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ONE


‘THIS IS KEITH, my dear. He’s my nephew from Cambridge. I believe he is studying physics when he isn’t writing verse. Unless you like sonnets to your eyebrow, you would do well not to encourage him.’


Stella came out of the reverie she had fallen into over her sherry and, shaping her lips into a smile, gave the young man her hand. She didn’t particularly notice him since she had given up paying attention to men. But she managed the smile, and a complimentary flick of her eyelashes.


‘He’s my brother Iain’s son. Notice the undistinguished chin.’


‘Yes. Like yours.’


‘It’s the stamp of the Lea-Stephens.’


The young man flushed and scuffed one of his sandals against the other. Then he said, blurting it out:


‘I’ve read your last book, Miss Rushton.’


‘It was probably my worst.’


‘Oh no, I didn’t think so.’


Simon laughed. He punched his tall nephew on the shoulder. ‘You’ll learn, my son, that a writer’s last book is always his worst. But now you’d better run along – we’re having supper in ten minutes. You look as though you had just come back from a safari.’


The approach of supper was confirmed by a rattle of cutlery in the next room and Ruby, Simon’s maid, had just been in to receive instructions. Casually, without real intention, Stella had watched Simon talking to her, at the same time thinking how irreproachably he filled the role of a successful man. He had confidence and poise and just the right manner for everyone. His voice, clear and resonant, barely hinted at a costly schooling. Though he was short his figure was neat and he had unfairly photogenic features: smiling grey eyes under straight, dark brows, a straight nose and a handsome forehead. He was the illustrated weeklies’ idea of a best-selling writer and had often been photographed in this very room in his ‘idyllic Broadland retreat’. As he came back to her now he made his smile personal, for Stella.


‘I shouldn’t ask you, I know, but are you working on something new?’


‘Yes. A new novel.’


‘I wondered if you’d taken the cottage for a rest.’


‘I have in a way.’


‘But work is the best antidote?’


She shrugged feebly, keeping her eyes fixed on her glass. He knew, the world knew, why she was burying herself down here.


‘I’d sooner not talk about it.’


‘I’m damned clumsy, I know. But I thought I would like to say a word before the others came in. I hate to think of you alone there.’


‘It’s what I want more than anything.’


‘I know you do, Stella dear. But is that entirely wise?’


Staring at the glass, she was very much afraid that she was going to burst into tears; she saw it grow larger and mistier and its outlines become confused. It was perhaps her resentment that saved her; she resented his tone of superior wisdom. He wanted to be kind, she appreciated that, but how could he begin to understand her situation?


‘I really would rather not talk about it.’


‘Forgive me, my dear. I felt I had to bring it up.’


‘It’s – it’s too personal a matter.’


‘Yes, I see it is, now. I really am the biggest fool, you know. I think I can rush in anywhere and sort out things for whoever.’


He turned away abruptly and went across to the cabinet to pour himself another drink. From the direction of the French windows, down the terrace and across the lawn, came the sound of an outboard motor kicking itself to a halt. Simon’s guests had arrived back from an evening spin on the Broad.


‘You seem so solitary, my dear . . . one feels obliged to do what one can.’ Simon returned to her slowly, his grey eyes lowered earnestly.


‘It’s kind of you, Simon. But the cottage is all I want.’


‘At the same time—’ he touched glasses with her – ‘do remember that we’re here. You needn’t starve yourself of company with Lazy Waters around the corner. You’ll soon get to know the folks, and Keith – you’ve met him already. So treat us like friends. Drop in whenever you have the mind.’


‘Thank you, Simon.’


She could feel herself on the point of tears again, but voices were approaching, and, biting her lip, she stood up. Simon gently squeezed her hand and gave her a look of encouragement. Then the French windows swung open and the others came in.




TWO


IT WAS BARELY a month since Stella Rushton’s world had tumbled about her ears, and only a fortnight since she had first become acquainted with Simon. She had met him before – their paths had crossed at a publisher’s reception – but then she had paid him little attention, and certainly he had paid her none. The occasion had been the launch of his current book. She had formed part of the toasting, admiring fringe. They had shaken hands, and smiled, and then he had promptly forgotten her; and she, just then living in a blissful paradise, had been content to be forgotten. The reception had been in January. Now it was the beginning of July. During that interval Simon’s book had made a fortune, while Stella had wanted to give up living.


