big for herself alone. She would have had to close a number of the rooms anyway. She could afford the alterations and it would pay her in the end.


‘This tenant, is he the sort of person who will agree to such a suggestion?’


Luisa came back to the present. She shook her head.


‘I don’t know. I don’t know anything about him, except that he’s an ex-Serviceman, and a vet. He uses the house as his surgery. I’ll write.’


She had written, explaining at length how the house would divide. There were two bathrooms – a big scullery which would make a second kitchen. Each of them could have four rooms, two up and two down. They need not even use the same staircase. The Vicarage was old and rambling and would convert easily into two separate parts …


The answer had come a week later. Martyn Saunders had agreed to the arrangement. They would discuss further details on her return home.


And so she had left her aunt, trying as best she could to thank her for the three years of luxury living among the rich and elite, three years which she hated, and this morning she had arrived home. Mrs Jennings had been there to greet her; had explained that Mr Saunders was out on his rounds but that her luggage which had arrived last night was up in her rooms and all unpacked.


‘That was sweet of you, Mrs Jennings,’ Luisa said. ‘Then I think I’ll have a bath and change and go for a walk with Boot.’


‘Have this cup of coffee first,’ said Mrs Jennings, and patting Luisa’s arm, she added: ‘It’s Mr Saunders’ coffee and milk. I took the liberty. Still, I don’t s’pose he’d mind. Easy going, he is, s’long as you leave him alone. Odd young gentleman. I expect it’s all them years in a prison camp – and his hand.’


‘Was he a P.O.W.?’ Luisa asked, as she sipped the coffee gratefully.


‘Four years, I believe. Never talks about it though. Still, my sister’s boy was a prisoner of war, too, and he don’t talk about it neither. He it was what told us Mr Saunders was in the same camp as hisself. Tortured, Jim says he was, too. But never told nothing. I dare say that accounts for him,’ finished Mrs Jennings.


Not very enlightened as to her tenant, but not really wishing to be, Luisa had gone upstairs to have her bath, Boot following faithfully in her footsteps. She was tired of men and their attentions. She didn’t want anything to do with them and if this Mr Saunders started following her around she’d – she’d get him out of this house somehow or other. All she wanted now was peace and quiet – time to readjust herself, to become herself again. And then, later, she would find a job. She put Martyn Saunders out of her mind, and with a little cry of delight, opened the door of the Vicarage and started off for the woods.


Martyn Saunders drove carefully along the lane that led to the road, his last call finished, for which he was thankful. It was nearly lunch time and Mrs Jennings’ lunches were too good to be missed. A bit of luck finding her, he thought.


His mind swung away to the Alsatian he’d just been treating for hysteria fits. Nasty, but he’ll pull through with care. Tricky animals to rear, he thought. Funny how people always imagine they are ferocious. No dog is really, if he’s treated right. Any dog will be if he’s treated wrong. Not that I’ve ever been particularly fond of Alsatians.


They reminded him of German patrol dogs … his mind swerved quickly away from those memories. No, give me Labrador, he thought. Like old Boot there. Faithful old hound. He still won’t accept me as his master. Still hankering after that girl, I suppose. Heartless little brute gadding off to Monte Carlo and leaving him behind with the char. Still, they’re all the same. The more money they have, the less heart. Take Betty …


His mind turned again. He didn’t want to think about Betty now. He’d almost succeeded in forgetting her. There was something about this village – a certain sort of peace one could find here. It was like living in a tiny world inside a world. One could escape down here. He didn’t stop to ask himself from what he wanted to escape. The war, Betty, the post-war world – they were things he refused to allow himself to remember. But it wasn’t so easy to forget. There was his arm to start with. It took time to get accustomed to having only one hand. Dreadful handicap to his work. But then he’d managed. He’d defied the lot of them. He’d proved it could be done.


A fierce pride of exultation surged through him, and he gave a short, happy laugh.


“I can drive, too,” he thought. “I can do most things now.”


He looked at his arm; at the sleeve of his coat where it was tucked into his pocket.


“I couldn’t have looked there this time last year,” he thought. “I’m improving. And nobody notices it much now. Everyone in the village is so used to it. Only a stranger would stare – like Betty when she looked and looked and turned her head away. Damn her! Damn her for her beastly pity and her silly squeamish …”


He caught himself up, aware that his one hand was trembling on the wheel.


