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A woman’s dream – who thinks by smiling well to ripen figs in frost


GEORGE ELIOT (The Spanish Gipsy)




Chapter One


I


THAT night when Elizabeth Winter took the two girls up to the schoolroom, en route for bed, she had a bad time. She had guessed during dinner that, although downstairs neither of the children had said anything, they would deluge her with questions once they were alone.


Barbara, the eldest, was, after all, fifteen and no baby. It must have been pretty plain to her that something was very wrong during that awful meal. She had felt so sorry for the girls. Sorry for their father. Sorry in a way for her, the woman who was the cause of all the trouble, although that particular spirit of compassion in Elizabeth was mingled with contempt. She could not admire a woman who made a scene in front of her own children.


Barbara started the questioning. The moment they were in the big cheerful room Barbara said:


“Libby!” (That was what they called her.) “What on earth is the matter with Mummy and Daddy?”


Before Elizabeth could answer, Jane, two years younger than her sister, chimed in:


“Yes. What is it, Libby? Mummy has been crying. I could see she has. Her eyelids were all red, and she sniffed into her hankie instead of eating her pudding. And Daddy looked so cross. She was so cross with him, too, when he talked about us all going down to Cornwall. She said she wouldn’t go, then she pushed away her plate and …”


“That’s enough, Jane darling,” broke in Elizabeth, her cheeks felt hot and her heart was heavy with a sensation of shame. Shame that these children should have to say such things, should have had to see such things.


“Mummy isn’t well, that’s all, and it just isn’t your business, so hurry and put away that draughtboard. Jane, there’s a black draughtsman on the floor … Barbara, pick up that ball by the window … then hurry to bed … the pair of you.”


The girls looked at each other and grimaced, but they did what they were told. And the grimace held no malice because they loved Elizabeth Winter. She had been their governess since their nurse had left them eight years ago. During that eight years she had become one of the family and an essential part of their lives. They admitted to each other that, after their parents, they loved Libby better than anybody in the world. More even than their aunts and uncles, or their grandmother. They loved her because she was so different from the other governesses whom they met at the houses of their friends. She wasn’t what they called ‘bossy’ or dictatorial. She didn’t forbid them to do everything they wanted to do. She generally had a good reason for saying ‘no’ when she did say it, and she loved them very much. They knew that.


Three years ago when Barbara had first gone to boarding-school, and there had been some talk of Elizabeth leaving the family, they had had awful moments all round. Everybody had been miserable. Then Mummy had decided to keep Libby on because Jane was still at day school and needed somebody to look after her when she came home. And there were Barbara’s holidays. So here was Libby still with them. And they were glad.


They adored their mother. She was beautiful and clever and she spoiled them. Daddy, they didn’t see so much of. He was very busy. And although he was very nice to them, he didn’t have much to do with them really, and they didn’t feel that they knew him very well.


In fact they felt that they really knew Libby better than anybody else. She understood them. If anything was wrong, somehow it was always Libby who put it right, whether it was finding something they had lost, planning an outing they particularly wanted, or nursing them when they were ill. Mummy was always there in the background, an exciting and fascinating person, and Daddy supplied the money so far as they could see. But it was to Libby they fled in moments of emergency.


Libby was quite young. To them, she seemed old because twenty-seven does seem a good age to children. But they had once heard their mother say to their father that ‘it was a shame Elizabeth didn’t meet the right man and get married, because she was still so youthful and so pretty.’


Everybody thought Libby was pretty. She had very blue eyes, beautiful, long-lashed eyes, but she was rather short-sighted and she wore horn-rimmed spectacles when she was doing her reading or writing. Sometimes she got awful headaches because of her eyes and then Barbara and Jane tried to be quiet and help her to get better. They were sympathetic with her because she was so nice to them. A year ago when her widowed mother had died and she had been awfully upset, they had saved up a week’s pocket money to fill the schoolroom with flowers for her when she got back from her unhappy holiday.


Elizabeth Winter knew that the two girls were devoted to her and this evening she was more than ever upset in herself, because she felt that she was letting them down. She had had to lie to them about their mother and stop them questioning her. She did not like that. She always liked to be perfectly frank with the children. She could have strangled those two at dinner, she told herself, fond though she was of them. Why couldn’t they control themselves when the girls were downstairs? Why couldn’t Lucia have stayed in her bedroom if she wanted to cry, instead of doing it in public? And why had Guy to choose dinnertime, when the children were present, to threaten Lucia that he was going to shut up the house and take them all to Cornwall? He must have known it was a sore subject with Lucia and bound to upset her.


