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For Monica




“I hated now with a hatred more vital than indifference because it was the other side of love.”


STRINDBERG




Nira and Des




1


NIRA WAS ONE of those people who wake up early and she was at her best in the morning, and more inclined to feel sleepy at the end of the day. On this particular April morning she woke at seven. Instead of getting straight out of bed to switch on the electric kettle and make the early tea, she lay quietly in the big double bed beside her still-sleeping husband and contemplated him – and life. Their life and those of their two children. Jonathan and Renira (her mother’s name in full) were not yet stirring. No sounds came from the two rooms at the end of the corridor.


Nira stretched her long slender limbs, luxuriating in the warmth of the bed and of the masculine body beside hers.


Desmond Curtis lay on his side facing her. At times, when she first opened her eyes she would find his head on her shoulder, and he would be snoring very gently, though not loudly enough to disturb her. Sometimes he opened an eye and blinked sleepily at her then with sudden longing would draw her close and begin to make love to her.


Nine times out often she responded. She was still in love with Des. Their relationship had been a very happy one. The close association of eleven years had not yet extinguished the fire of the early days. Neither had parenthood destroyed the romance, even though it sometimes made it a little more difficult for them to be romantic. Tricky was, perhaps, the word. Not so easy to exchange passionate embraces while a crying infant, or inquisitive child, disturbed them.


Little Jonathan had suffered from night terrors from the time he was two. He often ran into their room for comfort. So it wasn’t easy to feel relaxed and enjoy completely the ardours of the year before the first baby came.


Nira looked at her husband’s face with fond approval. She was lucky to be married to a man like Des and he seemed well satisfied with her. Of course they both had their faults and moments of disagreement and there had certainly been one or two blazing rows. On the whole they tolerated each other’s discrepancies and the infrequent quarrels were soon over, and followed by what Des called ‘fun and games’ in the marriage bed.


In sleep he looked very handsome, she thought. She put out a hand to touch the thick brown hair which he wore longer than he used to do; not too long. She couldn’t stand that. But he allowed a nice tail to grow down at the nape of the neck and he had recently cultivated a small moustache. She had hated that to begin with, now she liked it. He was a tall athletic man and at his best in country clothes. She liked to see him in pullover and slacks striding over the golf course or driving off a tee with his tremendous vigour. He was a good golfer. They spent most of their week-ends on the local course which had pleasant surroundings and an attractive club house. They were fifteen miles from Brighton. Sometimes they played up on the Dyke. Nira played mainly to please Des – and to be with him. She dreaded becoming what they called a golf-widow. But she didn’t really care for the game, and she wasn’t very good. Des both teased and encouraged her and had been glad when she stopped using the children as an excuse for not leaving them. Now Susan, a local girl, came daily to take care of Jonathan and Renira when they were not at school, or in the evenings when Nira wanted to go out.


Des has a lovely straight nose, thought Nira, and she adored his large, dark-brown eyes, long lashes and rather full sensual lips. Asleep, he looked young despite that moustache. He had marvellous points. He was kind and attentive and a wonderful lover. Of course he had his weaknesses – for wine and women. He almost always beat it up at a dinner party and he was a frightful flirt. But Nira was not a jealous person. She was sure of his deep affection and certain of his fidelity. But she did wish sometimes that he wouldn’t be quite so noisy when he’d had a couple of drinks or that he wouldn’t make such outrageous passes at the good-looking girls who were all too anxious to say snap. However, she was fairly sure that the fun didn’t go too far. Des always derided both the girls and himself once he was alone with his wife again.


“Attractive females amuse me, but you are the one I love,” he’d say.


She had nothing to complain of, she reflected happily as she lay dreaming, watching the sun filter through the slats in the Venetian blinds. It filled the room with little golden slivers of light It was going to be a lovely morning. It was Saturday, too. That meant Susan would be here early to take Jonathan and Renira off her hands. Golf, and lunch at the Club, and tonight they were going out to a dinner party.


A very pleasant day.