Yet it had been such a commonplace affair, the sort that happens every day of the year; for there is always a foolish woman somewhere ready to throw her heart at a man. This man’s name was Justin Hamilton and unfortunately he was very well-known. He was an ex-yachtsman who had broken numerous records for sailing round the world single-handed. But he was also well-known because of his dead wife, the French helmswoman Françoise Durand, whom he had rescued in a daring exploit when she had been wrecked in the Coral Sea. There had been a quick, romantic wedding when the two of them had landed at Rockhampton, Queensland; but a year later Françoise had vanished while competing in the Fastnet race. And to Stella, a youngish novelist neither well-known nor much regarded, had fallen the job of writing the history of this interesting business.


She had been put on to it by her publisher, who was a relative of Hamilton’s, and though the task didn’t greatly appeal to her she couldn’t afford to turn it down. She had driven out to Godalming, where Hamilton now lived. She had been easily persuaded to stay at his house with his smart but friendly sister. By profession Hamilton was a marine underwriter; he had a wide circle of friends, and into this circle Stella had slipped with a readiness that surprised her. And she had fallen in love with Justin, it was as simple, as natural as that. She was thirty-two, but it seemed like the first time it had ever happened to her.


He was a man to fall in love with. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and ruggedly handsome. He had questing blue eyes and an injured mouth and reddish-brown hair that curled crisply. He played golf and was the local tennis tiger and drove his pale green Mer-cedes with flair; at the office he wore beautifully tailored suits, but at home shaggy tweeds that smelled of tobacco. In addition, he was regarded by all his friends as a confirmed widower. His heart, yielded to the lost Françoise, had never been touched by another woman. He was gay to cover his sorrow and he jested to hide a tear; he was gallant, and romantic, and entirely irresistible.


And thus it was not very remarkable that Stella should fall in love with him, since during the writing of the book she had every opportunity. In his well-appointed study or under the cedar on his lawn they enjoyed a succession of tête-à-têtes as he related his experiences. He had a strangely caressing voice which she could listen to for hours. He answered, with never-failing patience, the questions she thought up to put to him. He taught her golf, admired her writing, and let her drive him in the Mercedes, and was her squire rather than his sister’s when they went to visit friends. No, the truly remarkable thing – it seemed a miracle to Stella – was that Justin, without any urging, was apparently falling in love with her. She didn’t rate her chances so high for she knew that her looks were not sensational, and there were prettier women of his acquaintance who must have baited their hooks for years.


But it happened. One day, in the autumn, when they had gone for a stroll in the beechwoods, he took her suddenly, clumsily in his arms and gave her a long, searching kiss. The strength had gone right out of her body; she had lain inert in the cradle of his arms. Drawing his head back and gazing down at her, he’d said:


‘Little fool! You knew I wanted that.’


Later, with reckless greediness, she had told over each memory of those seconds, making certain that one by one they were impressed on her heart. She had recalled the exact scent of the falling damp leaves, the feel of the moss under her feet, the whimpering of Jock, his retriever. They had walked back out of the wood with their arms around each other, her face pressed against the warm tweed of his jacket; they had lingered at the gates watching the red westering sun, the smoke rising from cottage chimneys, the bands of frosty mist. It had all seemed new and incommunicably beautiful. She had wanted to cry because she had never before known such beauty.


She had been impossibly happy. She had scarcely noticed what happened round her. She went on working at the book but hardly knew what she was setting down. She never questioned the future, never gave or extracted a promise, never thought to be jealous or to make any claim on him. Indeed she had lived a dream, a dream she had thought without end; she loved and was beloved and asked no more from life than that. She welcomed each new day because it added to her happiness.


In the spring the book was finished and she knew the first moments of unease. Of course, until they were married she couldn’t continue living at Beechings. For one thing, Justin’s sister was going abroad after Easter, and Justin had explained to her that, for professional reasons, he needed to be tender of his reputation. It was a wrench all the same to return to the neglected flat in Kensington. She made some half-hearted enquiries about accomodation in Godalming. Justin drove her up to town and they arranged to meet again two days later, but when the door closed behind him she couldn’t help a flood of tears.