Elizabeth turned on the hot-water tap in the bath and stood watching the water run, meditatively waiting for the girls to get undressed and come in. Her face puckered with worry. She kept thinking about dinner. What an awful atmosphere there had been! Lucia, as Jane said, with her eyes all red as though she had been crying bitterly. Guy looking grim and sulky and stubborn. Guy was a morose, difficult creature at the best of times and one of his worst faults was stubbornness. He had no tact. He was aggravatingly pompous. This present situation needed tact, and a lot of understanding and subtle handling, if he were to keep Lucia. That thought made Elizabeth’s heart sink a bit lower. If he were to keep Lucia! But Elizabeth had a most unpleasant presentiment that he wouldn’t … that the other man would win. For although Elizabeth had tried for years to like and respect Guy Norton, who was, as a rule, agreeable to her, she saw his faults. She knew that he was quite unsuited to Lucia. They got badly on each other’s nerves, and in her heart of hearts Lucia had Elizabeth’s sympathy. But she belonged to the school that believed that a woman, having ‘made her marriage bed, must lie upon it’.


Surely Lucia couldn’t leave Guy? If she did it meant her also leaving the children. She couldn’t do that. She couldn’t.


Barbara and Jane came into the bathroom. Elizabeth looked at them. Her two pets. Barbara, so tall that she was, at fifteen, taller than Elizabeth herself, slenderly built like her mother but with her father’s reddish hair and very white skin. She would possibly be a beauty when she had got over the puppy stage. At the moment she was awkward, her teeth were having to be corrected with a gold band and she had reached the giggling schoolgirl stage. She was crazy about sports but she hadn’t been allowed to play so much tennis this summer because she had outgrown her strength a little. She was a conscientious truthful child and Elizabeth had an admiration for Barbara, but she had just a little bit too much of her father’s pomposity in her. She was good and she liked to boast about it. That was so typical of Guy. There were innumerable times when Elizabeth had heard him preaching virtue to his wife and family and boasting his own claims to it. That was what made Lucia so cross. He was an insufferable prig – she was human.


Jane was her mother’s child. Although she never showed it, because she disliked favouritisms, Elizabeth had a soft spot for little Jane. At thirteen, she was shorter by a head than her sister, inclined to plumpness but more like her mother in colouring. Those were Lucia’s large greenish hazel eyes with the long brown lashes which curled backwards. And the big pupils. Elizabeth had never seen such huge black pupils. And Lucia’s dark brown hair, of satin texture. Jane wore it in two little plaits. Jane had dimples in her cheeks. She had always been much naughtier than Barbara, quicker to break the rules but quicker to be sorry.


Once the two girls were in the bath, soaping themselves merrily, they were talking about Biscuit, their Aberdeen, who was at the Vet’s and was returning tomorrow. They seemed to have forgotten about the trouble during dinner.


Elizabeth was thankful. She went into the bedroom where the two little beds had been turned down by Clara, the housemaid. It was a pretty room, furnished in soft madonna blue, with silver stars on the ceiling. Everything had been designed by Lucia. She had always wanted the girls to have lovely things. She was herself an appreciative artist, without being creative in any way. But she loved good things, good pictures, books, classical music, and she had an eye for colouring.


The whole house was lovely and up to a few months ago, Elizabeth had looked upon it as one of the happiest of homes. She had felt herself singularly fortunate that she was in it, and one of such a darling family.


But now everything was changed. Everything … since Christmas when that young man Charles Green had arrived on the scene. If there was one person Elizabeth resented in her mind it was Charles Green. Not because she disliked him personally. Nobody could dislike Charles. He was too utterly charming. She could well see the fascination he had for women. But she disliked him because of the harm he had done this house. He had come between Guy and Lucia. Elizabeth would despise any man who could help break up a home – especially where there were children.


Elizabeth walked to the window and drew aside the curtain. It was a lovely evening in July and still light. The perfume of night-scented stock drifted up to her from below. That green lawn, sloping to the river’s edge! That dark graceful cedar, that beautiful herbaceous border, were all so familiar to Elizabeth. It was in that garden that the children had played since Jane was born.


Heron’s Cry was an old manor house built of grey stone and half covered with creeper. It stood in the banks of the river close to Marlowe. Guy had a small motor-boat and when he was not using it the gardener knew how to drive it and could take the girls, with Elizabeth, for picnics.


A perfect home, Heron’s Cry, and Lucia loved it more than anybody. That was what seemed to Elizabeth so sad. Guy had bought it just before Jane was born and it was Lucia who had helped him to perfect it and was interested in the garden as well as the interior decoration. Lucia was always so full of ideas, so imaginative. Yet here she was, well on the way to ruining the tranquil loveliness by her own folly. She couldn’t leave Heron’s Cry, Guy and the children.


