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            Chapter one
   

         

         Kathie
       was still cycling along the lane which led from the village when the excitement broke in Little Carrig.

         With one eye on the dull grey surface of the loch, and the other on the road that wound between green shoulders of moorland, she was wondering how she was going to pass on to Eileen Miss Murphey’s futile suggestions for the white dress she was to wear for the O’Shaughnessy dance on the twenty-sixth.

         Miss Murphey, dignified by the title of “local dressmaker ” – although by no means a follower of fashions set by people like Yves St. Laurent and Pierre Balmain (of whom she had certainly never heard!) – didn’t think there was enough material for a full-length evening dress, and what could be nicer or more useful than something full-skirted and short that could be worn for afternoon parties later on? It would do also for the garden party at Mount Osborne, for instance, and the September fête … And, with a little red velvet jacket, would even do beautifully for Christmas!

         Kathie, who knew that Eileen had set her heart on yards of chiffon, and a silver lamé jacket, could not imagine her looking forward to Christmas when it was as yet only early April. And although the garden-party at Mount Osborne had been the high spot of their lives since childhood, it was the O’Shaughnessy dance that was preoccupying her at the present time to the exclusion of practically everything else.

         And when she learned of the shortage of material she would simply fly into a rage – one of her tempestuous rages that shook the walls of Little Carrig, and caused the Irish half of her to ignite – and the sight of her blazing blue eyes like stars on a frosty night, and tossing mane of golden hair, would so upset their mother that in all probability she would rush her off to Dublin and buy her something straight out of one of the most exclusive little establishments devoted to haute couture.

         For that was the way Eileen, the beauty of the family, got things done – or, rather, achieved things. Mrs. Sheridan could never resist her in any of her moods, and since it was Mrs. Sheridan who handled the pursestrings nowadays, it was wise of Eileen to be temperamental sometimes.

         Kathie sighed as she bumped over a familiar mound in the deplorably bad surface of the road, and then turned in at the drive of Little Carrig. She knew that she herself would be wearing her old pink on the night of the twenty-sixth, and it didn’t trouble her in the least. Not because she wasn’t dress-conscious, and hadn’t a certain amount of pride in her appearance, but because there wasn’t much point in deriding the pink dress.

         To have done so would have been the equivalent of finding fault openly with Little Carrig – objecting to its faded stucco, and the plantains on the front lawn which nobody ever did anything about, with the result that they grew worse and worse and now entirely overlaid the once-prized Cumberland turf. She had to live in Little Carrig, and in a way she was very fond of it, just as her father was fond of the plaintains. He said that the lawn would look bare without them.

         She expected to hear Bride playing the piano she as skimmed like a bird up the drive. Bride was the eldest of the three sisters, and although she was not particularly good at piano-playing, it was the only thing that afforded her any diversion, since she had had to cut short her modelling career in London and return home to recuperate after a bad bout of influenza that had ended in pneumonia. She was languid and wan and beautiful – although not, of course, as beautiful as Eileen – and expecting to marry well one of these days. In fact, very well!

         For Eileen everyone confidently looked forward to a millionaire to restore the family fortunes.

         Kathie was the only one of Patience Sheridan’s daughters who had escaped dazzling good looks, but her godmother, Lady Fitzosborne, once said that the pixies were out en masse at the time of her birth, and they gave her her fly-away eyebrows and dew-washed complexion. In fact, Lady Fitzosborne insisted that they bathed her in dew, and bestowed upon her a look of perpetual springtime that would last her right through life until her hair turned as white as Lady Fitzosborne’s own.

         When neither a Chopin waltz nor something more modern and in a livelier tempo floated out to greet her as she propped her bicycle near the open drawing-room window, Kathie felt surprised but nothing more. And instead of entering by way of the eternally open front door, she slipped round an angle of the house to her father’s study, where she found him snoozing comfortably in his favourite armchair. He opened an eye and goggled at her as she dropped a package of tobacco on to his knee, and then sat up and chuckled and approved her guile.