She began to think about what she would wear tonight. If it stayed fine she’d try out that new violet dinner-dress with the silver collar. She’d had her hair done yesterday – the way Des liked it best. It just needed a comb-out. Her hair was dark and silky. The best of the local hairdressers, an Italian, shaped it well. She wore it brushed back from her forehead high on top.


Suddenly she sprang out of bed. She wanted to take off her shortie nightgown and stand naked in front of her mirror. She did so, and contemplated her reflection. With the blinds still down and in that dusty gold sunlight, she stood a moment, staring.


She had always been on the tall side – four inches shorter than Des, who was six foot. She had kept her small waist and her smallish, rounded breasts. People told her she had a lovely figure. She could have been a model.


She was the same age as Des but looked younger. She had limpid eyes, greyish-blue, narrowing to slits when she laughed, and a slightly tip-tilted nose. Her mouth was moist and sweet. She had a pale fine skin and high cheek-bones. When she was made up she could look quite stunning.


She slipped into a white candlewick dressing-gown, tied the belt, then switched on the kettle. She was going to make tea and wake Des.


Now she could hear the children’s voices. They were not allowed to come in here till half-past seven. Possibly by this time young Jon was out of bed and sitting beside his little sister. They got on very well, which was fortunate. Nira disliked brothers and sisters who were hostile to each other. It was usually out of jealousy. But she and Des had made a point of not causing this by showing favouritism. They prided themselves on being ideal parents.


Yawning, Nira dug a spoon into the tea-tin and made sure she hadn’t forgotten Des’s sugar. She didn’t take it. She had a strong will and stuck to a reasonable diet. Des was putting on weight and she was cross sometimes when he refused to deny himself an extra slice of bread or lump of sugar, or those foaming tankards of beer he liked so much, and which were so fattening.


As soon as the kettle hissed and boiled she made the tea and called her husband.


“Wake up, lover.”


He groaned and buried his face in the pillow.


“Too early.”


“It isn’t.”


“Darling, it is. It’s only quarter-past seven,” his muffled voice slurred back. “Not a working day. Why wake? Come back to bed.”


She leaned over him, shook the broad shoulders gently then dropped a kiss on his hair. She liked the odour of his hair tonic and after-shave lotion, and the faint rich smell of cigar smoke that still clung to him. A business friend had come back for a drink last night and given Des a cigar. He had enjoyed it. He liked expensive things. He meant to forge ahead in his business and eventually lead a life of luxury, and give her and the children all they wanted. That was one of the things Nira liked about him. He was so generous – too much so at times – inclined to be extravagant.


He was a business executive in an advertising firm, and after six years he was doing well and looked like making steady progress. They were always hard up – most young couples with children in their income group found it hard to manage – what with the steady rise in prices and disheartening taxation. But they were luckier than their friends the Hallings, whom they saw more of than anyone else in the district. Boyce Halling was a research engineer and he didn’t seem to get either the salary rises or opportunities that gave Desmond an aura pf success, yet Boyce worked just as hard. But his wife and small son had to economise and sometimes Mrs. Hailing – known as Cricket, because of her petite figure and twittering voice – envied Nira.


Desmond gave a prodigious yawn, cleared his throat and sat up, running his fingers through tousled hair. He licked his lips and scowled.


“I drank too much last night. Why in God’s name must you be so bright so early, woman?”


“Darling, you know we’re having early golf, and that first of all we’ve got to drive Susan and the kids into Brighton and settle them with Gandy.” (The children’s nickname for old Mrs. Curtis was Gandy.)


“What a bore!” said Des.


“Well, your mother’s taking Susan and the kids off our hands for the whole day, and you ought to be grateful.”


Desmond swung his legs over the bed and rubbed his palms over his naked torso. He had a habit of wearing pyjama trousers but never the coat. The hairs on his chest were curly – chestnut brown like the thick hair on his head.


Nira looked at him with pride and pleasure. Her handsome Des! No wonder all the girls fell for him.


“You never remember anything and you’re never grateful and you’re hopeless!” she complained, and fell into his arms and was nearly smothered. Then he pushed her away, protesting, “I refuse to be seduced at seven fifteen a.m., so go and get the tea and behave yourself.”


“You’re one to talk! And it’s seven twenty-five now and the tea’s been ready for ten minutes.”