The bedroom door opened. Elizabeth let the curtains fall and turned round. She expected to see Barbara or Jane, whichever girl had got out of the bath first. But instead she saw their mother.


Lucia Norton walked into the room slowly and without her usual buoyancy of step.


“I’ve come to say good night to Barbara and Jane,” she announced.


Her voice, too, Elizabeth noticed, had lost its customary timbre of gaiety. Lucia was highly-strung and had an excitable, nervous temperament which added to her physical attractions and gave her great charm. Even Elizabeth Winter, who knew her so well, knew all her faults as well as her good points, was always struck afresh every time she saw Lucia by that extraordinary charm. And by her extreme good looks, still as perfect as ever, although she was a woman of thirty-five.


She was, as usual, exquisitely dressed. Elizabeth had never seen Lucia wear frilly or fussy garments. All her things were plain, perfectly tailored and in perfect taste. The long black skirt with the little black jacket over a green chiffon blouse, which she wore tonight, accentuated her slenderness and her height. She was a head taller than Elizabeth. She had grown a little too thin this summer. Her cheeks were hollow and those brilliant eyes looked enormous, as though some inner fire was consuming her, as though something was sapping her vitality, and in defence she was straining it to its uttermost. She did not as a rule use much make-up because she had a naturally fine complexion, black lashes and brows pencilled by nature. But tonight she had put on some rouge and it had made her cheek bones stand out more than usual.


Elizabeth noticed that the long fingers with their red varnished pointed nails clenched and unclenched convulsively over the chiffon handkerchief that she was carrying. Her lips were heavily rouged. She had sweet pouting lips. She kept biting them nervously. She wore no jewellery except a diamond clip on the lapel of her coat. Guy had given her that clip for Christmas.


Lucia looked quickly, nervously round the bedroom.


“Where are my bad daughters?”


“Still in the bath.”


“Oh! Then I’ll go and say good night to them in there.”


“Or shall I send them downstairs in their dressing gowns?”


“No, I’m going out.”


Elizabeth busied herself rolling up a pair of Barbara’s stockings. She noted the fact that there was a hole which must be darned. She did not look at Lucia, but she said:


“I thought you were staying in for an early night.”


“I did intend to, but Guy drove me mad at dinner and I feel I shall go mad unless I get out of this house.”


Elizabeth Winter looked up at her employer then.


She forgot for a moment that she was a paid employee and remembered only that she was Lucia Norton’s friend. She said:


“I don’t like to hear you say that.”


Lucia gave a hysterical little laugh.


“It’s Guy’s fault. He shouldn’t bait me. He knows I don’t want to go down to Cornwall. He knows perfectly well I don’t want to leave here for the moment. Besides, the children love the river. They don’t particularly hanker after the sea. It’s a lot of nonsense saying we need a change. Barbara’s at Eastbourne all through the term and Jane comes up with us to London in the winter. Why should we go down to Cornwall?”


Elizabeth did not reply. Her lips twisted slightly. Lucia must realise, she thought, that she could see through her; must know that she was talking a lot of nonsense. For Lucia herself, only last summer, had argued with Guy that the girls did need the sea air during the summer holidays. She, herself, had planned the Cornish trip just before Christmas. What a fatal Christmas it had been. Fatal, because it had brought Charles Green into Lucia’s life.


Lucia Norton saw the expression on the young governess’s face. She knew that expression. She knew when Elizabeth was being sceptical, disbelieving.


II


Elizabeth Winter was a privileged person in this household and nobody appreciated her worth, the invaluableness of her services to the family more than Lucia. At the same time there were moments when Elizabeth infuriated her. And this was one. Elizabeth was always so correct, so irreproachable. But she didn’t preach-She didn’t shout about her own goodness which Guy was always doing, and she was fundamentally good and honest and inclined to be self-effacing. Too much so. Lucia didn’t believe in too much self-effacing. Where did it lead you in this world? It merely got you down in the end. You had to snatch things from life. Life wouldn’t give them to you. And when you found your happiness, you must have the courage to take it and keep it. You couldn’t always get it without paying a price for it either.


Elizabeth was the sort of girl who wouldn’t take her happiness if the price had to be paid by somebody else. She would suffer herself, but never let anybody else suffer. Such a philosophy was the reason why she was still unmarried. Lucia knew about the one big love affair in Elizabeth Winter’s life. The man had wanted her to go to India with him, but she wouldn’t leave her mother so he had gone alone. It was a shame – in Elizabeth’s case particularly, because she would have made a marvellous wife and mother. But she was the victim of her own virtues. And there was little doubt in Lucia’s mind that Elizabeth expected her, or any woman in her position, also to become the victim of virtue. To sacrifice herself rather than anybody else.