“I don’t mind about Betty,” he told himself quietly. “I’m glad we broke our engagement – that she broke it …” he corrected himself with a bitter quirk to his lips. “She’d never have made a vet’s wife with her horror of blood and deformity and anything unpleasant. Funny she never told me before. She knew I meant to become a vet. Well, I hope she’s happy with that silly film crowd she works with. No doubt she’ll make a great film star. She’s beautiful enough, God knows …”


He bit his lip, angry that for once he could not put Betty from his mind so easily. His anger turned to the girl who was supposed to be arriving to-day.


“It’s a confounded nuisance,” he thought. “What on earth does she want here, anyway, with all that money? Why couldn’t she stay at Monte Carlo or wherever she was? Currency restrictions, I suppose. Well, I’ve no doubt she won’t stay here long. Too dull. Nothing to do. No parties. No drink. No young men – except one deformed veterinary surgeon. Perhaps she’s hoping to amuse herself with me. What was it Betty had once said? ‘Oh, but Martyn, I have been faithful to you – in every way. It’s just that, well, you can’t expect a girl like me never even to go out with a man, can you? I mean, you can’t be jealous of just a few friends and an odd kiss good night. It didn’t mean anything.’ No, not to Betty perhaps, but it meant something to him who had thought of little else for four long, bitter, torturing years. It had all been for Betty. He had only lived through it because one day, one day he would be back with her. Because he had faith in her and thought her worth everything …


That had been the worst of all – the discovery that she was not worth it. That had seemed to him the cruellest part – the bitter knowledge that he had been suffering for and worshipping a shallow, silly pretty young girl who had, yes, enjoyed the war. ‘Really, Martyn, it was quite fun with all those American boys – except that I missed you, of course, darling. Positively heaps of drink and cigarettes – hand me one, darling … oh, I forgot. Never mind, I’ll light yours for you.’ And she had taken the packet of cigarettes from him as if he were unable to light one himself, or for her. He could have forgiven that, but not the way she thought about his hand – the other hand – the one that they had pulled slowly away from his wrist, finger by finger, joint by joint …


And this woman who was invading his home, Martyn thought. What would she say, if she got the chance to say anything, for he intended to keep well out of her way. ‘Oh, I didn’t know … I’m so sorry.’ Or, ‘If there’s anything I can do to help, I mean …’ Innuendoes – always. They never said it outright. They never said, like sensible Mrs Jennings: ‘Oh, lawks, you’ll have a job to manage without one hand. Do you miss it much, Mr Saunders, sir?’ To which one could reply without hurt, ‘A bit. But I’m getting used to it now.’


Martyn turned the car into the Vicarage drive and the expression on his face softened a little.


“You take things too seriously, Martyn, my boy,” he told himself. “You think too much. Don’t think. Except about lunch. I hope it’s shepherd’s pie …”


His arm swerved suddenly on the wheel as a black streak shot across the drive nearly under his car. He swore softly, and then recognized Boot as the car came to a standstill, one wheel on the turf bordering the drive. His fright had shaken him and for one moment he thought he had hit that black shadow.


‘You silly fool, Boot!’ he said roughly, opening the car door and stooping to pat the dog on the head. ‘It’s not like you to rush madly about like that, I …’


‘I’m afraid it’s my fault. I raced him home and he got rather excited. He’s all right, isn’t he? He’s not hurt?’


Luisa, who had seen the near accident, had come running up the drive and was standing now by the car, her cheeks flushed, her hair blowing in disarray over her shoulders. She was wearing an old tweed skirt and loose sweater which she had had when she was eighteen, and she looked now very little older. Martyn stared at her, her beauty knocking away from him the angry words that had risen to his lips. He could only stare, wondering stupidly who she was. He’d never seen her in the village before.


Luisa, disconcerted by his penetrating glance, felt that she must say something. She supposed this was her tenant – this dark, glowering young man behind the wheel. Nobody else in the village had a car.


‘I – you are Mr Saunders?’ she asked, after a painful silence.


He nodded, dragging his gaze away from her and reaching into the pocket of his tweed jacket for a packet of cigarettes. He shook one into his mouth, put the packet down and felt again for his lighter. As he did so, he became aware again of the girl and knew she was staring at him.


Quite suddenly, anger caught hold of him. He didn’t stop to analyse the reason except to know it had something to do with this girl’s beauty. It reminded him of Betty. No one since he had known and loved Betty had had the power to touch him – the loveliness to twist his heart-strings into a painful knot of remembrance.


