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            Chapter one
   

         

         It had been a very trying day for Madame Albertin. It had also been a very disappointing day.

         Her nephew had not arrived in time for lunch, and the conflicting instructions she had issued to the cook about the meal had resulted in its proving a fiasco. And on top of that the meringues ordered specially for tea had remained unconsumed, and the hour for aperitifs (which, apparently, Pierre never missed if he could help it!) had come and gone, and so had dinner. And now it was late evening, a high gale had sprung up, and the sea was lashing itself into a fury at the foot of the cliff on which Trelas Manor stood.

         Madame Albertin drew aside the curtains and peered into the night, and admitted sadly that it was highly unlikely Pierre would arrive at this late hour.

         “Unless, of course, the dear boy has been held up.” Her small, faded face looked hopeful. “Some accident to the car … Perhaps a puncture.”

         “There are always garages to attend to punctures,” Chloe reminded her a little cruelly. Or she felt she was being unnecessarily cruel when she saw the way her employer appeared to crumple.

         “Yes.” Madame Albertin sighed heavily. “How very naughty of Pierre! … But, as you know, he is my one real weakness.” She looked across the width of the room at Chloe, her companion, with smooth fair hair shining in the lamplight, and a rather unnaturally serene expression for one who was still very young. “Although, of course, I’m very fond of you, too, my dear,” with a sudden smile. “Very fond! You’re one of the reasons why I am so anxious to see Pierre.”

         She began to look vague, and Chloe realised it was high time she retired to the restfulness of her room. She pressed the bell for the housekeeper, a dour Scotswoman known as Bertha McClay, and when the latter arrived she started to tut-tut and scold, and took Madame Albertin by the arm and propelled her very firmly towards the foot of the stairs. Clutching at her ropes of pearls, Madame Albertin ascended the stairs as they wound in a graceful curve ahead of her, and behind her Mrs. McClay muttered resentfully of young men who hadn’t any manners, or any sense of duty or the fitness of things.

         Chloe stood watching them until they disappeared from her sight, the two figures in black, both with white hair. They disappeared into a gallery into which the lovely white staircase flowed, and then she was alone in the hall, with the swinging bronze lantern casting a golden light all about her, the mellow rugs like islands of colour on the highly polished floor, and logs burning gently in the wide fireplace. And the inclement night outside.

         She, too, wore black, because Madame Albertin was so fond of it, and as she looked down into the fire it became her in a way that fitted in with her surroundings. She would never be beautiful or striking, and no man would fall in love with her looks alone; but she was slender and graceful—a little too slender, actually —and her face had character. A wide brow, slightly fly-away eyebrows, greenish eyes with very dark lashes, and that smooth, pale hair. Very pale, and soft as floss silk.

         She looked tranquil, but she wasn’t feeling tranquil just then. She was feeling furiously indignant with a man she had never met, and wondering why anyone as basically sensible as Madame Albertin had any time for him.

         In the six months that Chloe had been employed by Madame Albertin he had sent his aunt a couple of post-cards, telephoned her once from Paris when he was short of cash, and promised to visit her at the earliest opportunity. Today he should have arrived—everything was ready for him, including a whole suite of rooms, and they had heard nothing of him. When Burton, the elderly manservant, came through the green baize door which led to the kitchens to add another log to the fire, she said to him in a constrained voice that she didn’t think there was any point in keeping the fire in any longer.

         He looked at her rather oddly.

         “It’s only ten o’clock, miss, and I’ve known Master Pierre since he was a lad.”

         “You mean that he might arrive as late as this?”

         “He might.”

         “But—but surely he could have telephoned …?”

         The butler made a movement with his black-clad shoulders. “It probably wouldn’t occur to Master Pierre, miss.”

         Chloe uttered an impatient sound.

         “You make him sound as if he were a schoolboy coming home for the holidays! He’s a man, isn’t he?—A man in his thirties?”

         “Master Pierre will be thirty-five next birthday.”