Hurting Guy wasn’t what mattered, particularly. He had forfeited her love, her admiration, months before Charles came on the scene. He had repelled her by his cruelty, his unattractive sulky conduct and selfish ardours. Sickened her with perpetual jealousies, possessiveness, and his stubborn refusals to let her lead the sort of life which she wished to lead. He offered passion. Sensuality without tenderness; without consideration for her feelings. That was his greatest crime. And he had a high opinion of himself; he was convinced that every other women he met envied his wife. Oh, if she left Guy, she would have no regrets. But it was the children who mattered to Lucia. She could not bear the idea of hurting them.


The thought of Jane and Barbara was such a torment these days. Nobody, she thought, save those who had endured, and least of all this steady, good little Elizabeth, could know what hell a woman, torn between her lover and her children, suffered.


Then Elizabeth said:


“You’re awfully tired, Lucia. It would do you good to have an early night.”


“It would do me good to have a change from this house,” said Lucia violently. “Only not with Guy. It would be different if I could take the children away by myself.”


“Why not suggest that.”


Lucia stared.


“Don’t be silly, Elizabeth. You know what a row there would be if I did that. That’s Guy. He never will be separated from me for a moment longer than he can help. And he never goes away himself. He comes back from the city every night, every night at the same time …” She gave a little laugh, and the long nails suddenly tore the chiffon handkerchief apart.


Elizabeth frowned and looked toward the door. Any moment Barbara and Jane would be running in from the bathroom. She did not want Lucia to be here in this state. She said:


“You are not well. Do go to bed early. Go now. I’ll come and massage your head. I can say good night to the girls for you.”


A moment’s silence. The older woman stood still without moving, her large brilliant eyes staring over Elizabeth’s fair head through the parted curtains at the night. Her nostrils were dilated. She reminded Elizabeth of a thoroughbred, checked suddenly on a wild course, feeling the curb, hating it, yet blindly obedient to some memory of hard training.


Then Lucia said:


“I’m all right, Elizabeth. Just a bit overstrung. I know what you’re worrying about. You’re afraid the children will see but I won’t let them. I’m ashamed of that scene at dinner. I won’t let it happen again.”


Elizabeth breathed a sigh of relief. Lucia had control of herself again. And being privileged Elizabeth walked up to the older woman and touched her arm with a gesture of affection.


“It’ll be all right,” she said. “I know you’ll make it all right for the girls. And, oh dear! it is a bit funny about Guy coming home every night and never going away. Some women would give their souls to have such reliable husbands. It all seems so pathetic.”


“If you had to live with Guy …” began Lucia.


She stopped. The door had swung open. Jane rushed in. Not the merry, giggling Jane whom Elizabeth had left in the bath, but with her face screwed up, streaming with tears.


“Why, my darling!” exclaimed Lucia, forgetting her own state of mind in a rush of maternal feeling. “What on earth’s the matter?”


Elizabeth Winter said quietly:


“Have you two been fighting again?”


Jane flung her towel on the floor. She was in one of the violent tempts which occasionally rent her. Jane’s temper was like her mother’s. Swift and violent, but quickly over, and she never bore malice. She said through her tears:


“I won’t ever have another bath with Barbara. She’s a beast!”


“Now don’t be silly,” said Elizabeth.


But Lucia gathered the small shaking figure in the blue dressing gown into her arms, drew Jane over to one of the beds and sat down on it.


“Mummy’s lamb … what is it? What’s that naughty Barbara done?”


Jane wiped her face with the back of her hand, sniffed, cast an eye at Elizabeth, who returned it with a half-humorous, half-warning smile, then decided to keep her counsel.


“I’m not going to sneak,” she said gruffly.


In came Barbara, cool, face shining from soap and water, teeth scrubbed, reddish curls wet and glistening. Barbara looking morose and extraordinarily like her father.


Lucia hugged Jane’s plump little body with a feeling of sympathy. With some sternness she regarded her elder daughter.


“What have you done to Jane? You’re much older, Barbara, and I do think …”


“It’s not fair to blame me, Mummy,” broke in Barbara, tossing her head. “Jane started it. She’s a silly cry-baby. If she was at St. Winifred’s, she’d be laughed at by all the girls.”


Jane quivered and tried to struggle out of her mother’s arms.