His face was distorted and his voice harsh as he said:


‘Well, don’t stand there staring, girl. I’ve only got one hand. Is there anything so unusual in that?’


The colour rushed into Luisa’s face at his tone. Then receded, leaving her pale and quiet.


‘Nothing at all unusual,’ she said on a deep breath. ‘But there is about your manners. You have no right and no cause to be so rude.’


And she turned away and ran, Boot following at her heels, back into the woods.




CHAPTER II


Martyn drove the car back the short distance to the house and went slowly in to lunch.


“What in heaven’s name possessed me to behave like that?” he thought, feeling that he had made an unutterable fool of himself. “I suppose it was just – shock, or something. Why didn’t somebody warn me she was like that? I didn’t expect … oh, confound everything! Why couldn’t she be just plain and ordinary and comfortable?”


For Martyn knew that he could never be at ease with a girl like Luisa. She brought back the past far too vividly. She was an echo of Betty – of all the pain he had suffered loving and hating her.


Mrs Jennings came in with his lunch and a smile softened Martyn’s face, making him suddenly young and attractive. His face, in repose, was strikingly handsome. It was only when the hard lines gathered about his mouth and face, his lips twisted, his eyes darkening from deep brown to near black, that he changed to something else. As Luisa had unthinkingly described him, he ‘glowered’ and looked both hard and cruel. And yet cruelty was far from Martyn’s nature. It hurt him almost physically to have to see an animal suffering in treatment. It was only himself he flayed, and others who encroached on the sealed bitterness of his heart.


But now he smiled, for Mrs Jennings was a kind, motherly soul who never bothered him. Moreover, she now carried in his favourite dish – shepherd’s pie.


‘Smells good!’ he said, as she put the dish before him.


‘Should be, too,’ she agreed. ‘There were three calls for you, Mr Saunders, sir, while you was out. One from the farm about their cow. Farmer thinks she’ll have difficulty calving and he expects it to-night and says would you go along, sir, to see what you think. Other call was from White House. The Cairn’s ill again. And Miss Mott about her cat.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Jennings,’ said Martyn. ‘I’ll see to it after lunch. You know, I really begin to think I’ll have to get an assistant or a secretary or something. I’ve far more work on my hands than I can cope with, and when you’ve left after lunch, there’s nobody to answer the telephone in emergencies.’


‘You could do with help,’ agreed Mrs Jennings. ‘The practice is growing. Never thought it would, you know. People in these parts always treated their own animals. It’s a feather in your cap, sir, if I may say so. Particularly that there Farmer Mills. Never thought to hear him ask for help, I didn’t.’


‘It’s not been easy,’ said Martyn reflectively; ‘but I’ve enjoyed the struggle. Something to make me work and stop me thinking too much about myself.’


Mrs Jennings turned to go but remembered another message.


‘Miss Luisa asked me to tell you she wanted to see you when you’d finished lunch, sir. About the house. She’ll be in the back parlour.’


“Oh blast!” thought Martyn, as he started his meal. “Now I suppose she’ll demand an apology or something. And why must she bother me about the house? That’s her job. Doesn’t she realize I’m busy? Well, I shan’t go.”


But he knew he must, and his meal over, he lit a pipe and still feeling resentful at being summoned like a naughty schoolboy to apologize to a parent, he went along to the parlour and knocked on the door.


Luisa, who had been thinking a great deal about this very odd young man and her encounter with him by the car, had decided that this first meeting was best ignored. Mrs Jennings had warned her he was ‘touchy’. She recalled, too, that he was ‘easy going’ so long as you left him alone. Very well, she thought. That suits me too. I don’t want him bothering me any more than he wants me interfering. But I must see him about the house and make the necessary arrangements. I’ll get that over and then we really needn’t see each other except to say good morning if we pass in the doorway or something.


She was making a little list of the things she must discuss with him when he came in. She did not get up from her chair but turned to face him, her eyes avoiding his.


‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ she began awkwardly, ‘but I’m afraid there are one or two things we must settle. Mrs Jennings’ wages, for instance. I understand you employ her to clean and cook for you. I intend to do my own cleaning but Mrs Jennings has agreed to cook for me, too. She seems to think it would be easier if we pooled rations. We’d eat separately, of course. Would you have any objection to this plan?’


Martyn stared at her, shaken out of his resentment when he realized that she did not after all mean him to apologize. He stood awkwardly looking down at her, feeling that in some way she had had the better of him so far.