         “Doesn’t do to let your mother know everything that goes on in this house, eh?” he said. “Nor misbegotten doctors, either! All that talk about tobacco choking up the lungs is just blarney and eye-wash! … Mine’ll stay as sound as a bell until Gabriel blows his horn! The blessed St. Patrick’ll see to that! ”

         Kathie sat down on the arm of his chair, and ruffled his hair.

         “You know very well you’ve had a wretched little cough all winter,” she reminded him. “I feel like a conspirator pandering to your weakness when I go shopping for you without anyone’s knowledge. And I’m not at all sure St. Patrick would approve.”

         “Aren’t you?” He reached for a well-seasoned pipe and loaded it, and his brown eyes twinkled at her above a puff of smoke. “I am! It was St. Patrick who ensured that you were sent along in order to prevent me sinking right under the thumb of the strong-minded folk who once lived in Castle Carrig!” Kathie’s eyes twinkled back at him at this reference to her mother, and her mother’s family, and she knew that it was a sore point with him that their present home had had to be linked in name with a far more ostentatious dwelling. “Another couple of determined lovelies like Bride and Elieen and I’d have given up the ghost long ago. Simply couldn’t have borne it without a kindred spirit around.”

         She laughed.

         “I’m a Sheridan, aren’t I? I look like you, and I believe I’ve a lot of your less admirable qualities.”

         “You’ve got red in your hair, and your eyes, I believe, resemble mine.” He smiled at her gently. “And you speak nothing but the truth – unless the situation demands a skilful wrapping up of the truth!” He touched her knee. “But I wish you wouldn’t wear slacks, and those atrocious jumpers. The one you’ve got on at the moment looks as if it’ll hardly survive another wash, and it’s the wrong colour for you, anyway. You should never wear pink.”

         “My one and only dance frock is pink,” she murmured.

         “Then throw it away in the dustbin and get another. Why don’t you get Bride to take you in hand and teach you the gentle art of grooming? You could do with a few lessons in that sort of thing, you know, Kathie!”

         Kathie laughed more loudly this time.

         “Oh, Daddy darling, I thought you didn’t want to be swamped by lovelies!” And then, more seriously: “And what would I use for money to buy a new dress, if that’s what your heart’s set upon?”

         He laughed, and coughed, and shook his head at the same time.

         “Don’t you earn any money at Lady Fitzosborne’s? You spend a lot of time at Mount Osborne these days, and I always thought she was an extraordinarily generous person. She’s not the type to use your services for nothing.”

         She said quickly:

         “Of course she doesn’t. She’s a darling! … But I’m saving up to send you to the Bahamas next winter, and get that old cough of yours cured.” She sighed. “I wish I could win a football pool, or something, and then I would send you to the Bahamas! But, as a matter of fact, my modest means are intended for a new tailor-made as soon as it’s practicable. Like you, I am occasionally aware of a few of my shortcomings,” she added, pushing a strand of red-gold hair out of her eyes, and standing up to peer disparagingly at her innocent-of-make-up complexion in a mirror.

         Gerald Sheridan looked suddenly concerned.

         “As bad as that, is it?” he demanded. “Doesn’t your mother give you anything to supplement what you earn?” He dived a hand into his pocket and produced a crumpled one-pound note. “Here, add that to your little horde, and see if it makes any more sense! I’d give you more if I could spare it, but …”

         She tucked the pound note back into the pocket of his faded tweed hacking jacket, and shook her head at him.

         “You’ll need it, darling, although you’re feeling rash at the moment! You’ll need it for tobacco – and other things!”

         “What other things?” he questioned, as if he never knew the need to bribe Bridget, the housemaid, to perform his errands for him when Kathie was nowhere around, and the half bottle of whisky he kept in the bottom of his wardrobe needed replenishing. And then he remembered something that should not have been allowed to slip his memory for so long. “I can’t understand why I’m always dropping off into a doze these days, but I must have had a nap between all that excitement and your getting back from the village! Lady Fitz sent round a special messenger – you know how she declines to use the telephone! – and you’re invited to Mount Osborne for the week-end. The girls are furious, and your mother can’t make it out. Why you, she wants to know?”