“But I’m not at your beastly school and I hope I never go! My own’s much better anyhow, and you are a beastly tease …”


Before Lucia could interfere further, Elizabeth Winter put an end to this little scene. Lucia, she knew, would deal with it emotionally. She would want to comfort the weeping Jane who was small and round and lovable. She would want to reproach Barbara, But Elizabeth had no intention of doing either thing. She had a strong sense of justice and never allowed her personal feelings to conquer it.


“If you don’t mind, Lucia, I’ll settle this. I think I know what’s wrong. Barbara likes to tease and Jane can’t always take it. It’s a pity that Barbara can’t see when she’s gone too far and it’s a pity that Jane doesn’t ignore her—”


She turned to the girls.


“Now come along you two. Off with your dressing gowns this minute and not another word, or tomorrow you won’t come with me in the motorboat to buy sweets. You’ll stay in the schoolroom and darn your stockings. There’s a nice pile to darn anyhow …”


Lucia Norton allowed her young governess to handle the situation. She was too weary to bother about the row between her young daughters. It didn’t seem serious anyhow. And her mind was crowded with her own personal griefs and difficulties. As Barbara and Jane, obviously impressed by Elizabeth’s cold discernment of their case, hastened into bed, Lucia rose to her feet.


“I’ll say good night to you both, darlings. I’ve got a splitting headache. I think I’ll go out for a drive.”


Barbara, now in her bed, looking somewhat anxious, said: “Isn’t Daddy coming to kiss us good night?”


Elizabeth answered quickly:


“Not tonight. You kissed him downstairs. Now kiss Mummy and let her go. You heard her say she had a headache.”


Lucia sat on the edge of each little bed and embraced her children in turn. They loved hugging their mother. She was so soft and fragrant and lovely.


Jane said:


“Ooh, Mummy, you do smell nice … sorry I was naughty.”


“That’s all right, my darling angel,” said Lucia.


Barbara, a little self-consciously, also apologised.


“It’s a shame you’ve got a headache.”


Lucia forgot the fact that Barbara looked like Guy, with his auburn hair, his white freckled skin, his blue, rather cold eyes. She remembered only that Barbara was her little girl and that she was no longer little, but would be sixteen in October. She was developing into a young woman. Already she had quite a firm little bosom under that childish pyjama-jacket. And in a year or two with polish, chic, make-up, she would be startlingly good-looking. Men would run after her. She would probably marry young. And perhaps make the mistake that her mother had made in marrying too young, before she had time to know her own mind, before she could realise the terrific importance of the thing she was doing.


In an access of love and anxiety for the child’s future, Lucia gave Barbara an extra embrace and said huskily:


“Good night, my darling, and stay just as you are … don’t grow up too fast …”


Then she walked out of the bedroom and into her own room which was at the other end of the house.


The children were in the new wing which had been added to Heron’s Cry in recent years. The part wherein Lucia and Guy had their rooms and bath, dated back to the Elizabethan period. But the whole place had been beautifully modernised. There was a central heating in all the rooms. Lucia’s bathroom was a masterpiece of modern luxury with its green bath, hot rails and black glass walls.


Two of the original rooms were knocked into one to make Lucia’s own large bedroom and the floor of the attic room above had been removed so that the ceiling was high and domed. The two windows had been merged into one, giving a miniature cathedral effect which was original and lovely. Lucia could never bear low ceilings – she felt them crowding down on her. Neither did she like wood and plaster walls except downstairs in the lounge. So hers had been covered completely with chintz, cream-coloured with a sprigged rose pattern. The big kidney-shaped dressing-table had a frilled petticoat of the same chintz which was fresh and attractive. The tall window was curtained in some silky material of a warm rose colour and the headboard of the wide divan bed was covered with the same silk.


The rest of the furniture in the room was Queen Anne, dark polished walnut. There were roses in a big china jar on the dressing-table. An assortment of crystal bottles, big pots of make-up creams, lotions, and a dark blue enamel and gold toilet set which came out of the dressing-bag which Lucia had received as a wedding present from her husband.


Lucia looked around almost despairingly. The bed had already been turned down, showing fleecy rose-coloured blankets and the white linen sheets which were marked with hers and Guy’s initial.


An oyster grey chiffon nightgown and a grey satin dressing gown, plainly tailored, with Lucia’s name embroidered on the pocket, were already placed on the bed waiting for her.


Beside the bed on a small table stood an ivory telephone, a jug of barley water covered with a piece of muslin fringed with beads which Jane had made, a book of Laurence Housman’s poems and a new novel. Lucia rarely went to sleep without reading one of those poems. She adored Housman.