         “Well, good heavens!” Chloe felt bereft of words. And they still called him Master Pierre! … “He’s old enough to be married, with a whole heap of responsibilities, and a family growing up around him.”

         Burton smiled still more strangely.

         “I couldn’t imagine Master Pierre with a family, Miss Meredith, nor even a wife. He’s not the type to take kindly to responsibilities. A bit of a rover is Master Pierre, and he’s half French. Not that I’ve anything against the French,” somewhat hastily. “Madame’s husband was French, and Monsieur Albertin was a very proper gentleman. Very kind, and very generous, and settled down nicely in the home. It was always Madame’s home, of course, she having the money … But in France they don’t talk about fortunehunters. If a man marries money he’s being sensible.”

         “And Monsieur Albertin was sensible? And made Madame happy at the same time?”

         “Oh, very happy,” Burton agreed enthusiastically. “They were an ideal couple, and stayed happy until he died. If he had any little—foibles, shall we say?—she overlooked them. Madame was always a broadminded woman, and that kind attracts happiness. That’s why she’s so devoted to this nephew of hers, because he reminds her of her husband.”

         “But so far he hasn’t married? Not even for money?”

         “I should say that when he does marry it will be for money. Madame has a scheme … She told me about it the other day.” Burton, who was a very trusted manservant, looked at Chloe as if there was something about her that intrigued him, and then he added his other log to the fire. A shower of golden sparks flew up the broad chimney as his foot drove it home, and he dusted his hands fastidiously. Then, once more, his eyes dwelt thoughtfully on Chloe. “It would be nice if we could have a wedding at Trelas,” he observed.

         “Well, I should think it’s quite unlikely your Master Pierre will come here tonight …” she began. And then she stared unbelievingly as a car shot up to the front of the house, rounding a corner of the rhododendron-lined drive as if a thousand demons were after it. Rain glistened on its long bonnet, its hood was soaked with the outpourings of the heavens. A man alighted and ran round to help a slender figure step out into the inclement night, and the slender figure clung to him.

         Chloe could see her white hands clutching at his arm, her silver-fair hair—as silver-fair as her own, unless it was the moonlight—practically torn from her head as she bent it beneath the force of the wind; and the masculine figure in tweeds laughed as if the elements excited him as he dragged her towards the porch.

         Half dragged and half carried, because of her absurd little teetering heels, and the miniature lakes in the surface of the drive.

         Then came a violent hammering at the stout oak of the front door, and Chloe and the butler looked at one another.

         “What did I tell you?” Burton said.

         “You’ll have to prepare another bedroom,” Chloe answered. “There’s a lady visitor.”

         When Burton at last got the heavy door open, Pierre Albertin carried a dripping girl into the hall.

         She was wearing an entirely inappropriate silk suit, and it was clinging to the slightness of her body, and her delicate oval face was chalk-white with exhaustion. Her hair was not the light gold hair Chloe had decided it must be, but a burning russet in the mingled firelight and lamplight, and her eyes were deep and dark like violets. She smiled apologetically at Chloe, and with extraordinary sweetness considering the state of her exhaustion, and said as Pierre deposited her in the lap of a settee:

         “I’m so sorry if I’m going to make everything wet! This is such a lovely house!”

         There was a certain vacuousness in her voice, but Chloe put it down to the deep mauve circles under her eyes. In spite of being taken aback, and in spite of bounding resentment with Pierre for thrusting someone unknown upon them at this hour, she moved forward to the side of the settee and helped the other girl to remove her sodden shoes.

         “Who are you?” Pierre demanded, staring hard at Chloe.

         Chloe stared back at him.

         “I’m Madame Albertin’s secretary and companion.”

         A look of disbelief stole into the velvet-brown eyes of Pierre. They were tawny-brown, like sherry, and his face was brown, also—a fascinating and superb tan, as if he haunted winter resorts like the islands of the Caribbean, or South Africa. His hair was thick and black, and inclined to curl crisply.