         “Invited to Mount Osborne – for the week-end?” His daughter, who was so like him, stared at him. “But, Daddy! … how extraordinary!”

         “That’s what your mother said, and Bride and Eileen echoed her.”

         “I don’t understand it …” Kathie began. And then she looked round for her shopping basket, and the things she had bought for her mother. “I’d better go and find out what it’s all about, but I’m sure there’s some mistake. Lady Fitz was looking forward to a quiet week-end as usual when I saw her yesterday morning, and it’s next weekend she’s expecting visitors.…”

         “Perhaps they’ve turned up unexpectedly, and she can’t cope.”

         “She wouldn’t want me to help her cope with these visitors. They’re very special, and frightfully wealthy, and rather exalted. The man is her godson, and recently inherited a title. He’s been on a kind of a world tour.”

         “I’d go on a world tour too, if I was frightfully wealthy,” Sheridan sighed. “Anything to get away from the climate of southern Eire! ”

         Kathie didn’t stop to commiserate with him just then, although he started to cough and splutter over his pipe as if the very thought of the cold grey mist that was pressing down over the loch just beyond his windows affected his bronchial tubes. She could have told him that he shouldn’t be smoking his pipe, but she couldn’t deprive him of everything that made life worth living when nowadays existence seemed to hold so little for him. A wife who controlled what little money they had, a houseful of daughters with plans of their own, a shabby old “den” in which to spend most of his waking hours.

         And since his last bad bout of illness the doctor wouldn’t allow him to play golf, or even to fish. He grew tired of the daily newspapers, and he was reduced to doing crossword puzzles for diversion.

         Kathie looked back at him with the keenest possible sympathy ere she escaped from the room, and then she made her way quickly to the drawing-room to find out why her female relatives were lined up against her.

         Bride was doing something her mother occasionally objected to rather feebly, and that was removing stale nail varnish from her nails with a bottle of remover propped precariously beside her on the cushioned windowseat; and Eileen was moving restlessly about the room as if the spirit of resentment that possessed her would not permit her to be still even for a moment.

         Mrs. Sheridan was endeavouring to add up household accounts at her little rosewood writing desk, and complaining because Eileen’s restlessness was affecting her powers of concentration.

         Kathie took in the picture they all three made against the background of the room with its conflicting features – gilded cornices and a lovely white marble fireplace and splendid proportions sadly let down by faded cretonne covers on the armchairs, and an almost threadbare carpet. One or two of the vases contained a few spring flowers, and there were photographs of both Bride and Eileen in silver frames and prominent positions. Bride – the up-and-coming model – had hers taken by a London photographer; but Eileen had never been farther afield than Dublin, and her perfect face had been reproduced in a slightly less sophisticated manner.

         At the moment that Kathie swung open the door and looked at them Eileen was biting her lip, and she suddenly came to a pause in the middle of the carpet and burst out:

         “We never get invitations to Mount Osborne – except when you and Daddy are invited as well!” she complained to her mother. “And then it’s only for some stupid old lunch, or a duller dinner party. With the leading guest, Squire Donovan, who can’t keep awake after his third liqueur! ”

         “That’s because he lifts his elbow too much all day,” Bride observed. “How otherwise do you think he got that marvellous puce-coloured complexion?”

         Eileen whirled on her, as if that was the whole point of the argument.

         “The only people we know locally are interested in horseflesh and market prices, and the poor quality of the whisky nowadays! At least, that’s all they can talk about! There isn’t an interesting or eligible young man within miles … not really eligible! And the one weekend Lady Fitz is entertaining a marquis – a marquis, mind you! – we’re not invited! But Kathie is! What irony!”