“Well, make some more,” said Desmond. He walked to the window and pulled up the Venetian blinds, letting in the delightful warmth of the Spring sunshine. He whistled. “Crikey, what a day! It’ll be super up on the golf course.”


She put some more water into the tea pot, poured out two cups and handed him one.


“Super. Out in the open all day – then the party tonight.”


“Who’s giving a party?”


“Honestly! You never remember anything,” said Nira for the second time, “You’ve got such a ghastly memory. I’ve got to remember everything for everyone in this house including Susan, and I’m much older than she is.”


“You don’t look it,” he said and threw an appreciative glance at Nira’s graceful figure and the face that he used to tell her in their early days of wooing could easily have launched a thousand ships had she lived at the same time as Helen of Troy. He had a sincere admiration for his wife.


“Surely you remember it’s Rob Bessiford’s dinner.”


“What, old Rob? What’s he throwing the party for? I forget.”


“Comme toujours,” said Nira whose French accent was poor but she made the foreign words sound withering.


Des was now in the bathroom. She could hear the whirr of his electric razor. He called to her, “Okay – I remember now. It’s for his birthday and it’s at The Richmond.”


Richmond Hall was one of the brightest spots in the otherwise unremarkable suburban town of Ponders Heath. Forty years ago, before the war, the Hall was private property – a beautiful Georgian building in a fine garden which nobody now could afford to keep up to anything like its old glory. But it made a superb hotel with the additional restaurant, dance room and a good bar which had been built on by the successful Brighton restaurateur who now ran the place.


They avoided ageing residents and catered for the general public. The gates opened on to what was now the main Ponders Heath Road from London to Brighton. There was much to attract passing trade, and the Saturday night dinner-dances at Richmond Hall Hotel had become very popular. There was a good band and the excellent cuisine encouraged the most elegant and monied among the local inhabitants.


“It is old Rob’s birthday, isn’t it?” Des called out to his wife.


“Yes, his forty-ninth, and he says it’s the last he’ll ever celebrate because he refuses to be fifty.”


“You can’t stop the march of time,” came from Desmond, followed by a great splashing as he sponged his face.


Nira walked into the bathroom and grimaced at him.


“So speaks my thirty-year-old playboy.”


“I wish I were a playboy, and I must say I’ve had a few chances of being one since I came here. I thought it was pretty ghastly, the life we led in Brighton. You never really got to know anybody. But they’ve all been very friendly in this little place. I suppose belonging to the local golf club has helped, and they’ve mostly turned out to be rather a smart go-ahead lot, haven’t they?”


Nira began to brush her dark silky hair, shaking it back from her face. For the moment she was silent. She loved parties and good times and enjoyed everything with Des, but personally, she had rather liked Brighton. True, their flat had been far too small and once Renira was born they had simply had to find a house and garden. Besides, it was countrified in Ponders Heath – they thought it good for the kids, and they were not too far from Reigate where they could shop if they didn’t find what they wanted here, but all kinds of new big stores and supermarkets were opening up in The Heath as they called it.


Brighton appealed only to Nira’s love of culture, art and beauty. There were good concerts, art exhibitions, and the Theatre Royal. She enjoyed all three. It was a part of her which had never really found response in the man she had married. They could get together – and did – in all kinds of other ways, but Des never wanted to stroll through the Lanes and look for treasures, or go to concerts or galleries. He only took her to the Theatre Royal to see the amusing shows. He didn’t really like serious things. Because she was so much in love with him, and his influence over her was considerable, she did as he wished, and shrugged off the sad fact that her idol was fundamentally a selfish man. She loved him. It didn’t matter that she was really much better educated than he. He was first and foremost a businessman. Because he was a gay companion and good lover when he was at home, she had so far felt he was all she needed.


They had had another important reason for wanting to leave Brighton – Des’s mother. She lived in one of those attractive Regency squares near Black Rock. Since her husband, a chartered accountant, had died, she had devoted herself to charitable pursuits. She was a dedicated do-gooder. She spent most of her spare time helping the helpless, attending committee-meetings, opening bazaars and helping the Church. She had been left enough money to live in comfort. Although she loved her only son, she openly disapproved because he was not a churchgoer, and Nira had admitted that neither was she.