They met, they met again; nothing apparently had changed; in Justin’s arms she buried the memories of the empty days without him. She introduced him to her friends and he seemed always charmed to meet them, he took her out to fashionable restaurants, the latest shows, the in-trend nightclubs. Her book, which had brought them together, continued to exert its benevolent influence; unlike her novels it seemed to be worth a great deal of expensive pre-publicity. There were receptions held in aid of it, she and Justin gave interviews. Pictures of them, usually together, were appearing frequently in the press. Their names were linked by gossip columnists. He didn’t appear to resent this. Her friends made knowing remarks about them and these he accepted with a smile. In fact, except for those aching absences she was even happier than before, and the spring, an agreeably fine one, flew by on perfumed wings.


At the end of May Justin was obliged to attend some conference in Bermuda and she had known for some time in advance that she must lose him for a fortnight. She tried to be firm with herself about this – not to let him go for a fortnight was ridiculous! – but as the date of his departure drew near she became nervous and depressed. In the end she suggested she should go with him.


‘I wouldn’t be in the way, darling. I promise I wouldn’t.’


His watchful blue eyes studied her face for a moment and then he replied:


‘I’m sorry, darling, but we must draw a line at that.’


‘But Justin, why? I could take a later flight.’


‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘Don’t try to understand these things. Besides, you’d be awfully bored. My time is all taken up. I’ve got to attend every session of this cursed conference, and in my spare time I’ll have to write my reports.’


‘But I’d see you every day—’


‘Only at mealtimes, I’m afraid, and then it wouldn’t be wise for you to stay at my hotel.’


She could understand his point but she couldn’t help feeling hurt. It would have been more complimentary if for once he had sunk his caution. On the other hand, she secretly adored the manly firmness of his decision, and she resigned herself to staying in London because that was what Justin wanted of her. She saw him off at Heathrow. He looked uncompromisingly English. He wore a bowler and a black suit and a perfectly knotted RYS tie. He carried copies of The Times and The Illustrated London News, and just through the barrier he turned and touched his hat before disappearing. She took a taxi back to Kensington and settled down to weep.


Three days later, in the Telegraph, her eye fell on an announcement of his engagement. He was to marry the daughter of the chairman of a shipping line whose home was in Bermuda.




THREE


IN THE FLAT below hers lived a business girl, Jenny Williams, and if it hadn’t been for Jenny, Stella didn’t know what she would have done. On reading the announcement she had stupidly fainted and fallen heavily on the floor; it was Saturday, Jenny was at home, and the sound of the fall had brought her upstairs. When Stella came round she was lying on her settee. Jenny was sitting on a chair by her, swabbing her forehead with eau-de-Cologne. She had made a pot of tea of a strength that was truly formidable, and the Telegraph had disappeared, though there were some ashes in Stella’s hearth.


‘Now drink this, my dear – drink it quick, you understand?’


Jenny was Welsh and her soft voice was at once kindly and authoritative. She was the daughter, Stella knew, of a Nonconformist preacher, and she worked as a secretary in one of the publishing houses. Though they had been neighbours for several months Stella had never found her very approachable. Now Jenny sat stiffly, with a solemn face, while Stella sipped the mahogany tea.


‘You gave me a fright, you did, my dear. You’ve been out cold for half an hour. I was going to call in the doctor, but then I saw you flutter your eyelids.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Oh, never mind that. Just drink your tea, and I’ll pour you another.’


‘I’ve just had . . . a shock.’


‘Well, drink your tea. You can talk about it after.’


Stella didn’t want to talk about it. She dared scarcely even to think. She felt that when she faced it again she would be driven out of her mind. She wanted to lie in a dull stupor, her mind contracted into the space of the room; she wanted to fall into a sleep from which there would never be any waking. And sleep she did, because Jenny had slipped a sleeping-tablet into her cup. When she woke it was six o’clock and the table was being set for a meal.


That night the Welsh girl slept on Stella’s settee and in the morning she fetched one or two of her things into the flat. She tended Stella like a child who was made fractious by some complaint, and unless she was sleeping, refused to let her alone for a moment. She talked brightly and persistently. Stella’s only escape was into tears. Jenny’s remedy for these was an immediate cup of tea, which was ruthlessly effective: one couldn’t cry while drinking tea.


‘You’re cruel – cruel to me!’


‘Now, my dear, you mustn’t take on.’


‘You don’t understand. I’d rather die.’


‘You wouldn’t, my dear. You’re not quite yourself.’


‘At least, if I died—’


‘I think I’ll make a pot of tea.’