         Kathie said quietly from behind her:

         “The marquis is a Portuguese marques, and he’s Lady Fitz’s godson. And anyway, it’s next week-end he’s expected at Mount Osborne.”

         “How wrong you are!” Eileen exclaimed, and whirled on her. She thrust forward a note. “Look at that! Read it! … Read it and mark carefully every word! ‘My dear Sebastiao, the Marques de Barrateira, and his stepmother, the Marquesa, have arrived unexpectedly, several days before I was looking forward to having them. I would like you, dear child, to come and join us for the week-end, and I hope this won’t upset any of your own personal arrangements! My car will pick you up at two-thirty p.m. this afternoon.’”

         “There – there must be some mistake,” Kathie stammered. “Why would she want me to join them?”

         “Why, indeed?” Eileen demanded disdainfully, her blazing blue eyes travelling up and down the slight figure in the well-worn tailored slacks and the appalling pink jumper that fought so badly with dark chestnut curls and matching brown eyes. The fact that the pale complexion glimmered like a pearl didn’t seem to strike her. “I hope you haven’t any very pressing personal arrangements this afternoon that you can’t afford to cancel! ”

         Kathie bit her lip and Bride looked at her in her languid fashion.

         “Don’t get any ideas into your head, darling,” she advised. “Your presence is urgently required because the whole household has been thrown into a flat spin, and it will be your job to make certain the Portuguese guests aren’t frozen in their beds at nights, and that the temperature of the hot-water bottles is just right! And as Lady Fitz is crippled with arthritis she’ll need you to manipulate that heavy silver coffee-pot after dinner. Left to herself she’d probably drop it and scald the lot of them! ”

         “Lady Fitz always pours out coffee after dinner,” Kathie heard herself saying automatically, and then she saw her mother’s glance resting on her, and realized that for once Mrs. Sheridan was appealing to her. The faded beauty who had been struggling with accounts at her desk had had about enough for one morning, and although she adored Eileen – and sympathized with Bride – she thought that the subject of Lady Fitzosborne and her week-end visitors had gone far enough. And since Kathie after all was employed by Lady Fitz, it was not so extraordinary that she should be sent for.

         If only her note had been slightly more businesslike, and had not included that bit about joining them for the week-end, and referred to Kathie as a “dear child” – which, however, was like Lady Fitz – no particular excitement would have been caused by it. But since it had been caused, and the atmosphere of Little Carrig looked like being badly ruffled over the whole of the week-end, she was anxious to get things into their right perspective as quickly as possible.

         She signalled to Kathie silently to aid and abet her in this admirable intention, and her youngest daughter rose almost instantaneously to the occasion, and said at once that of course the only reason she had been sent for was because she could be of some use. Mrs. O’Hara, the housekeeper at Mount Osborne, was becoming a little difficult owing to advancing years, and Kathie had discovered the art of smoothing her down. And it was highly likely that she needed smoothing down after the descent of a couple of guests upon them who had not been expected for another week. And Kathie’s services in a secretarial capacity might be required. The Marques might want someone to whom he could dictate letters, and the Marquesa, too….

         “If only I’d taken a secretarial course I might have been in demand this week-end!” Eileen remarked drily, “But if neither of the distinguished visitors has a word of English, you won’t be able to be of much assistance to them, will you?”

         “The Marques de Barrateira is half Irish,” Kathie explained unwillingly, for somehow she disliked discussing her employer’s concerns. “And he has estates in this part of the world.”

         “Really?” Bride lifted her head, and her delicate eyebrows arched. “How intriguing! A Portuguese nobleman who is half Irish! And a godson of Lady Fitz! … What else do you know about him that we might find of interest?’

         “Nothing,” Kathie replied, “except that his visit to Eire is connected with his estates. He has been travelling a good deal lately, and his other reason for coming here is to see his godmother before returning home.”

         “To Portugal? ” from Eileen.

         “Yes – to Portugal!”

         Eileen clasped her slim white hands together, and held them beneath her chin.