         “And what would my Aunt Abbie want with a secretary?” he demanded, a trifle jeeringly. He shook the wet from his hair. “A companion; yes, perhaps. But you’re not old enough for a companion. Or you don’t look old enough.”

         Chloe felt something like fury leap along her veins.

         “I hope, and believe, I’m old enough to be a perfectly good companion, and secretary,” she informed him. And then she added: “Your aunt has gone to bed. It is so late we no longer expected you.”

         “I’m sorry.” But the flash of white teeth revealed little penitence. “We got hung up the other side of Launceston, where we stopped for dinner, and I’m afraid we took a long time over lunch, too. But there didn’t seem any particular reason to hurry.”

         “Except that your aunt was expecting you!”

         “Quite.” He tilted his head to one side and regarded her with insolent interest. “Except that my aunt was expecting us, little Miss Prim! And you do look terribly prim to me!”

         “You could have telephoned,” Chloe reminded them severely. “That would have prevented a good deal of anxiety.”

         “Oh, come now,” Madame Albertin’s nephew murmured, moving nearer to her, while Burton put a footstool under the violet-eyed girl’s small wet feet, and then hastened to a tray of drinks to provide them with something stimulating. “You’re behaving as if my aunt really flew off the handle, and I know very well that she didn’t. She isn’t like that.” His eyes narrowed, grew glittering, menacing, the velvety softness fleeing away altogether. “Aren’t you rather usurping a position that isn’t yours? I don’t know who you are—that is, I don’t even know your name!—but, whoever you are, you’re not the mistress here, and instead of standing there looking as if your personal comfort has been disturbed why don’t you help my friend remove her wet things?”

         “You forget that we weren’t expecting her.” Her chin went up, and a faint colour dyed her cheeks. “A room hasn’t been prepared for her.”

         “Nevertheless, one will have to be prepared for her.”

         He went across to the settee, and stood beside it.

         “Are you very wet, darling?” he enquired, in a kind of amused drawl.

         “Soaked through to the skin,” she declared, but she curled herself up like a contented kitten in the fireglow, and rubbed her cheek against his sleeve. “However, I’m getting beautifully warm, and it’s very cosy here.”

         The butler interposed.

         “I’ll see that a room is got ready for you at once, Miss—er …?”

         “De Lisle,” she answered, smiling. “Fern de Lisle. If you go to the theatre, or watch television, you must have seen my playing small parts in dreary little plays that never really arrive anywhere. I’ve masses of talent, but no luck—that’s me!” And that was the reason why the small, delicate, puckish face was familiar, Chloe thought, as she swallowed the choking sensation in her throat because a man for whom she had waited all day—and to whom she hadn’t yet been properly introduced—had rebuked her in front of two other people as if she was some sort of a housemaid in the employment of his aunt. No wonder she had been prepared to dislike him from the moment that his aunt mentioned his name!

         But, with the choking sensation only partly got rid of, she offered:

         “Miss de Lisle can have my room for tonight, and I’ll make another bed up for myself. We only have one maid who lives in, and I’m afraid she’s already asleep, and there’ll be a certain amount of delay otherwise. And, if she’d care for a hot bath, I’ll run the taps for her …”

         “Now, that is kind!” Pierre observed, turning to look at her with a touch of quizzicalness. “The good little Samaritan all at once, definitely against going by on the other side! And if you could rouse up some sandwiches from somewhere a certain hollow feeling in my inner mechanism would appreciate it.”

         “I’ll see to those, sir,” Burton said at once.

         “Good old Burton!” Pierre exclaimed. “At least you always give me a warm welcome!”

         Miss de Lisle stretched herself luxuriously on the settee, and accorded Chloe an attractive smile.

         “And perhaps you’re not quite as prim as you look,” she remarked. “When I first saw you I thought you were positively forbidding. But I was only joking when I talked about Pierre and me stopping somewhere for the night. And, in any case, we wouldn’t have shared a room …”

         “Tck, tck!” he exclaimed, not quite as softly and drawlingly as before, and placing a hand over her lips. “Your tongue runs away with you, infant.”