The only time the young couple entered a church these days was to attend a wedding, a christening or a funeral. While they lived in Brighton, Mrs. Curtis was too often on their backs, and had a genius for upsetting Des and making him irritable. Nira quite liked her mother-in-law but was relieved when Des decided to move to their present home in The Heath. Fortunately Nira was placid and tolerant enough to avoid falling out with her mother-in-law, but the one real point of contact between them now was the children. Gandy adored them. She was much better with them than she had been with her own son. Neither Nira nor Des could forget that they owed a lot to Gandy. She paid for Jonathan’s and Renira’s private school education, bought quite a lot of their clothes, and occasionally financed a special holiday for the whole family.


It was Nira who coaxed Des into going to see Mrs. Curtis more often than he would have done without her influence. Sometimes she accused him of lacking gratitude and affection for his mother. But it was not her business, as she often told herself, and she had to admit that the rather smug little white-haired woman, now in her sixty-seventh year, could be very irritating. However, they had all been better friends since they put a few miles between them.


Des was successful in his business life but one had to have more salary than he could provide to run an establishment like this one in The Heath. It was a seven-roomed house with a small garden. They could only just afford Susan (Mrs. Curtis helped them to pay her wages). And whatever Des said or however much he clashed with his mother, he couldn’t deny that the rather gay and free life they were leading now, they owed to her generosity.


Susan was Nira’s greatest help and joy. Not only was she the baby-watcher, but dealt with all their washing, ironing and mending. Nira had had to do it herself in the old Brighton days. What a difference the allowance from Gandy had made! There remained the cooking. But Nira rather liked her kitchen, and trying out new dishes, and she watched the television chefs avidly. She shared the housework with Mrs. Tulk, a plump, cheerful daily who came three mornings a week to clean. Everything was organised. For the moment, Nira felt that she was so lucky – she feared something must go wrong.
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THEY RAN INTO Rob Bessiford as they walked into the golf club.


“Hi!” Des said cheerfully to the older man and grinned the schoolboy grin which Bessiford never felt was quite in character with the moustache, or the pseudo-American slang. Being essentially English and rather conventional, Rob returned with a more ordinary “Hello!” Then turning to Nira, he added, “And good morning to you, Nira. You’re looking as fresh as the Spring morning, if I may say so.”


“You may say so,” said Nira happily. “I feel rather Springlike. It’s quite warm. I shall shed my pullover any moment now.”


“Don’t forget you’re my guests tonight.”


Nira put the tips of her fingers against her lips.


“Oh, of course, it’s your birthday. Many happy returns, dear Rob.”


“Let’s skip that,” he smiled, “I’m only using the anniversary as an excuse to throw a party.”


“Well, you can be sure we won’t forget to come.”


“And if I may add,” put in Desmond, “you don’t look a day over eighty, Rob!”


They all laughed. That sort of quip was typical of Des. It did in fact suddenly annoy Nira. She knew that Des meant to be just jolly, but she thought it rather a tactless joke. After all Rob was pretty well the oldest of them all in their circle.


“I feel eighty sometimes, my dear Desmond,” he said. He was the one person who never shortened the name to Des. Some of Nira’s friends thought Rob a bit on the staid and sober side. Des jeered and called Rob a flag-raiser, the type to get up and stand smartly to attention when The Queen was played; to do the right thing on all occasions; unfailingly courteous. The sort of chap Des wouldn’t tell a dirty story to in front of the girls. He was interesting, well-informed and friendly to all. Worthy, of course. Nobody could possibly dislike Rob.


“I rather enjoy his old-fashioned manners,” Nira had said on one occasion when she had heard Rob being criticised. “It’s refreshing.”


Des had qualified this by saying, “So are you at times. I don’t know why you married a coarse brute like myself.”