         “Portugal,” she echoed softly, dreamily. “That’s a country I’ve always wanted to see – even more than Spain. Blue skies, and sunshine, and masses of flowers in the springtime! … And the people sing sad songs called fados. It’s a romantic country.”

         “Is this romantic-sounding marquis married or single?” Bride wanted to know.

         Kathie hesitated for a moment, as if she didn’t quite know how to put it into words.

         “As a matter of fact, he’s a widower,” she admitted at last. “His wife died tragically about a year ago, and that’s why he went on a world tour.”

         “Intriguinger and intriguinger,” Bride commented, as she bent above her nails. She added a coat of subtle coral colour to the shapely tips of her fingers, and added thoughtfully, “A Portuguese nobleman with Irish blood in his veins and a broken heart, and presumably lots of money – since he goes in for world tours! I wish I could do something about it … the broken heart, I mean! ”

         Kathie looked at her in almost a startled fashion for a moment, as if she was shocked by such an observation, and Bride glanced up at her with amusement from under languorous white eyelids and sweeping dark eyelashes. She wasn’t in the least like either of her sisters, having a sleek cap of dark hair and glorious dark eyes. Her complexion was like new milk – or luscious cream – and her mouth was very red and very soft.

         “I mean it!” she said a trifle mockingly. “Your Barrateira man sounds right up my street, if only I could get an introduction to him.”

         Kathie looked round rather resdessly, and finally appealed to her mother.

         “Is it all right if I go and start packing my case Mummy? I won’t have very much time if the car’s coming for me at half-past two.”

         “Yes, I suppose so, darling,” Mrs. Sheridan agreed, but there was a dissatisfied note in her voice in spite of her determination to keep the peace. “I do wish, however, that Lady Fitz was not so addicted to commanding rather than requesting. I was going to get you to make a batch of scones this afternoon, and one of your special sponges. However …”

         Eileen turned her back on them and walked to the window.

         “I won’t offer to lend you anything glamorous out of my wardrobe,” she remarked, as she curled herself up on the opposite end of the window seat to Bride. “You’ll probably find yourself in the kitchen, helping Mrs. O’Hara, before you’ve finished – especially if she’s on a sit-down strike! But if the Marques decides to stay on for a bit, you might remember that you’ve a couple of personable sisters who would appreciate an invitation to afternoon tea! Use your influence with Lady F. and see what you can do for us! ”

         When Kathie had escaped, Mrs. Sheridan looked a little rebukingly at her favourite daughter.

         “Lady Fitz isn’t in the least likely to turn Kathie into a household drudge,” she observed.

         Eileen shrugged her shoulders dismissingly, as if it was not important in any case. And then she clasped her hands round her knees and said with a note of inspiration in her voice;

         “If the Marques does stay on, and Kathie fails to prove useful, you might wangle something for us, yourself, Mummy! Couldn’t you send me up to the house with a subscription card, or something of the sort …? You know, the Poor Children’s Holiday Fund, or the Waifs and Strays Christmas Party! The Marques might give generously, and I could wear my new blue woollen … the one with the mini skirt that shocked Miss Murphey. And my flimsiest tights! ”

         Bride glanced at her a little contemptuously, as if that would certainly not be her method; but Mrs Sheridan’s eyes had already softened. The thought – slightly unbalanced – leapt through her mind that Eileen would make an enchanting marquesa.

         If wishes were horses, and beggars could ride … Oh, what an enchanting marquesa Eileen would make!

          
   

         Upstairs in her room Kathie packed her case, and was ready when Lady Fitzosborne’s chauffeur called for her at the appointed time. She said good-bye to her father, and he promised not to smoke all the tobacco she had bought him that morning, and then climbed into the old-fashioned car with its glittering fitments that attracted all the dancing beams of sunlight as they broke through the mist.