         “I was only trying to prevent your aunt’s companion from getting a wrong impression.”

         “My aunt’s companion probably enjoys wrong impressions.” He bowed suddenly in front of Chloe, and as he was very slender and elegant, with immaculate linen and a tailor who obviously knew his craft, the bow should have conveyed quite a favourable impression. “I should have introduced myself formally on arrival. I am Pierre Albertin, and this is Miss Fern de Lisle, and you are—?”

         “Chloe Meredith,” she told him, finding it quite impossible to unbend in the very slightest.

         Another little bow.

         “Then, Miss Meredith, we know one another! Won’t you partake of some of Burton’s sandwiches with us?” as the butler returned.

         “I would much prefer to go and make up my own bed. I will also clear some drawers for Miss de Lisle. I expect she has some luggage …?”

         “There’s a case in the car,” Fern yawned.

         As she ascended the fan-like staircase Chloe looked backwards, and downwards, for an instant. Her employer’s nephew was lighting a cigarette and looking up at her, and the flame of the lighter illumined his face. It was dark and arresting and interesting, but the melting eyes mocked.

         It was a kind of mockery she had never encountered before.

         In the morning she took Benjamin, Madame Albertin’s corgi, for his walk on the beach. He was old, and he lumbered along, but the morning was fair with the unbelievable fairness of a fine day on the north Cornish coast.

         There was no wind this morning, and no turbulent seas.

         Nothing but a blue blaze like larkspur in front of her eyes, and a shimmer like diamond points where the sun touched the edges of each incoming wave. The sands were wedding-ring gold, and the cliffs green as emerald. Trelas stood out proudly against a background of calm sky, and its gardens flowed colourfully to the cliff edge, well-tended because Madame Albertin could afford two regular gardeners, and the only other duty they had to perform was to drive her in her old-fashioned Daimler when she elected to do a little shopping, or go to church.

         Chloe had worked for Madame Albertin for six months, and she was very fond of her. She couldn’t imagine herself working for anyone else if ever the day dawned when her services at Trelas would no longer be required.

         Life at Trelas was, to a certain extent, isolated and cut off, and for a young person it should have been dull. But Chloe was used to dullness. Her father had been a vicar in a remote country parish, and with no wife to run his household, nor any other child, Chloe had stepped into the shoes of housekeeper from the day she was sixteen. She was twenty-three now, and her father had been dead two years, but she would always be able to run a home competently on slender means, and she would never be afraid of living cut off from social amenities like cinemas, or even an adequate hairdresser.

         On the path which led upwards from the beach Chloe ran into Pierre, bathing-trunks and a towel tucked underneath his arm. He looked almost as carefree as the morning in his open-necked shirt—heavy silk, she noticed, just as she had noticed that his cigarette-case was of platinum, and that it bore some sort of a crest—and well-pressed slacks, and his good looks were quite startling in the revealing sunshine. There were none of the lines she had expected to see round his mouth and beneath his eyes. And the eyes themselves were lustrous, as well as deceptively gentle.

         For she was certain, somehow, that he was not a gentle man. “Ah, good morning, little Miss Prim!” He bowed to her in his elegant, Continental fashion. “More than ever you make me think of a Quakeress, with those downcast eyes, and that placid brow. But you weren’t placid last night. You were very annoyed indeed, weren’t you? Therefore you are not really, at heart, a Quakeress.”

         “I was annoyed because your aunt had spent the whole of the day looking out constantly for your arrival.”

         “And my poor aunt was disappointed, because I didn’t arrive until after she had gone to bed!” Once again his eyes were openly mocking. “But I’ve already seen her this morning, and she has forgiven me. Indeed, it wouldn’t occur to her to do anything else. She’s very devoted to me, is dear Aunt Abbie, and she cannot see flaws in those she loves.”

         Chloe looked away from him, her green eyes belying the demureness of her downcast lids.

         “I could never be like that,” she said. “One must always recognise the truth.”