There were no pictures in the room … only photographs of the two girls taken when they were younger, standing in a double leather frame on the chest of drawers. And on the dressing-table a coloured photograph of Guy. Guy ten years younger than he was today. He had not been photographed since then. And only then because Lucia had insisted that the children must have one of him in the nursery. It was, she had said, ‘the correct thing’.


For a moment Lucia Norton stood in her lovely bedroom appreciating neither its beauty and luxury nor its invitation to repose. Her haunted, bitter gaze was fixed on that photograph so clearly defined by the electric candle light. She stared at it as though she could not stop looking. Knowing that the man himself was downstairs in the drawing-room, smoking a cigar, feet stretched out on a stool, evening paper spread before him, coffee and liqueurs at his side. He would not miss her particularly while he had the paper and the cigars and the drinks. He would not even wonder where she was. No … not at the moment … but later on he would begin to wonder why he had been left to himself. He would want her there, not because he had anything particular to say but because he liked her presence in the room. If they conversed at all it would probably be on the subject of finance. Guy was not a talkative man, but one of the main topics of his conversation was money. He would find some bill to object to, or some grievance about income tax to air, or tell her that the Stock Exchange was in a bad way or that she was too extravagant (not that she ever exceeded her housekeeping allowance and she dressed herself on the money which her father had left her). But whatever he had to say it would be a complaint, made in his cold and courteous fashion. If she ignored it, he would become sulky. If she rowed with him he would humour her as though she were a wayward child, drive her crazy, then follow her up here. Yes, that was what made her so mad. He would follow her up here into this room.


That communicating door led into her bathroom. And straight through the bathroom, Guy slept alone. It was some years since they had shared a room. Guy snored and Lucia had turned him into a room of his own soon after Jane was born on the plea that she could not get any rest.


But that did not stop him coming in here when he chose. And he did so frequently, no matter what terms they were on. That was one of the things about Guy which she positively loathed. His lack of sensibility. His interest in his bodily comfort. His food, his drink, his cigars and his wife.


That was the sort of thing, she thought bitterly, that Elizabeth couldn’t understand and couldn’t know about.


And now Charles had come and everything seemed much worse.


Lucia went to her dressing-table and sat down on the tapestried stool before the low triple mirror. She saw three Lucias reflected. Three beautiful tormented faces. She hated the sight of them all. She hated herself.


She put her elbows on the glass top of the dressing-table and leaned her head on her hands.


“Oh God! Oh God!”


She no longer thought about her husband. She thought only of Charles and the difference that he had made to her whole life.


It was not a thought that brought her unmitigated pleasure. She was as much in love with him as it was possible for a woman of her intense and emotional nature to love. She knew that what she felt for her husband whom she had married at the age of nineteen had been mere infatuation. She loved Charles Green with her mind as well as her body. They were made for each other. She had known that from the first hour of their meeting.


In different circumstances this love would have made her wholly happy in the way that a woman who loves and is equally loved can be happy. But being married to Guy, and being the mother of Barbara and Jane, took the fine edge off the rapture. It spoiled things; it turned love into torment. It meant that all her lovely secret thoughts of Charles must always be destroyed by her conscience, her feeling of guilt. That all their meetings must be accompanied by that same sensation, and in addition the constant fear of being ‘found out’.


She knew that either she must go away with Charles or say goodbye to him and stay with Guy. She could not carry on a clandestine love affair because of the children. She could not. Other women did. She knew of them. They were women without consciences. Able to enjoy the pleasures of an illicit love affair and return to husband and children without a blush.


But Lucia was not made that way. She hated lies and intrigue and deception. And most of all she hated hurting people. She did not want to hurt her young daughters. So either she must cut Charles right out of her life or go away with him and face a divorce. Unless … Guy would give her a divorce.


So far, she did not think he knew about Charles Green. Or if he did, he remained deliberately blind to it.


So far she had tried to control herself and the situation in so far that she had not made the truth too obvious to anyone. Guy knew that she was unhappy. But that she would ever be unfaithful to him would never come into his reckoning. He was too vain a man for that. He would never put her present neurotic condition down to the presence of another man in her life.


He often liked to tell her that she was neurotic and spoiled. Yet she was neither. She had no reason to feel conscience-stricken about her behaviour in the past, whatever it was now. She had been a good wife to Guy. However she felt, disappointed, disillusioned, restive, she had done her best for him … and for the children, and she had been a good mother.


But now she could no longer hold up her head quite so proudly, she told herself, in the sharp anguish of spirit which had descended upon her this evening after bidding good night to her young daughters. According to the law she had wronged both husband and children and according to the law she could be divorced by Guy and the custody of Barbara and Jane removed from her.