         Mount Osborne, on a slight eminence overlooking the loch, always warmed Kathie’s heart. From its windows you could look not only right across the loch, but to the mountains beyond. And on a summer evening, when they turned russet in the sunset light, it was a wonderful sight. On a soft spring afternoon such as this, with the mist still clinging patchily to the lower levels, the whole scene was like a delicate colour etching that would provide an entrancing memory if one was ever in a situation that called for relief from violent hues.

         Kathie didn’t know it then, but there were to be moments in her future life when every nostalgic thought of which she was capable harked back to this green and peaceful scene that was her native Eire. Then, even the crumbling boat-house on the shore of the loch, and the leaky punt that was the property of the inhabitants of Little Carrig, was to have its niche in her memory; and she was to see them under the rain-washed sky, and hear the whistling of the wind as it came whipping across the surface of the water, after having sprung up quite unexpectedly when the weather was calm.

         And she would think of Little Carrig with its faded stucco, and the plaintains on the lawn … And her father doing a crossword puzzle inside his cramped study walls.

         But not on the afternoon when Lady Fitzosborne sent for her, and she sat behind the grizzled back of the chauffeur and decided that if he hadn’t already reached his four-score years and ten he would very shortly be doing so.

         Lady Fitzosborne never took a nap in the afternoon. Instead, she worked at petit point in the morning-room, and thought over scraps of information for her memoirs with which Kathie would be helping her the following morning. Lady Fitz had done so many things in her life – from being acclaimed belle of any number of balls to entertaining royalty. She had ridden in a howdah on the back of an elephant when her husband was governor of an Indian province, and had a handsome black-eyed maharajah fall violently in love with her. She had also flirted discreetly with a Balkan prince, and got herself temporarily mixed up with suffrage for women in London. She had been extricated from the latter by a violent revulsion of feeling, when she decided that femininity was all-important for women; and in the declining years of her life she was one of the most feminine of females, delicate as porcelain, fragile as blown glass.

         When Kathie came hurrying in to her she looked up with a smile, and put away the petit point. She also said how nice Kathie looked in her three-year-old tweed suit, and the white blouse with the round Puritan collar that made her look like a schoolgirl who had been granted permission to have afternoon tea with a relative.

         “If I had your complexion and your hair, I’d never ask for anything else from life,” the exquisite elderly lady remarked, gazing with much gratification at the hair and the complexion. “You only need to look a little older to be a sensation.”

         Kathie shook her head, and rescued the petit point from Pug – who, incidentally, was a pug, and extremely diminutive and destructive – before he could tear it into shreds. Lady Fitz merely smiled blandly as Kathie put the needlework away in a drawer, for Pug was the offspring of her adored Pamela, who had won many prizes.

         “You have to have something more than hair and a complexion to become a sensation,” the girl remarked, as she sat down on a footstool close to her godmother.

         “Don’t you believe it, my dear. And if you have, well – let’s say you’ve got it, shall we?” The girl was like a wand, she thought – straight as a wand, and slim as a reed. And her eyes, with their lovely brown glow, actually warmed one. Lady Fitz sighed, with the pleasure of one who always had to do something about attractive things … rescue them, if necessary, and place them in suitable settings. And she had long ago made up her mind that she would have to do something about Kathleen Sheridan.

         If her latest idea didn’t work out, then she would have to think up something fresh. Something like taking her to London and buying her a whole outfit of clothes, and seeking invitations for her from the right people. But she had what the Americans call a “hunch” about this new idea of hers, and she felt almost excited as she let her mind dwell on it. What a shock for that dreadful woman, Patience Sheridan, who had turned Gerald Sheridan into a poor creature waiting for his days to be numbered – Lady Fitz could remember him when he was something to write home about, and a menace to every susceptible woman with warm blood in her veins! – and what a worse shock for those two self-centred girls who imagined they were the only worth-while plums in the district.

         “Ring the bell, my dear,” she said to Kathie, “and we’ll have tea. My visitors won’t be likely to join us, for they don’t take afternoon tea, and the Marquesa likes a long rest after lunch. These people who live in warm climates always indulge in a prolonged siesta.”

