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Prologue


THE FIRST TIME that James Hardwick saw Carmona Leigh was on the evening of her twenty-first birthday. He was in a box with the Trevors at the Royalty, and he looked across the theatre and saw her. She was sitting in the second of the stiff gilt chairs which faced them from the opposite box. She wore a white dress and a little white fur coat which she had slipped off and pushed back. She leaned forward with her elbow on the padded ledge of the box and looked across at him.


      She was not really seeing him at all. Her mind was much too full of her twenty-first birthday, the string of pearls which Esther Field had given her, the play she was going to see, and what Alan had whispered as they came up the stairs. She saw nothing except her own thoughts, and she saw them suffused with a wonderful glow of happiness and hope.


      James Hardwick saw what he had been waiting for all his life. Love at first sight does happen. It had happened to him. There was a kind of tingling shock, a sense of recognition, of achievement. It wasn’t anything he could get into words either then or later. It was something that had happened. He went on looking.


      He saw a girl with a delicate, serious face and dark hair, quite young and rather pale. He thought about that, his face hard and serious, his lips compressed. He might have been considering some matter of life and death, bringing everything he had to bear upon it. A girl may be pale because she is tired – sad – ill. The girl he was looking at was not any of these things. Her pallor had a luminous quality. It sprang from some deep intensity of feeling. There was a quiet radiance. Her eyes were dark. Not brown, but a very deep soft grey. But the lashes were black, and it was partly those black lashes which made her look so pale. He was not conscious of any sequence of thought. It was all there in his mind, like a picture seen in a moment of time, but he was never to forget a single detail.


      It did not stay. The large, comfortable woman beside her said something, and a man who had been standing behind them came and sat down on the third of the stiff gold chairs. He was tall, fair, and noticeably good-looking. The sleeve of the white fur coat brushed his arm. He pushed it away, laughing. The girl turned. There was a faint colour in her cheeks. They smiled at one another.


      Colonel Trevor growled at James’ ear, ‘See those people over there? The girl’s father was the best friend I ever had – George Leigh. Got himself killed in a motor smash – he and his wife. Left me one of Carmona’s guardians. Well, she’s twenty-one today, and I can’t stop her making a fool of herself if she wants to.’


      ‘I don’t know why you should call it making a fool of herself,’ said Mrs. Trevor in a petulant tone. ‘I’m sure there are very few girls who wouldn’t jump at Alan Field.’


      Colonel Trevor’s voice acquired a military rasp. ‘Then they’d be fools, my dear.’


      James hoped they were not going to have one of their quarrels. Alan Field – now what had he heard about Alan Field? There was an impression that he had heard something – somewhere – and not very long ago. Not a pleasant impression. He couldn’t fix it.


      Mrs. Trevor was bridling.


      ‘I’m sure I can’t see why! It’s simply that he’s too good-looking.’


      ‘Don’t like young men who are too good-looking, my dear.’


      At fifty-five Maisie Trevor could still flutter an eyelash. She did it now.


      ‘Jealous!’ she said, and gave the rippling laugh which had proved so effective with subalterns when she was seventeen.


      James, who nevertheless had an affection for her, thought for the thousandth time how silly it sounded, and wondered how the Colonel put up with it. Just as a matter of habit, because his mind was really taken up with the question of Carmona.


      Colonel Trevor had snapped at his wife. She was appealing to James.


      ‘I suppose you’ll take Tom’s side – men always do, don’t they? Back each other up, I mean. But what I say is, Carmona may think herself lucky if she gets such a good-looking young man. She’s a sweet girl and all that, and she’s got quite a nice little income. Tom has been looking after it for her, you know. But you can’t say she has got very much in the way of looks – can you? And Alan really is a charmer. Of course he hasn’t any money, so it really might do very well. They were brought up together, you know – at least after her parents were killed. Dreadful! That’s Esther Field over there in the box with them – Carmona’s aunt – a sister of poor George Leigh’s. Such a plain woman for a famous painter to have married, but of course she had money, and he wasn’t so famous then. Silly, isn’t it, how things don’t come when you want them. Now, when he’s been dead for ten years, everybody knows his name. He was Penderel Field. Ridiculous name, but quite good for advertisement. Esther is Alan’s stepmother, so in a way he and Carmona are cousins, only of course not really, if you know what I mean. Such a pity Alan had to leave the Army. I’m sure I don’t know why he did, but Esther was very much upset about it, and I expect she would like him to settle down with Carmona.’


      Colonel Trevor broke in sharply.