That was a fact that she hotly resented. She wondered how many other women in the world had been good wives and good mothers for long years despite intense unhappiness, then broken that sequence and found the one and only man, only to face disgrace and separation from the children whom they had brought into the world at the risk of their lives.


Lucia could look back on an unforgettable morning in which the most terrible pain had predominated and when she had nearly died. The morning of Barbara’s birth. Not an easy birth … complications … specialists … long trying weeks in a nursing home. And Barbara not a strong baby. She had to have special attention and a trained nurse for the first six months of her life. Lucia had been the most devoted mother during those months and in the years that followed. But all that could be wiped out by a single act of infidelity. In the divorce courts she would be looked upon as unfit to have the care of Barbara, and both her girls would be handed over to the father who scarcely noticed their existence.


That was the main issue which troubled Lucia tonight.


III


The telephone bell rang.


Lucia roused herself and looked at the diamond wristlet watch which she was wearing. Then her whole manner changed, body and brain woke up. She hastened to the bed, sat down and lifted the ivory telephone receiver from its base.


She knew that this was Charles. In a letter received from him this morning, he had told her that he would telephone either from London if he could not get down to Marlowe or from The Compleat Angler’s Hotel which was just half a mile up the river, where Lucia had asked him to meet her. She had not seen him for a week and she felt it urgent that they should talk. She knew that she could not go on like this much longer.


She answered the telephone guardedly. Ada, the parlourmaid, nearly always answered telephone calls from the hall and all conversations could be overheard. Sometimes Guy himself picked up the receiver.


Tonight, however, Ada was out, and Lucia had told Clara, the little housemaid, that she herself would answer calls.


“Who is it?”


A man’s voice replied, ungrammatically:


“Me!”


The moment Lucia heard it, her knees seemed to grow weak and tremble. She clenched her free hand very tightly in her lap. Her eyes were soft and her lips smiled. Charles’ voice. The very sound of it brought her indescribable comfort. It was such a nice voice, boyish, charming. There was something very young about Charles, very fresh and buoyant. He had a grand sense of humour … of fun … which Guy completely lacked. Charles could make an idiot of himself. Guy never.


“Is that you, Lucia?”


“Yes.”


“Can I talk …?”


“I think so. Where are you?”


“Where you asked me to be.”


“I thought so, you sound so near …”


“Can you come along?”


“Yes,” she said, her voice vibrating. “I’ll come at once.”


“Lucia …”


“Later,” she interrupted. “In a few minutes, my dear.”


She put down the receiver. The blood was leaping in her veins. She was now no longer the tragic, despairing creature who had walked out of the children’s bedroom. She was alive from head to foot. And there was a radiance about Lucia in this mood which gave those who saw her the sensation that she was enchanted, like a woman under a spell.


She hastened to the dressing-table, carefully powdered her face, put a touch more mascara on her lashes, of rouge on her full, generous lips. She found a camel’s hair coat and slipped it over her dinner dress. Taking a black evening bag she walked quickly out of the room, switched off the lights.and shut the door behind her.


She met Elizabeth Winter coming out of the girls’ bedroom.


The two women looked at each other. Elizabeth Winter’s heart sank. She knew at once that Lucia was going to meet Charles Green. She had heard the telephone bell, and she had grown to associate that radiant look on Lucia Norton’s face with the times when Lucia saw this man who was wrecking such havoc in her life.


Lucia gave her an almost defiant glance, and said:


“I’m just going out for some fresh air. I won’t be long.”


Elizabeth passed on to the bathroom where she was going to wash some stockings. She thought: “That’s a lie. She is going to meet him. Oh, those poor kids!”


Lucia ran down the wide staircase which led into the hall. This lounge had the original stone walls of the old manor house and a fine mullioned window which looked over the river. Lucia had found two Flemish tapestries to hang on the walls. A monk’s table with a high polish on it stood in the centre of the hall, bearing a big silver bowl, full of every kind of herbaceous flower.


Through the lounge, she walked into the drawing-room. This room she particularly liked. It was L shaped. At one end there was a big modern window with square panes under which a seat had been built covered in green and brown glazed chintz of a beautiful Jacobean design. Lucia had searched London before she found that chintz. It was perfect in the daylight; lovely at night.


The curtains had not been drawn down here yet and the room was still full of the red gold glow of the sunset on this light summer’s night. A gracious room with its polished floor and the old rugs with their faded Persian blues and reds, the high polished Queen Anne walnut, the carefully chosen covers of some soft brown woollen material, with a mass of brocade cushions. The cream plaster of the walls in here was broken by dark cross beams. The only pictures in the room were two exquisite flower paintings, in Florentine carved gilt frames.