         When Kathie had obeyed her she looked a little enquiring. Her eyes said, Does the Marques also like a long siesta?

         Lady Fitz disabused her of the idea.

         “He takes long walks, my dear. At least, he suddenly seems to appreciate long walks.” The tea was brought in, and she motioned to Kathie to pour out. “As a matter of fact, I am a little concerned about him – in fact, very concerned! As you know, I wasn’t expecting to be a hostess until next week-end, but Sebastiao grew restless and refused to stay in London. His appearance shocked me.”

         Kathie buttered a piece of scone, and waited for her hostess to unburden herself. She was plainly coping with a certain amount of distress.

         “I am very fond of Sebastiao. As a small boy he was adorable, and in his Eton days he used to come and see me a lot. His mother was my greatest friend – my greatest!” She paused. “Sebastiao started off in life with everything … Money, charming parents, charming grandparents, and the prospect of inheriting an old and revered title one day. He has now inherited the title, for his father died a couple of years ago, and his stepmother is devoted to him. He is lucky still! … Save that a highly unsuitable wife, whom he chose without consulting anyone, was killed while they were on holiday in some place like Bermuda. I think she was drowned during a yacht race.”

         “How – awful!” Kathie exclaimed, her heart melting with sympathy for the Marques. “How absolutely ghastly for him!”

         Lady Fitzosborne made a shrugging movement with her shoulders.

         “Perhaps. But she was ten years his senior, a widow, and an Austrian Baronin in her own right. She had lots of friends – not as much money as he has! – and the six months of their marriage were one wild whirl of gaiety. I don’t think they ever visited Portugal during the marriage, and whether they had any plans for settling down and accepting a few responsibilities I don’t know. But her death has aged him … It really has turned him into an old, different, and unapproachable man. I was quite shocked!” Her face puckered, and she made use of a wisp of cambric handkerchief she kept tucked up her sleeve.

         “I’m so sorry.” Kathie’s voice sounded very soft and Irish. “Sorry for you, I mean … And the Marques, of course.”

         “My dear child, your sympathy would be wasted on the Marques! He doesn’t want it. He doesn’t seem to want anything, save to be left alone.”

         “Well, that isn’t very unnatural, is it?” Kathie murmured reasonably.

         Lady Fitz dabbed at her eyes.

         “I don’t like to see it … the way he’s changed. And although the Marquesa is so very devoted to him I don’t think she’s behaving very wisely just now. There’s some young woman in Portugal – very suitable, apparently – whom everyone thought he would marry before he made his disastrous marriage, whom she keeps pushing down his throat, and I can see that he’s had about enough, for he’s not ready for marriage again yet – at least, not with a girl he was probably never very keen about, anyway. You know how these things are arranged in countries like Spain and Portugal … alliances formed for reasons that have nothing to do with a young man’s desire to take a wife. Probably to unite property, or to keep a fortune in a family.”

         “Then this young woman has a fortune?” Kathie heard herself asking – not because she was particularly interested, but because she had to say something.

         “I don’t know … I imagine so. But I do know that Sebastiao would be better left alone just now. Not to brood … but free from being pestered about his future, and talk of heirs, and so forth. Sebastiao will have an heir all in good time, but it’s indecent to thrust such matters on his attention just now. But I can’t make Paula see this.”

         “Paula is the Marquesa? Sebastiao’s stepmother?”

         “Yes; a charming woman – a very human woman. But with the Portuguese type of mind.”

         Conversation lapsed for a few minutes while Kathie refilled the teacups, and then Lady Fitz seemed to pull herself together, and to remember why it was that she had invited Kathie to Mount Osborne for the week-end. It soon became clear that it was nothing to do with any sort of domestic crisis.