She slept that night quite exhausted, too tired even to cry. She hated Jenny with a fierce intensity though she knew that the Welsh girl was being a trump. She wanted to be alone with her grief, to give it its head, to let it crush her; and Jenny, with her damnable Welsh obstinacy, was steadily denying her this luxury. And what right had she to come between Stella and her tragedy? Her last emotion before she went to sleep was her indignation with Jenny.


It took two days for the first numbing shock to pass, and during that time she was certain that she wanted to die. She could see no hope at all. Beyond that point there was only darkness. She would soon be thirty-three. She had nobody – except Jenny – to turn to. He had treated her inhumanly, treacherously, barbarously, and unless it was to die she could think of no adequate reaction. She tried very hard to die. She was resentful when she found she couldn’t. She had decided that it would be unsatisfactory to give nature any assistance, and apart from eating very little, tried to will herself into a decline. But at the end of two days she was ravenously hungry and what was more, she wanted to talk about the injury Justin had done her.


So she ate, and talked, and anger replaced the sense of shock. She forgot that she wanted to die and meditated a more satisfying revenge. A magnificent scene had suggested itself – dramatically, she would interrupt Justin’s wedding: at the point where the clergyman enquired for impediments she would throw herself passionately between Justin and that woman. She spent many hours elaborating this incident, adjusting each detail with the eye of a true novelist. It didn’t occur to her until later that she never intended to act it, but that it would make a likely sequence in some book yet to be written. Then she caught herself smiling. It was feeble, but it was a smile.


Jenny had shielded her from the papers and her mail for some days, but in the end her curiosity made her hunt for the latter. Everyone had seen the announcement, and there must have been some press comment; she didn’t know, then, that Jenny had resolutely seen off the reporters. Jenny had also fixed the phone. All Stella’s calls were going through to Miss Williams. For several days Stella had enjoyed an existence which was hermetically sealed from the world. She’d had a fresh fit of tears when she began to discover these things, for really she’d been beastly to Jenny, she had behaved like a spoiled brat. And Jenny, almost a stranger, had taken it all in her stride; without a moment’s hesitation she had put herself at Stella’s service.


‘Tomorrow is Sunday again, my dear. We’ll go for an outing after lunch.’


‘Oh no, Jenny. I couldn’t!’ Stella stared at her in dismay. She had been clinging to the flat as to a last foothold on dry land, she hadn’t yet dared to contemplate her re-entry into the world.


‘You have been indoors a week. You are beginning to look quite peaked.’


‘No, Jenny, not yet. I’m bound to run into someone.’


‘Well, that won’t kill you, and they’re keeping a skiff for us. I rang the man at Kingston. We’re having an outing on the river.’


And, tearfully, she let Jenny cajole her out of the flat, and they drove in Jenny’s ancient Mini to the Bridge Boatyard in Kingston. It was a sultry June day; everybody was on the river. To Hampton Court and beyond there were streams of skiffs, punts, dinghies. The sun was almost unbearable. Jenny had forgotten about sunshades. By the time they had sculled up to the eyot they were content to get off the river, and finding a retreat behind the eyot, they slid the skiff into it. But even there it was hot, under the ceiling of low willow branches. The air was motionless and the water looked muddy and thick-flowing. They lay prone among the cushions, listening to the oars of passing boats, with sometimes a launch going by to set the skiff rocking and swaying.


‘Well, my dear, and what are you going to do?’


After a long silence Jenny had turned her head to look at Stella. She had large, solemn eyes which, oddly, seemed to envelope one, and just then perspiration was beading on her pretty freckled nose.


Stella shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I just don’t know.’


‘How about your people, now?’


‘No, I couldn’t go to them.’


Stella’s father was a country GP who had a practice in Somerset. They had never got on very well and there had been a row when she left home. His favourite was her elder sister; Elizabeth had sided with him in the row.


‘Have you no friends, then?’


‘No, not them.’ She couldn’t bear the thought of people who knew about it.


‘Nobody at all where you could stay for a bit?’


‘Nobody at all. I just want to be alone.’


Jenny had nodded seriously as though she found that quite intelligible. She had reached up over her head and plucked a twitch of the willow. With this she’d played for a minute or so, unravelling the golden skin, before saying, very carefully:


‘Would you know Simon Lea-Stephens?’


‘Lea-Stephens?’ Stella thought a moment, then realized that she did. ‘I shook hands with him once. We met at a launching party.’