She had denied fiercely that he was either coarse or brutal. He was, she said, just – a devil at times. But she liked that. She adored him. Everyone had their little ways. Take Cricket Halling, who was tiny and looked fragile, but was never ill. She had huge limpid blue eyes and a silver-bell voice. That spurious air of innocence and childish laugh seemed to fascinate the men. But she was far from what she appeared to be. Nira had heard her tell a story in front of the boys which made her blush. Cricket prided herself on being with it, and frank about intimate subjects. Nobody could dislike her. She was as affectionate and cuddle-some as a kitten. There seemed to be no real malice in Cricket, but somehow Nira didn’t trust her. She made her feel that although they were the same age, she, Nira, was a good deal older.


Nira had grown up in a rather dull conventional home – the kind that seemed to be rapidly disappearing. Undoubtedly it had left a mark on her. She had a reserved, dignified side, but fundamentally she was warm, impulsive and passionate. Her father had been a Regular Army Officer, killed in the last year of the War. A fine soldier, but not as strong a character as Nira’s mother. The most important legacy he had left his daughter was his sense of humour and an honest approach to life.


This morning, Rob Bessiford looked down at Nira with greater pleasure than he knew he ought to feel.


He was in love with her.


He had fallen in love just like that, when they first met at a drinks party given by Anthony and Grace Conniston who lived at the Manor House – the oldest and most attractive place in Ponders Heath.


The Connistons – Anthony was a baronet – entertained on a large scale. He was at the head of all the Conservative activities. Her ladyship upheld the traditions. They had a teenage family. The eldest daughter, Vanessa, had become a model, which fact Grace Conniston was always trying to excuse. Grace was quite unable to cope with this permissive age. Vanessa seldom wore shoes and despite her parents’ disapproval, appeared on most occasions wearing shorts and shirts (often her brother’s), and with naked feet. Her beautiful face was usually half hidden behind two curtains of long red hair.


When Rob was first introduced to the Curtis family, he felt at once that Nira was different from the other young married women he met in Ponders Heath. Nira on her part, was impressed by Rob’s exceptional height, and the attractive combination of sun-tanned face and silver hair. He had seemed old to her at first glance – then quite young – and Nira never again felt that he was elderly, in any sense of the word. His eyes were pure, piercing blue, but he had had trouble with his sight, and wore tinted glasses.


During the Conniston party they sat together, talking. She heard about his life in Nairobi and his subsequent illness. They talked animatedly. They were on the same mental wave-length. They discussed everything and everybody, including Vanessa, their host’s daughter. She drank a lot of champagne and never left the side of a teenage youth whose fair hair was almost as long as hers, and who wore a crimson velvet suit.


It was a cold November day. The Connistons were celebrating their Silver Wedding. Desmond and Nira had been invited because when the Curtis family first came to the town, Lady Conniston’s youngest – a boy of ten – had made friends with Jonathan who was at the same prep school. So the two mothers had met and liked each other, although Anthony, like Rob, admired Nira but was not particularly impressed by Desmond Curtis.


By the time the party ended, Nira felt she had known Rob all her life and decided to ask him to dinner.


She made him talk about himself.


He lived in The Hollies, an enormous Victorian double-fronted house, not far from the Curtis home. It backed on to the park which was also the local cricket ground. It was the sort of house that Rob secretly liked, although it was badly planned, rambling and draughty, but recently improved by the newly-installed central heating.


As a bachelor Rob might have been better in a flat, but the big house spelt home to him. It belonged to his eighty-nine-year-old aunt – Ida Bessiford – a maiden lady who had been part of Rob’s life ever since he could remember. The oldest of his father’s unmarried sisters and the only one left living, Aunt Ida was devoted to Rob and had made a will in favour of him. Not that she had much to leave now except The Hollies and its contents, but there was considerable value in the beautiful furniture, the Georgian silver, and one or two of the paintings. Rob had shared the house with her since his return from Kenya.


He told Nira that he had spent twenty-two years in Nairobi. He had become quite well known out there as a photographer of wild animal life. He even made money out of his movies, and regularly sold them in England, America and France. He had other business interests in East Africa but it all came to an end after Independence Day. Even then, because Rob adored Nairobi – the splendid rolling mountains and great lakes and rivers – the place had become dearer to him than England. He stayed out there until a sudden rare illness struck him down and finished his career. After a year in hospital, he was forced back to the old country. He could no longer go on safari nor lead the wandering life that had required so much stamina when living under difficult conditions.