         “Dear child, I felt so overwhelmed by all the unhappiness, and the cross-currents, and so forth, that I simply had to have someone like yourself to relieve the strain. And that,” she stated, with a slight disregard of the truth, “is why I sent for you. And now you’re here I want to know whether you’ve brought a pretty dress with you for dinner tonight”

         “A pretty dress?” Kathie looked slightly taken aback. “I haven’t got a really pretty dress….” She made a wry face. “My pink, that I’ve got to wear for the O’Shaughnessy dance on the twenty-sixth, didn’t strike me as very suitable for Mount Osborne, so I brought a black one that once belonged to Mummy, and was cut down for me. It’s not very smart ”

         “I don’t suppose it is,” Lady Fitz observed, also making a wry face, “if Miss Murphey had anything to do with the cutting down. But you could hardly look wrong in black, and I’ll lend you my pearls to brighten you up a bit. The only thing I beg you not to do is lose them.”

         “Of course I won’t!” Kathie exclaimed. “But why should you lend them to me? Why should I have to wear pearls …?”

         “Why not?” Lady Fitz returned, a trifle enigmatically. And then she rose and picked up Pug and announced that she was going to her room for a quiet interval before facing the others. “You know the way to your room, my dear. It’s the one with the new rosebud chintz, next to Mrs. O’Hara’s sitting-room. If there’s anything you want she’ll see to it. You’re a great favourite of hers, and in spite of having to rise to the occasion for unexpected guests, she’s in quite a good humour.”

         But Kathie decided there was no need to trouble Mrs. O’Hara for anything, and spent the next hour taking the keenest possible pleasure in her charming bedroom – quite unlike her little low-ceilinged room at home – and preparing herself for the evening. It was early to dress for dinner, since the dinner-gong didn’t sound until halfpast eight at Mount Osborne, but she soaked herself in a beautifully hot bath, and then took time with the details of her dressing.

         She brushed her hair until it shone, and then combed it into a loose style so that it swung against her neck, and the burnished waves threw into prominence the pearly pallor of her skin. She used very little lipstick, but the little she did use brought her lips to life, and in some curious way drew attention to the tenderness that dwelt at the corners of her shapely mouth – the mouth that gave Lady Fitzosborne acute pleasure when she watched it breaking into a smile that was as radiant as the early morning.

         Her big brown eyes gazed back at her critically from the mirror, for the black dress had been altered rather badly, and only the shadowy darkness did things for her. That and Lady Fitzosborne’s pearls, which she did not, however, dare to wear until the last possible moment. And as there was still time on her hands she slipped into a tweed coat and crept down the back stairs for a walk in the garden before the dusk closed down.

         The mist was coming swooping down again, and as she walked in the shrubbery she knew that the ends of her hair were beginning to curl moistly in the damp atmosphere, and to be hung with bright drops; and it was a little cold out there with the sun setting without being seen behind a bank of clouds. The grounds that were so famed for their beauty in the summer were a little dismal, the half-mile of azalea hedge in the long drive still bare of colour, the rhododendrons merely putting forth huge fat buds.

         As for the rose garden, to which invited guests flocked when there was a garden party, there still seemed to be a kind of winter sleep over the lifeless-looking bushes and tall standard trees.

         Kathie retraced her steps to the house, entering it by way of the Garden Room, where Lady Fitz arranged many of her own bowls and vases of flowers. It was also used as a depository for over-shoes and mackintoshes, and there was a tall stand for walking sticks and umbrellas. As Kathie closed the glass door she heard a clatter amongst the contents of the umbrella stand, and looked round to see a tall man impatiently ridding himself of a shooting stick by thrusting it well home amongst the other occupants of the stand. There was a look of frustration on his lean tanned face, as if anything that temporarily obstructed him or defied him in any way was an offence, and she could distinctly hear him swearing softly and rather bitterly.

         “What a climate! No wonder the only things the Irish can really grow are potatoes! ”

         “I beg your pardon?” Kathie murmured softly, advancing towards him. There was a dimple at one corner of her smile, and in the half-light she looked a little fey and unreal. “But we do produce shamrock! Maybe you haven’t heard of it?”
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