‘Well, you know, we’re his publishers, and I know him quite well. He’s made a terrible lot of money. It’s that musical that’s done it.’


Stella shrugged without comment. Lea-Stephens was nothing to her. She had read one of his books, but only out of curiosity. He was not a ‘serious’ writer and Stella herself was deadly serious: she had not been at all surprised when he had branched out into musicals. With Woody Woodmancott, the composer, he had written The Golden Girl.


‘He lives in Norfolk, you know, when he isn’t in town. A marvellous place he has, too. It is near one of the Broads.’


‘You’re not suggesting he’d lend it to me?’


‘Oh no! I know he wouldn’t. He’ll be going down there himself in a week or two. He spends the summer there, you know, with his guests and various people. But he has a cottage down there as well, and I just happen to know it’s empty.’


‘I don’t want to be on someone’s doorstep.’


‘No, and you wouldn’t be. It’s a good mile from the house. It’s a place on its own, and it’s got a summerhouse by the Broad – ideal, it is, and right by itself.’


Jenny was too good a psychologist to urge the idea. Having planted it she left it to grow, and returned to peeling her willow-wand. Stella lay with her eyes closed, her head cradled in her hands; thinking, thinking, trying to plan some possible future. She couldn’t continue living in Kensington, that was the one clear thing. Her loathing for Kensington was suddenly physical. It made her shudder as she lay there. Kensington meant her crowd, the people she’d introduced Justin to – pitying and sneering: she couldn’t take either. And everywhere it would be the same, wherever they knew her, whether they showed it or not they would be thinking, examining her. It was too much to bear. There would need to be an interval. She would have to go away for a spell, for a year perhaps. And that being so, where better to bury herself than Norfolk: who of her set ever went there, except the Carters, who came from King’s Lynn?


Restively she stirred her legs: ‘My God, I’m thirsty! Can’t we get a drink somewhere?’


‘We passed a pub as we came along.’


Jenny said no more about the cottage or Stella’s plans for the future. Stella was rather sorry she didn’t. She felt she would like to have been persuaded.




FOUR


AND SHE WAS persuaded, in the end.


Jenny, with characteristic slyness, took the business quietly in hand, getting in touch with Lea-Stephens’ secretary and eventually with Lea-Stephens. Three days later Stella had a letter from him, beautifully written on monogrammed notepaper; it was tactful, it was cordial, one felt it came from a most sincere friend. Simon expressed himself frankly about Stella’s misfortune and appreciated that she would be glad to get away from London. He was happy to be able to offer her Heron Cottage, near Barford Broad, and hoped she would do him the honour of becoming his tenant. If she would meet him for a drink they could settle up the business.


‘You’re the devil, Jenny!’


Stella had dressed in a restrained, tailored costume, and for the first time since the catastrophe she had made up her face. She used a little gardenia perfume and pinned violets in her buttonhole, chose an unobtrusive hat and carried her slim, shepherd’s crook umbrella. In a suitably subdued way she knew she looked attractive. Jenny’s eye had run over her approvingly when she came down to the taxi. Stella felt a little guilty, like a widow gone prematurely gay; but she was meeting Simon at his select club and she could scarcely have done less.


He was waiting for her in the club lounge and had his secretary with him. He introduced her – Jill Shore, an auburn-haired girl with a boyish face. Then she went off to type some letters and Simon ordered their drinks. It was early, and they had the lounge pretty well to themselves.


‘Call me Simon, for the sake of brevity.’


He soon broke down any awkwardness. He was off at once on an amusing tale about his collaborator, Woody. His eyes were watchful behind their smiling but she didn’t find that offensive. They were appreciative, too. They took in her figure, which her suit flattered.


‘Have you been to the Broads before?’


‘Once, yes. But I was quite a child.’


‘You’ll like it there. It drips with poetry. It’s got a voluptuous, feminine beauty. There’s nowhere else a bit like it and once you’re bitten you have to go back. Can you sail a boat, by the way?’


‘Yes, a dinghy. I can manage that.’


‘There’s an assortment of boats at Lazy Waters, so you can borrow a dinghy or what you like.’