‘No, I don’t mind,’ he said. ‘I presume it will only be a temporary measure?’


She looked up at him then, not understanding his question.


‘I mean, you … will you be staying here long?’ Martyn asked.


‘Always!’ Luisa said firmly and definitely. ‘This is my home. Why should you suppose I wish to leave it?’


A smile that was almost scornful flickered across Martyn’s face.


‘Won’t you find it “frightfully dull” after Monte Carlo?’


The tone of his voice – the clever mimicry of the boredom about those words ‘frightfully dull’ that could only refer to the set she had been mixing with – Aunt Ellen’s ‘rich and elite’ – came like a sudden insult. So he thought she was one of that crowd. Luisa’s lips tightened and her face flushed with anger.


‘I see no need to discuss my personal affairs,’ she said pointedly. ‘But since you have mentioned it, I have been in Monte Carlo because my financial state forced me to take a job with my aunt as her companion. I hated it. I’ll never go back. Thanks to the rent you’ve been paying, I have enough money to see to the house and then I shall get a job.’


‘What sort of job?’


“Now why did I ask her that?” thought Martyn. “To provoke her? I’m not really interested. Still, I’ve boobed, obviously. She’s not an ex-débutante after all.”


‘I really don’t know,’ Luisa answered coldly. ‘The only job I can do is nursing, but I don’t wish to leave my home to live in a hospital. I shall find some local work. I might even go on the land.’


‘With those hands?’ Martyn queried, before he could stop himself.


Luisa clenched the small white hands with their carefully manicured fingertips and the Irish temper she had inherited from her father’s side rose inside her.


‘Since I have arrived home, I have had the pleasure of talking to you exactly twice so far,’ she said in an icy tone. ‘In that short space of time, you have been exceedingly rude and insulting three times. Quite a record. But although it may amuse you, it doesn’t amuse me. Now shall we get down to business and then we needn’t bore each other with our company any longer.’


“She’s right,” thought Martyn. “I’ve been behaving disgracefully. She’s got a temper though – and she can control it.” Reluctantly he allowed himself to feel a twinge of admiration.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said briefly and with difficulty.


He sounded so unexpectedly like a small repentant boy, that Louisa’s anger left her as abruptly as it had come. “I must remember,” she told herself, “that my arrival home is a nuisance to him. It’s really only by his good will that I’m here at all. And his money,” she thought, recalling the weekly rent that had been paid into her bank.


‘About the house,’ she said. ‘I intend to get the conversion started right away …’


‘Do you think you’ll get a licence so easily?’ Martyn broke in.


‘Why not?’ Luisa asked in surprise.


‘Well, I gather these things take time. There’s a lot of form filling and it goes through about fifty government departments and even if they do agree to it, you’ll have to wait for materials and so on.’


‘I see,’ said Luisa. She hadn’t known about such things. She’d been away from England too long. ‘Well, I suppose it can wait.’


‘And in the meantime?’ Martyn asked.


‘We must just manage as best we can,’ said Luisa quietly. ‘I assure you I shan’t encroach on you.’


‘That’s not the point. What are the village going to say?’


Luisa frowned.


‘The village? I don’t understand.’


‘A young unmarried girl alone in the vicarage with a young unmarried man …’


‘That’s nonsense,’ Luisa broke in, her cheeks flushing as the implication of his remarks reached her. ‘Why, who would … I mean, they couldn’t possibly think … well, even if they did, it’s just ridiculous.’


‘Maybe your reputation isn’t important to you. Mine is. I work in this village and my livelihood depends on it. You know what village people are like.’


His words were provoking enough to rouse even a less spirited person than Luisa. A swift retort rose to her lips but she forced herself to ignore it. She did not intend to defend herself against such a person. He was best ignored. But her heart cried out against such injustice. He had no reason, could have no reason to treat her in this way. What had she done? Or perhaps it had nothing to do with her. Perhaps he was quite simply a misogynist. Without thinking, she said impulsively:


‘Why do you hate women so much, Mr Saunders?’


She knew immediately that she had touched him on the raw, and momentarily was glad. Then, seeing the expression of his eyes, an expression of bitter pain and humiliation, she realized that unwillingly she had touched a wound still raw in him. Some girl, she thought intuitively. He’s been hurt. That explains everything. Perhaps she left him because of his hand. How he must hate her. How he must hate any woman now.


He had not spoken and a painful silence had fallen between them. Luisa sought desperately for words to break it.