      ‘Let’s hope she has more sense. And the less said about why he left the Service the better. And you are not to go round coupling his name with Carmona’s – do you hear, Maisie?’ He turned to James. ‘All very boring for you, I’m afraid.’


      Mrs. Trevor produced a lace handkerchief and an injured sniff. ‘Really, Tom!’


      James made haste to say that he wasn’t bored – people interested him. It was in his mind that it would not be difficult to get the Colonel to take him round in the interval and introduce him to Carmona. A hundred to one he would be going round anyhow to wish her many happy returns of the day. Easy enough to get himself taken along.


      Easy enough, but it didn’t come off. Mrs. Trevor developed one of her ‘attacks’. The play bored her, and she considered that Tom had been rude. She became faint, threatened a swoon, and said she must go. Since they had come in James’ car, he had perforce to drive them home. He had seen Carmona Leigh, and that was all.


      He left at cockcrow next morning for the Middle East, and he was away for more than a year.


      It was on the day after his return that he saw her again. He was on his way to stay with the Trevors. They would put him up, and he would walk over and see his Aunt Mildred Wotherspoon whose elderly devoted and tyrannical maid no longer allowed her to have anyone to stay in the house. The last time it had been attempted had been so unpleasant for everyone concerned that by tacit consent it was agreed that there should be no repetition, James writing that the Trevors had offered to put him up, and Miss Wotherspoon replying that that would be very nice and that she hoped he would come over to tea.


      He sat in the train and thought that it was good to be back. The odd thing about coming home was that you didn’t expect anything to have changed. You went away, and things happened to you, but you somehow didn’t expect that anything very much would have happened to the people you had left behind. Old Tom Trevor would be growing prize delphiniums, carnations and dahlias, and Maisie would be finding it dull in the country and giving him no peace about coming up to town for an occasional week to look up old friends and go the round of the theatres. Aunt Mildred would be in the middle of one of her rows with Janet. They had been going on ever since he could remember, and both parties appeared to derive considerable satisfaction from the exercise. Everything in their little world would be just as it had been before he went away.


      He began to think about Carmona. The Trevors would be able to tell him where she was and what she was doing. She touched their world, but she did not really belong to it. The years between twenty-one and twenty-three were years in which a good many things might change. He would not admit that they might have set an insurmountable barrier between himself and her. He would not admit that she might have married Alan Field. Or anyone else. Always when he thought of coming home it had been in his mind that he would be coming home to Carmona. He had heard of her once or twice. In a letter from Maisie Trevor – ‘Carmona has been here to stay. Horribly dull for her. Tom really ought—’ From Mary Maxwell, who was an old friend and had stayed in the same house no more than a month ago – ‘She’s some sort of a cousin. Rather an unusual girl. I’m very fond of her. I hope she isn’t going to marry that wretched Alan Field. He’s a kind of step-cousin of hers, and people are always saying they are engaged, or are going to be—’


      No, she hadn’t married Alan Field. In some curious way he had been quite sure that she would not. She was going to marry James Hardwick.


      They were coming into a station, and as they drew in another train drew out. There was a moment when the two trains passed each other, one just starting, the other slowing to a halt, and in that moment he saw Carmona Leigh. Across the brief space which separated the two trains they looked at one another. She had a window seat, and so had he. It seemed as if he had only to put out his hand and he would be able to touch the glass through which she looked. What he saw jerked at his heart. Her eyes were wide and she was very pale. It was not the pallor which he had seen before. She had been happy then, she was not happy now. There was no time for her to close her face against him. If she was pale now, it was from sorrow of heart. The windows slid away, her face slid away. She was gone.


      He found out that the train was going to London.


      In between displaying his delphiniums, which were in full bloom, old Tom Trevor told him that Carmona was marrying Alan Field in a week’s time.










ONE


CARMONA HARDWICK CAME up the zigzag path from the beach. The afternoon was hot and she took her time. She wore a sleeveless linen frock and a big shady hat. Her legs were bare and she had green sandals on her feet. The whole effect was cool and pleasing. She was thinking that Pippa would arrive in the middle of a blazing afternoon! All very well to say, ‘Don’t bother to be in, or meet me or anything’, because of course you had to. She hadn’t seen Pippa Maybury for three years, and there was a time when they had been very fond of each other. These school friendships didn’t last . . . Pippa was always a bit of a goose . . . Three years was quite a long time . . . They had both married . . . A slight shade came over her face.


      She reached the top of the cliff, and took the path which led along it to the house which James had inherited from his great-uncle Octavius Hardwick. Much too big for them and it would have to be sold, but meanwhile they could spread themselves, have all their friends to stay, and enjoy James’ leave.