         “Even if the truth’s unpalatable?” His voice was jibing. “And the beloved very beloved indeed?”

         “I was talking about your aunt,” she said stiffly. “An aunt’s affection would scarcely amount to blind adoration.”

         “That is meant for lovers, you mean?” very softly and silkily. “But you do not strike me as having the capacity for blind adoration, little Miss Prim! I do not think you would make an ardent lover. You have a mouth that wars with those strange green eyes of yours, and it says most decidedly that anything other than moderation in all things would be most unacceptable. Oh, indeed, yes, most unacceptable. But perhaps it wouldn’t be quite so revealing if you used a little more lipstick!”

         She looked him straight in the eyes, and the unadorned lips pressed themselves together.

         “Are you usually rude like this to employees, Mr. Albertin? And you know I am nothing more than an employee here.”

         “Last night I had the firm conviction you had taken over the role of mistress. Perhaps it was a moment of insight.”

         “I don’t know what you mean.”

         “No?” He smiled peculiarly. “But then I’m an enigma to quite a lot of people—even myself, sometimes.”

         She asked, in an effort to change the subject:

         “How did Miss de Lisle sleep? I’m sorry there was no room ready for her.”

         “Considering you conceived an instant dislike for her, you were very kind in offering her your room.” His voice was once more very smooth, but a muscle twitched at one corner of his shapely mouth. “And contrary to your expectations I haven’t seen her this morning. I haven’t even ventured as far as the corridor in which her room is situated.”

         She felt the colour sting her cheeks at the certainty that he was secretly enjoying himself at her expense, and once more lowered her glance before the provocative blaze of amusement in his eyes.

         “I—I expect she’s tired,” she heard herself stammer. “She’ll probably sleep late.”

         “Probably.”

         “She doesn’t look very—very strong.”

         “Neither do you, if it comes to that, but your life is much more sheltered, isn’t it?” he enquired suavely. “Fern doesn’t have many opportunities to develop a robust look. When she’s got a job she’s working or rehearsing most of the time, and the odd moments left over she plays. In between I think she probably starves.”

         Chloe looked shocked, and he regarded her derisively.

         “I don’t suppose you’ve ever come anywhere near to starving, have you, little one? You’ve never yet hit the high spots, but you’ve always been secure. It’s the kind of life that makes a broad outlook impossible. Fern’s outlook could be just a trifle too broad, she’s plucky enough. At the moment she hasn’t a job, so I brought her here. I thought a little of my aunt’s hospitality wouldn’t do her any harm.”

         Chloe said nothing.

         He turned on his heel, after giving the corgi a pat.

         “Ah, well, I mustn’t keep you from your duties. I want to swim out to the point.” His eyes narrowed as he stared at the skyline. “By the way, my aunt has given instructions for rather a special lunch. I understand it was a special lunch yesterday, but I didn’t turn up. Today there’s to be just the three of us.”

         “The three of us?”

         “Yes.” Apparently the faint trails of smoke on the horizon—the track of passing ships—interested him. “I’m to find accommodation for Fern at the inn, if they can take her. If not, she’ll have to be planted on someone who will take her. Aunt Abbie is quite adamant that she mustn’t remain in the house.”

         “But—but why?” Chloe stared at him. “There’s heaps of room!”

         He shrugged.

         “Just an idea of Aunt Abbie’s. She doesn’t seem to take kindly to the thought of my lady friends at the moment. And it’s not because she doesn’t recognise the importance of the feminine element in a man’s life.” Suddenly his gaze swung round to her again, and it was bleak and almost accusing. “I think she feels the atmosphere will be more suitable if we banish Fern to the inn. Au revoir, little Miss Prim. See you at lunch. And I hope you’re not in for too many shocks!”

         But when Chloe made her way up to her employer's room it was to make the discovery that Madame Albertin was suffering from one of her bad headaches—due, no doubt, to the agitation of the day before— and once again the celebration lunch would have to be postponed.