‘I – I’m afraid I’m interfering in your personal affairs now. I’m sorry. But you … look, let’s get back to this business of the house and … I’ll ask Mrs Jennings if she could come and live here. With her as a “chaperone” no one could gossip.’


Martyn’s voice was quiet and his face softened by her words. She had known she had hurt him – even if he’d deserved it – and she was sorry. He’s been churlish and insulting and, really, it was quite unwarranted. With a great effort, he held out his hand, saying:


‘I’m afraid we’ve started off on the wrong foot. It was my fault. I’m sorry. Let’s start all over again.’


Luisa responded immediately, and her hand was clasped in his for a brief instant. During that time, she thought, “we could be friends, once we learnt to understand each other. I might even be able to help him somehow. He’s not bad underneath. He’s even quite attractive when he smiles.”


But her feeling was impersonal … sexless. She had had far too much to do with attractive young men showering attentions on her, trying to hold her hand, to kiss her, to make love to her – men she despised, whose attentions she despised so that now she had come to hate all thought of physical contact with a man. And because of this, her idea of love was always of a spiritual and mental emotion. When she fell in love, it would be as far removed from the physical plane as the sun from the earth. So thought Luisa who hadn’t yet learned that her nature was such that one day she would love as passionately as any woman; that for her love would be the perfect combination of spiritual understanding and passionate adoration. Hers was the nature that could only love deeply, fully, with every fibre of her being.


‘About Mrs Jennings,’ Martyn was saying. ‘I’m afraid we won’t be able to have her. I asked her some time ago if she could come here as a housekeeper, but she has an aged invalid mother at home, apparently. Do you know anyone else in the village who might come?’


‘I don’t think I do,’ Luisa said, after some thought.


‘Then have you a friend, or cousin or relative who would come?’


‘I have no relations,’ Luisa said, and with a sudden laugh, ‘except my Aunt Ellen, and I wouldn’t have her if every village in England were gossiping about us. But wait a moment – I’ve a friend in London. She wrote to me a few weeks ago saying she had just finished her training and was going to have a long holiday before finding a job. She might come here temporarily. She’s a secretary, or will be. She’s young, though, only twenty-five. Would she be considered a chaperone?’


‘I don’t see why not,’ Martyn agreed, and then an idea suddenly striking him, he said: ‘You know, I’ve got to get an assistant some time soon. I’ve far more work on my hands than I can manage. But, meantime, until I do find someone suitable, perhaps this friend of yours would act as secretary for me – answer ’phone calls and keep accounts and so on. I could pay her – not much, but a little, and it would be training for her, too.’


Luisa’s eyes shone.


‘I’m sure she’d love that. She’s crazy about animals. She wanted to be a vet, too, but the war came at the wrong time for her, and because she’d started training before the war as a secretary, she couldn’t get a government grant for anything else, and she couldn’t afford it herself. She’d be an enormous help, I’m sure.’


‘Well, if you’d write or telephone, or something,’ Martyn said vaguely. ‘Then we’ll know where we are. Meantime, perhaps Mrs Jennings could stay a night or two and find someone to look after her mother.’


They discussed further details of these arrangements, accounts, repairs and furniture, and with Martyn promising to see the necessary people about the conversion of the house, they parted company, Luisa to go to the ’phone to get hold of Bridget Castle. To her delight, Bridget jumped at the chance of a temporary job which would be a holiday as well, if she could spend her free time with Luisa, and said she would come down on a later train. There was no need, therefore, for Mrs Jennings to come since Bridget would be arriving to-night.


Martyn heard this news with a mixture of relief and perplexity. The chaperone was settled, and his assistant, but how had he possibly encouraged a situation where he now had two women in the house?


“I’m slipping,” he thought with a grin of self-amazement. Then putting everything but work out of his mind, he set off for the farm.


A week later, Martyn knew that in some way his life had improved. It wasn’t just that he had ceased to be bothered by Mrs Jennings about things like the laundry, or that there were new curtains in the kitchen, or flowers on his tables; but his work had been made a great deal easier by Bridget. She was enthusiastic and never too tired to work overtime, in spite of the fact that the salary he paid her was relatively infinitesimal. She was good with animals and equally good with bookkeeping and his papers. He began to wonder how he could ever have managed without her help.


Apart from these qualities, he liked the girl herself. She was, to put her in a nutshell, a typical English girl. Not beautiful – for her hair was light-brown and only just missed being ‘mousy’ – her eyes hazel, and her eyelashes short and curly. She had a fresh complexion and an easy natural way of treating people. There was, in fact, nothing about her make-up that could cause Martyn to be affected by her in any way. She was a comfortable companion – and he found he could treat her as he treated another man.