The virus that struck him down had affected his eye-sight. During the last year his eyes had improved sufficiently to allow him to golf again, but he still suffered from headaches. It had all been a tragedy for him. He had given so much to his work in Kenya. He had hoped to end his days there. Now that he was rising fifty, the doctors had advised him to stay home in a more temperate climate. Fortunately he had saved enough money to make it possible for him to lead his present quiet but comfortable life without working other than for charity organisations in the locality.


He went away sometimes for weekends to friends. Talking to Nira he told her what a grand old lady his aunt was – marvellous for her age and with a mind still young. She was now almost totally crippled by arthritis, and spent most of the time in a wheelchair. When Nira herself first saw The Hollies, she was amused and interested by Rob’s personal possessions – his elephant-foot table, his ivories, his leopard-skin rugs, and the other trophies he had added to Aunt Ida’s collection.


Rob – the confirmed bachelor – from the first moment he had looked down into Nira’s fine grey-blue eyes, knew she was the one woman he could have, and would have, married, if he had been given the chance. But it was far too late. She was Mrs. Desmond Curtis – very much so – and there were those two nice children – and that was that. As time went on and he saw more of her, he was determined that she should never guess he felt this way about her, and tried to be content with her friendship.


They got on very well. He hoped and believed that she liked him. He was usually included in her dinner parties, and often played bridge at Nylands, their home. He was glad, too, that he and Desmond were good friends, despite the fact that they had little in common save golf and bridge. Mentally, they were poles apart.


He tried to be grateful for the fact that he seemed welcome in Nira’s home, and to stamp on more dangerous feelings. He was nearly twenty years her senior, and she must surely look on him as the children did – as an uncle, or elder brother. Nira was only just thirty.


He admired her when she was dressed up for occasions, but he found her even more attractive as she was in the Club this morning in that soft yellow pullover, grey ski-trousers and suède boots. Her grace and charm, as always, pulled at his heart-strings.


He was so tall that he stooped slightly. He made Nira feel short, but he gave her a curious feeling of security.


Rob and Desmond exchanged friendly comments. But Rob did not particularly care for Desmond. He was not the type he could ever have made a close friend of – too boisterous and self-satisfied. But at least he seemed to keep Nira happy. That was important to Rob. They appeared a devoted couple. Obviously the sex side must be satisfactory between them. Rob’s jealous eyes now and again noticed the way Nira stood close to her husband or how they suddenly held hands, or their eyes would meet in delightful appreciation of each other. But why she had fallen in love with him in the first place puzzled Rob. They were so different. She had been very young then – reserved – perhaps inexperienced, Desmond Curtis, so charming and self-assured must have swept her off her feet. He was immensely popular with all the females around here, Rob had to admit that. He definitely had what was called animal magnetism.


But for Rob, all the magnetism in the world lay in Nira’s eyes. They fascinated him as she looked up at him this moment. Her lashes were dark like her hair, and luxuriant. Hers was an Irish type of beauty. The curve of her lips enchanted him. She used an attractive pink lipstick, and he had grown familiar with her perfume. He had asked her, once, what it was and she told him Pacco Rabanne’s Calandre. Flower-fresh, like the graceful girl herself, he thought. Nira always seemed so well groomed and smelt so good. He had bought her a bottle of the Calandre for Christmas, and given it to her at the party the Curtis family always held on Boxing Day.


While Desmond chatted to another golfer in the bar, Rob and Nira walked out on to the verandah. There was a light breeze – cool but not cold. They gazed across the green course – it looked beautiful, with the fringe of dark fir trees on one side and a long row of hawthorn bushes, already in bud, warmed by the Spring sunshine. Nira loved it up here. One of the attractions that had led Des and herself to settle in Ponders Heath had been this eighteen-hole golf course, recommended in the first place by a business friend who had been a Ponders Heath resident for some years.