         “I simply couldn’t go downstairs feeling like this,” the old lady admitted, with infinite regret in her tones. She looked very shrunken and frail in her huge bed, with the garland-wreathed posts and pleated Venetian silk curtains. It was very faded silk, and liable to disintegrate at a touch; but a famous French beauty had once slept in the bed, and because the beauty had been a favourite with a certain French king, and Madame Albertin was an incurable romantic—at heart—nothing would induce her to have new curtains made for the bed. “But I absolutely insist that that girl Pierre has so stupidly brought with him must be got out of the house as quickly as possible! I want her out of the house, because I don’t want her interfering with my plans,” sounding very petulant. “You must ring up the King’s Arms at Trelas, and if they can’t take her she must go back to London.”

         “But—” Chloe realised that she stared, for this was so unlike the hospitable, generous, kindly Madame Albertin that it might almost be another woman. She had never known Madame Albertin decline to put up a guest before.

         “I didn’t invite her.” Madame Albertin spoke still more petulantly. “And an out-of-work actress is not the sort of young woman I want here at the present time. She could spoil everything.”

         “But … if you don’t feel like entertaining her …”

         “I don’t propose to ask you to do so, my child.” Madame Albertin lay looking at her very kindly, and with a softened expression in her eyes. “You’re too young, for one thing, and for another you’re the reason I must have her out of the house. I had meant to explain everything to you today, but most unfortunately I don’t feel up to it, and the matter will have to wait. But I can’t have you getting a wrong impression of Pierre, and that silly girl will have to go. Please see to it!”

         She closed her eyes, as if the pain in her head was too much for her, and Mrs. McClay came forward and tut-tutted at her, and insisted on her taking some tablets she shook out of a bottle.

         “Go and do what she’s asked you to do, Miss Meredith,” she said in an aside to Chloe. “And, whatever you do, don’t argue with her just now. I’m thinking I’ll get Dr. Paget out from Tregenna to dose her with something that’ll quieten her down a bit. She could do with a few days in bed. Yesterday she was far too keyed up, and she’s got this nonsense on her mind …”

         “What nonsense?” Chloe wanted to know, in a whisper. But Bertha McClay waved her away, after darting a curious look at her.

         “Keep Master Pierre away from her, and get that young woman of his settled at the King’s Arms. Mrs. Bewes’ll take her. They’re not very full.”

         When Chloe made her way downstairs she found Master Pierre’s “young woman” sitting on the arm of a chair and sampling a martini which Burton had just, mixed for her. She looked up, frowning a little sullenly, when she heard Chloe’s footsteps on the stairs. But she endeavoured to speak lightly.

         “So I’m being thrown out,” she said. “The old woman doesn’t want me!”

         Chloe felt as if her teeth were suddenly on edge. “Madame Albertin isn’t particularly well this morning, and she doesn’t feel like entertaining visitors,” she attempted to soften the ejection order.

         “Except Pierre? Darling Pierre!”

         Chloe said nothing, and Fern looked down thoughtfully into the remains of her martini. Chloe couldn’t help remarking the length and luxuriance of her sweeping, golden-tipped eyelashes.

         “I rather gathered that he’s her favourite nephew, and has expectations from her one day?” The violet eyes looked probingly into Chloe’s green ones. “Is that true?”

         “So far as I know he’s her only nephew, but I know nothing about expectations,” Madame Albertin’s companion answered a trifle crisply.

         Pierre came striding into the hall at that moment, and for the first time his eyes looked quite expressionless to Chloe.

         “I’ve managed to fix you up at the King’s Arms,” he said to Fern. “She’ll put you up for a few days, at any rate.”

         Fern smiled at him sweetly.

         “Thank you, darling. And who’ll foot the bill? You know I’m absolutely broke!”

         He gazed at her with a kind of quiet gravity, but he didn’t answer the question. Instead he asked:

         “Have you packed your case? I’ll come and have dinner with you tonight.”

         He ignored Chloe. She had the feeling that he was doing so because of some turmoil that was bubbling up inside him.
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