At one end of the room there was a big open fireplace. On the tall mantelpiece stood a collection of delicate china figures, Chelsea groups which Lucia had collected from time to time. Facing the door stood the most valuable piece of furniture in the house. A Queen Anne tallboy on which there was a famille-rose bowl full of red roses which Lucia cut fresh from the garden every morning.


In one of the deep cushioned chairs sat Guy, her husband, just as she had pictured him, feet on stool, cigar in hand, coffee and brandy on the low table at his side.


He was engrossed in the evening paper. Guy had grown short-sighted this last year or two and wore horn-rimmed glasses for reading. The reddish curls which used to grow thickly and vigorously had thinned a bit and there was a bald patch on the top of his head. The red of those curls had changed to a dull rust, and the close clipped moustache had faded to an unattractive yellowish-grey. Nevertheless Guy Norton at forty-eight was still a good-looking man.


Tall and thickset, he had been an athlete in his youth, and had retained his fine figure with only a slight tendency to corpulence. He always looked distinguished, Lucia thought. One thing she granted Guy – he never lost that extreme dignity of his. His dinner clothes fitted well and suited him. She always felt that Guy had missed his vocation in life. Instead of being in the City, worried about stocks and shares, he should have been in Parliament. He had the grand air and manner. He would have held a Conservative seat admirably. He possessed stubborn, diehard views. He liked to imagine he could run the country. He sneered at governmental ministers who did not agree with his opinions. It was his complete lack of a sense of humour which generally defeated Lucia. Despite her disappointment in her marriage and even her present miseries, she had retained her own sense of fun.


Guy did not understand her sense of the ridiculous, and with him she felt that she was being criticised or on occasions just humoured. To be humoured by one’s husband when one wanted to laugh, to share a joke with him, was so defeating that Lucia had long since ceased to make the effort.


Guy Norton turned his head and saw his wife. She stood with her hands in the pockets of her coat, that peculiar radiance still on her face. He noticed the coat but not the radiance. He was not an observant man. He never noticed when his wife or anyone else looked ill or tired.


“Hello,” he said. “Where are you going?”


“Just out for a short drive. My head aches and I want some fresh air.”


He took off his glasses and blinked at her. His mind was still full of stocks and shares and the news which he had just been reading. He looked stupid, she thought. He was rather a stupid man, except in his business. He had done well as a stockbroker, although she could not even admire him for having worked his way up in the world. The firm of Norton, Bruce & Norton, Throgmorton Street, had been founded by his father, and the old man had had all the brains. Guy had been lucky enough to fall on his feet and be taken into the firm as a partner as soon as he left Cambridge where he had done nothing to distinguish himself except play Rugby football well enough to get a ‘Blue’.


Guy said: “I wanted to talk to you.”


“What about, Guy?”


“Quite a number of things. You behaved in a very odd fashion at dinner and …”


“Please don’t let’s go into that now,” she interrupted.


“Why not now? It seems to me a very good time.”


She moved her head with a restless movement, looking out of the window seeing not the garden, the tranquil river, all the beauty which was a part of Heron’s Cry, but the white road that led to Charles.


Guy spoke again:


“Look here, Lucy, I want to know why you were so damned rude to me when I came into your room just before dinner tonight and what there was to make all that fuss about and burst into tears and say you refuse to go down to Cornwall.”


She looked at him with the coldness which these days always descended upon her as soon as she came into contact with her husband. She hated that adoption of her name. Only Guy had ever called her ‘Lucy’.


“You know perfectly well why I burst into tears,” she said. “And naturally I have no wish to go away anywhere with you, feeling as I do, just at the moment.”


Guy Norton, tortoiseshell glasses suspended in his hand, starched shirt front bulging a little as though with indignation, stared up at his wife. There was profound astonishment in his eyes. It was an astonishment which struck her as being rather pathetic, even while it irritated her. For of course Guy never could understand that anybody would desire anything more than to fall in at once with his wishes. When she had been a very young wife and he older and more experienced, she had meekly done most of the things he asked. But she had grown up since then and she didn’t feel meek any more, nor, with the passing of time could she see why Guy must always come first. Why Guy must choose the place for the family holiday. Why he should have the food he liked. The friends that came here must be his. Any whom she had made whether before or during her married life, bored him. Outside his work, golf was his mania. At weekends, Heron’s Cry was filled with his golfing friends and their wives. He liked bridge, so they must play it. And with the children he was an autocrat. He had no patience with their childish faults. Although he prided himself on being a kindly and benevolent father, he would never have made a sacrifice for either of them.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
.
-
3
-
-
-
2
-
-
3

DENISE
ROBINS

QUEEN OF ROMANCE





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