“How are the offspring?” Rob was asking Nira. She rewarded him with the bright proud smile which always lit up her face when her children were discussed. That was another thing he admired – her pride in these two children, and the way she handled them. Desmond was a permissive father, lavish with pocket-money and treats and it was not always because he loved to spoil them, but because it was the easy way of getting them out of his way when he wanted to be free of them. More than once Nira had argued that it was bad to spoil the children. She told Rob that she disliked what she saw going on around her. The way the young controlled their parents. It should be the other way round. Nira disliked pampered children and disobedient animals. Rob agreed.


“The babes are fine,” she answered his question, “rather too energetic. I assure you I’m glad to have Susan.”


“But you’re with them a lot yourself.”


“I used to be more so until we came here. We couldn’t afford either Susan or a daily in the old days. I’m very lucky to have Des’s mother to help with finance now.”


Rob nodded. But he was not sure Nira was all that lucky. He could never bring himself to believe that Desmond Curtis was right for her. Physically, Nira was a splendid mature young woman, but Rob, who prided himself on being a psychologist, and also because he was so deeply attracted by her, had watched and listened and at times thought that she was immature in other ways. She was almost like a child in her frank enjoyment of things. She seemed to accept life as it was and ask no more. Just as she accepted that pretentious husband of hers. Women were wonderful, and a bit frightening to Rob. When they loved they seemed so blind to the man’s faults, and even in these days of woman’s liberation, still slavishly devoted to the one of their choice. Or did they accept what was really unacceptable and gloss it over? Whichever way it was with Nira, Rob found her touching and adorable. But he often worried about her.


Desmond was not worth her adoration, and Rob feared the day would come when Nira would wake up to this fact. She would, with her nature, expect fidelity from a man. Did she get it from Des?


Even during this short time that he had known the Curtises, Rob had heard a few things said at the Club about Des that he found disturbing. A week or two ago he had been having a drink at the bar and heard a man named Robinson – an estate agent who was a noted gossip – discussing Desmond with Lieut.-Col. Moffatt – a retired Army man now working for a Conservative organisation, and married to a nice dull woman. Typical Army wife, Des called her – tweed coat and hair-net, flag-waving, hearty and organising.


“Lover-Boy’s going to upset old Boyce Hailing soon if he doesn’t watch out,” Robinson had said, apropos of Desmond.


Someone else asked for an explanation of this. The answer was, “He’s got this thing about Cricket.”


“Hasn’t everybody?” the plump and affable Colonel put in, laughing. “She’s – what is the word they all use? – dishy!”


“Oh, definitely,” said Robinson, “While Boyce was away on that business trip in the U.S.A. someone I know ran into the pair in town, and they were staying in some hotel together.”


Rob had walked out feeling uneasy and suddenly troubled for Nira. Even more so when Robinson’s rather loud voice, still gossiping with the Colonel, followed him.


“There’s quite a bit of this and that going on in our little town, old boy. Ponders Heath will be in the wife-swopping class before long.”


Laughter and a few mild protests followed, all in good fun no doubt, but Rob felt an active dislike of Desmond at that moment. Where there was such talk there was always a modicum of truth. Why did Desmond Curtis want to pursue Cricket Halling?


Afterwards Rob had thought a lot about the Robinson gossip. He was no prig. It was just that word wife-swopping that offended him. He might even have been amused by that if it hadn’t been aimed at Des Curtis. Why should Des, with a wife like Nira, want another girl, even for a few hours’ fun? As for Cricket Halling, Rob had no regard for her whatever. She and Boyce had long since seemed a bit too fond of that word permissive.


But of one thing he was certain – if Desmond was actually having fun with Cricket, Nira didn’t know it. If she had done, there wouldn’t be that contented glow in her eyes, nor would she be so vividly pleased with life – and Des.


Rob thought, I hope to God she never hears what’s being said.


He felt fiercely protective and embarrassingly old. He was, of course, older than any of them in this young set. But Rob felt uneasy because he minded about Nira.


He heard her speaking now. He liked her voice. It was quiet and there was music in her laughter, unlike Cricket Halling’s shrill squeals of delight.


“You’ve got a brooding sort of look this morning, Rob. Anything wrong?” she asked him.


He snapped out of the darkness of his thoughts and smiled down at her benevolently.