Of Luisa, he had seen very little, only occasional glimpses of her setting off for a walk with Boot, or dusting round the house or working in the garden. She kept her distance and he was content that this should be so. Not that he disliked her, but in some odd way their natures clashed. They could never be long in each other’s company without provoking each other’s temper. And her beauty disturbed Martyn in a way he did not fully understand. He put it down to Betty, but did not stop to analyse it further.


Bridget, too, was settling down happily to her work. She and Luisa had been school friends and the complete oppositeness of their characters gave them a firm base for companionship. Bridget was without complexes or moods or violent emotions. Luisa, as a child, had been prey to all these. But she was controlled now in a way that puzzled her friend.


‘Didn’t you enjoy Monte Carlo, Luisa?’ she had asked.


Luisa had shaken her head.


‘No! Don’t let’s talk about it, Bridget. I want to forget it. I’m so happy to be home. It’s wonderful to have you here, too. I’ve almost forgotten what it’s like to have a real friend around the place. I should have been lonely here, I think, on my own.’


‘What, with Martyn around!’


‘Martyn!’ Luisa echoed. ‘You don’t surely find that boorish young man a companion, do you, Bridget?’


‘I think he’s extremely nice,’ Bridget said. ‘And most attractive. I can’t see why you don’t see it, Luisa. You’re not blind, and to my way of thinking, he’s God’s gift to women. I envy you, Luisa. If I had your looks, I’d set my cap at our Mr Saunders.’


Luisa laughed outright, and then said seriously:


‘Do you honestly find him attractive, Bridget? After all, you see more of him than I do. I suppose you ought to know. Personally, I think he’s difficult and at times extremely rude and the very last thing I should have called him was a good companion.’


‘But you don’t know him, Luisa,’ Bridget cried. ‘Of course I’ve only known him a week, but you should see him with animals. You couldn’t possibly dislike him if you had. He’s so gentle and kind and …’ she broke off, her face flushing a little at her own vehemence. It was unlike her to show so much emotion … or to feel it. Could she be falling in love with Martyn Saunders?


Luisa spoke her thoughts.


‘You wouldn’t be falling for him, would you Bridget?’ she asked. ‘Because frankly I shouldn’t, if I were you. He’d make an impossible husband, I’m quite sure. Besides, he’s a woman-hater. I think there must have been some girl in his past or something. I accused him of being a misogynist the first day I was home. He didn’t actually admit it but he didn’t deny it.’


Bridget was silent and thoughtful and Luisa’s face flashed with sudden understanding.


‘Look, we won’t talk about him, Bridget. I didn’t really believe you were serious. I was just talking …’


‘I’m not serious, Luisa, don’t be so silly; why, I’ve hardly had two words with him except about work. It’s just – well, don’t you think he’s rather like Bill?’


Luisa remembered for the first time Bridget’s adored elder brother who had been killed in the war. Without doubt, Martyn did bear a marked resemblance to Bill. The same dark eyes and jet black hair. The same rather lean-drawn face. No wonder Bridget found so much in common with Martyn. It explained everything.


‘It doesn’t worry you, Bridget? Seeing someone so like Bill but who isn’t him?’


‘No!’ said Bridget, a smile in her hazel eyes. ‘They aren’t really enough alike for that. But because he reminds me of Bill I could never dislike Martyn. I can’t understand why you do.’


‘I don’t – really,’ said Luisa. ‘I’m just not interested. I suppose I’m not really interested in men at all.’


Bridget looked at Luisa in surprise.


‘You’ve changed, Lis!’ she said, using a pet name they had at school. ‘I remember you telling me in full detail the wonderful husband and home and children you would one day have. You were longing, even at seventeen, to get married to some magical Prince who’d ride up on a white horse and claim you!’


They both laughed.


‘I suppose I do want to get married one day. But – I don’t know, Bridget. I suppose I must have changed. I want someone quiet and simple and good and kind.’


‘Well, each to her own choice,’ said Bridget, not understanding the reason for Luisa’s changing. ‘All the same I don’t see how you can be with Martyn and not be affected by him. He’s such a compelling person. He makes you feel things with a sort of desperateness and intensity. He …’ she struggled for the right words … ‘he’s so alive that he makes you feel more alive.’
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