Simon was plainly an enthusiast when it came to the Broads and his grey eyes sparkled as he spoke of their attractions. His ‘school’, he told her, had been Gresham’s, only a stone’s-throw from the Broads, and as a member of the school sailing club he had come to know them young. He had an especial charm while in the flush of his enthusiasm. Soon Stella began to think that she had judged him rather harshly. Because he was a ‘pop’ writer she had been automatically deprecating, not allowing that one could be likeable while falling short of divine genius. Simon was infinitely likeable.


‘Would you like a longish lease?’


‘I hadn’t . . . I’m not sure . . .’


In a panic, she realized suddenly that she was liable to go to pieces. She was living on a sort of tightrope on which Jenny had managed to set her, but the least little pressure was likely to upset her balance. Fortunately, Simon appeared not to notice.


‘You’d like to see it first, I expect. I’ll get on to Jill to write to Mrs Allcock. You can have it as soon as you like.’


‘Oh, in a week or so, perhaps . . .’


‘Jill will give you a key, then you can go down when you’re ready.’


She finished her drink and left as soon as she decently could. It was ridiculous, but a howling fit had been right at her elbow. At one moment she had been feeling confident and certain of herself, the next a prop seemed to have fallen out and the abyss to have opened beneath her. She hailed a taxi, then changed her mind: it would never do for her to give in! Instead, she walked along the pavement until she came to a café. There she ordered Jenny’s remedy, a cup of strong, sweet tea, and sipping it tried to take a firm hold on her emotions.


She had no intention of giving up her flat. It had been her home for three years and it represented her independence. It was not an imposing pied-à-terre but it was comfortable and convenient, and by good luck she was in funds due to selling the serial rights of her book. Thus her packing didn’t take long. It took her longer to resolve to do it. After the interview with Simon she was filled with doubts about the wisdom of the move. Jenny rallied her when she could, but of course she spent the day at her office, and often she came in from work to find Stella snivelling into a pillow. That move had something fundamental about it, something which she couldn’t put into words; it was cutting deep into roots which Justin’s treachery hadn’t touched.


‘After this, I’m going to be old . . .’


‘Don’t be a foolish woman, Stella.’


To Jenny this was probably the most trying part of the business. She needed to nag Stella constantly, yet to be for ever cheering her up. It required the temperament of a saint and the obstinacy of the devil, and just occasionally Jenny’s temper was unequal to the task.


‘People have been jilted before, and lived.’


‘That’s unfair! I wasn’t just jilted.’


‘It’s the name we give it in Wales.’


‘I hate you, Jenny. I hate Wales too.’


‘Well then, be a woman. Face up to things a bit. I’d be ashamed to let any man make a fool of me like that.’


‘You wait. You’ll find out what it’s like to be jilted.’


She made up her mind finally over a week after the interview. The weather, which till then had been uncertain, suddenly turned fair. It made the town look shabby, the buildings across the street seemed tired; a malaise had settled on everything and even the air seemed second-hand. They made the trip in Jenny’s Mini on the last weekend in June. Stella clung to Jenny till the last – she would like to have removed her too. When they arrived at the cottage they bustled about and scraped together a meal of sorts, and Jenny was not allowed to depart before she had promised to return to spend a weekend. When she drove off, Stella stood in the road, watching the Mini till it was out of sight. The convalescence was over. Now Stella had to stand alone.




FIVE


IN THE MORNING she discovered what her feelings of the evening had prevented, namely that Heron Cottage was as perfect a retreat as a forlorn damsel might ask for. She had received some details of it from Simon, but these hadn’t really registered; she had remembered only that it was on the mains and had a bath and was free from neighbours. Now she was at leisure to take it in and she was thrilled with delight by it. After her three years in Kensington she seemed to have entered a foreign land.


The cottage was situated on a by-road about a mile from Alderford village, standing back behind trees that almost hid it from passers-by. It was single-storied, built of flint and rusty brick, the roof thatched with reed thatch and the windows furnished with green shutters. It wasn’t large, but it was delectable. The rooms had been decorated with taste. No attempt had been made to simulate original furniture; what there was was modern and plain, but the sort of plainness that hinted at quality. There was a modern kitchen and a hot-water system. Big windows had been added to the principal room. A touch of luxury was in the bathroom, which possessed a sunken bath, and in the bedroom odd corners had been turned into fitted cupboards and a fitted wardrobe. In all, it must have cost Simon a great deal of money, and Stella couldn’t help wondering what his object had been in spending it. He had let it to her at a rent which she now saw was purely nominal.
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