“Not a thing. How are we playing today? You and Desmond against Maggie and myself?”


“I imagine so,” she nodded.


Here was Maggie now, coming towards them with her golf clubs slung over her shoulder and Desmond at her side. They were both laughing. They made rather a nice-looking pair, Nira thought, with the tiniest stab of jealousy which quickly passed. She despised jealous wives. If one loved a man, one must trust him. Still – Maggie was a very attractive creature. About Nira’s age, she had been a widow for the last two years. Her husband was once a doctor in one of the local syndicates. Poor Bill Wilson – a general favourite – had been killed in a car smash, and Maggie’s world had crashed, too. She lived now in a bungalow near the golf course with her mother and a small daughter of seven. She had been devoted to Bill, but everyone expected her to marry again. As she walked toward them, Nira generously admired the grace of the slim figure and the beauty of hair that held the bronze lights of beech leaves in the autumn sun. Her large red-brown eyes were beautiful. Nira knew that Maggie was one of Des’s favourites. She was nice and at the same time fun. They had all been pleased here when she decided to stay on in the town. Recently she had taken up golf and proved herself exceptionally good. With a handicap now of twelve she was almost on a level with Nira, who had played much longer. Des was erratic, Rob was the best of them all. But they made a good foursome.


“Hi!” Maggie greeted them.


Her mother was American and Maggie had been brought up in Baltimore. As they discussed the fine weather and the approaching game, Des looked not at his wife but at Maggie. The creamy texture of her skin and her big sensual mouth usually excited him. As the conversation died, he put in, “Maggie’s been telling me there’s a film we must see, on next week, Nira my darling.”


“What?” she, asked, and linked her arm affectionately with his.


“What’s it called, Maggie?” he asked the other girl.


“The Virgin and The Gypsy.”


“D. H. Lawrence,” said Rob, and pulled a pipe from his pocket and began to fill it. “I’m in two minds about that fellow, you know. I was never a Chatterley fan but I admit he writes well at times.”


“Mum and I saw this film in London,” said Maggie. “I assure you it’s worth a go, Rob. Lovely scenery – old-fashioned village scenes – lots of beautiful colour – I’m sure you’d like it.”


“And what about the purple passion, you mentioned,” Des asked with a laugh. “Plenty of that, isn’t there?”


Maggie’s creamy skin grew pink for a second but she laughed back.


“Yes, plenty of that, and awfully well done.”


“Let’s all go and see some purple passion next week,” said Nira.


But suddenly for some unknown reason she moved away from Des and her eyes clouded very slightly. It was that sudden flush on Maggie’s charming face that had troubled her. Maggie was not really a shy person. Nira had always found her rather sophisticated and with plenty of that free-thinking impetuous American blood running through her veins. She was not one to blush, and Nira had also caught the sudden swift glance that had passed between her and Des.


Then Nira reproached herself.


Don’t be a fool, Nira, it didn’t mean a thing. You’re slipping.


As if she didn’t know that Des was a born flirt. He was candid enough to admit it. But he loved her.


She forgot all about that exchange of glances and thoroughly enjoyed the game. But she played badly and disgraced herself at the eighteenth hole. She had taken five to deal with the little ball. She and Des lost the game to the other two.


While they were having drinks in the bar before lunch, the Hallings walked in.


Boyce was a man of medium height, on the thin side, his light brown hair growing rapidly back from a high forehead. He was not good-looking but all the women thought he had handsome eyes – hazel-green, magnetic, arresting. His movements were quick and nervous. He had definite charm. Personally, Nira had never really cared for him although she had to admit now and again that he was attractive. He was amusing, too, and she liked a witty man, more especially if he wasn’t coarse. He had a son, Simon, the same age as Nira’s boy, and the whole family was musical. Boyce played a guitar and was in great demand at parties. But there was just something about him that made Nira feel that she should be on her guard with him. As she put it to Des, “Those eyes of his are rather lecherous – like the way he looks at me.”


To which Des had replied with his well-known flippancy, “Long live the lechers.”


If she was ever cross with Des it was because she could so rarely make him take her seriously especially when she showed a tendency to be prim.
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