      In spite of being called Cliff Edge the house stood a little way back. There was a stone wall between it and the cliff path, and a private gate into a bare formal garden where old figureheads of ships stared out to where the horizon met the rim of the sea.


      The house was hideous – very flat and bare outside and the rooms full of plush curtains and frightful Victorian furniture. There was a driving-road on the far side and an approach featuring a good deal of stone work. The six urns which flanked the entrance had blazed with scarlet geraniums in great-uncle Octavius’ time. They were empty now, and two of them were cracked. Carmona looked at them and thought they had better sell the place as soon as they could, because it really did look very shabby and it would cost the earth to do it up. They would certainly never want to live here.


      She had her foot on the bottom step of the half flight leading from the front door, when a sports car whizzed in at the gate and came to an abrupt stop beside her. Pippa, in scarlet slacks and a sleeveless jersey, sprang out and embraced her. When last seen her hair had been a fair brown. It was now platinum. She wore dark glasses with scarlet rims which she took off and snapped away in a startling red and white bag as she brushed Carmona’s cheek with her own. Her eyes at least had not changed. They were as bright, as blue, and very nearly as dazzling as the sea.


      ‘Darling!’ she said. ‘What a frightful house! But how nice to see you! You’re not going to live in it, are you? You really couldn’t? I’m sure it’s got black beetles, and a basement, and the sort of old-fashioned range that simply eats up coal! You must tell me everything! But I’d better put the Tick away first – it belongs to George Robertson, and he’s rather mean about his things! He was quite frightfully peeved when I ran into a lamppost and smashed the windscreen of the car he had before this one – and it was more or less dropping to pieces anyhow and well overdue for the scrap heap!’


      The three years since they had last met were gone. Pippa was just the same. The current young man’s name had been Jocko then, it now appeared to be George. That was all. Whatever it was, he would be considered as a provider of cars, flowers and other unconsidered trifles, and more or less treated like dirt whilst kind, stodgy Billy Maybury looked on with a tolerant smile. Carmona had a moment’s faint wonder as to what James would do or say if she were to start borrowing cars and being continually here, there and everywhere with one infatuated young man after another. All at once she shivered and felt cold. Too silly – because the sun was really hot today.


      The garage was a converted stable balancing the large Victorian conservatory on the other side of the house, denuded now of its palms, its climbing heliotrope, its plumbago, its begonias and pelargoniums. When the Tick had been put away with the narrowest escape of a grazed mudguard, Carmona led the way up a flight of steps into the tesselated hall.


      Pippa’s comment was frank.


      ‘Darling, how fierce! Too, too like the kind of hotel one’s grandmother might have stayed at!’


      Carmona laughed.


      ‘Well, we really are rather like a family hotel at the moment. We’ve got the Trevors here. You remember Maisie and Tom?’


      ‘Of course – he was your guardian. Rather a lamb.’


      ‘And Adela Castleton—’


      Pippa made a face.


      ‘Darling – not the Lady Castleton! Because I don’t know if I can bear it! I’ve a sort of idea I met her once, and she looked at me as if I must have got there by mistake! That kind of nose, if you know what I mean!’


      Carmona knew quite well. It was the kind which lent itself to disapproving of the young. She passed hurriedly to Esther Field.


      Pippa burst out laughing.


      ‘Aunt Esther! Is she here too? Still dropping stitches and calling everyone “My dear”? Well, I must say you are doing the relations proud!’


      ‘She’s the only real one. The rest are just because of being guardians and things, but Esther was my father’s sister.’


      ‘And Alan Field’s stepmother. Carmona – where is Alan?’


      ‘I don’t know.’


      They had passed out of the hall into what Octavius Hardwick had called the morning-room, an apartment which looked north and never got the sun, its natural gloom being further intensified by a carved overmantel of some black oriental wood and curtains of indigo plush.


      Carmona shut the door. It wasn’t the slightest use hoping that Pippa would drop the subject.


      ‘You don’t know? But, darling!’ Pippa’s eyes were alive with interest. ‘Surely Aunt Esther—’


      ‘She hasn’t the slightest idea.’


      ‘You mean he just broke it all off and disappeared?’


      ‘Something like that.’


      She wouldn’t turn away. It didn’t really make things any worse to speak of them. Sometimes it made them better, and – it was only Pippa.


      ‘But Carmona! Darling, you’ve simply got to tell me all about it! When I had your wire to say it was all off I wanted to rush to you! But Bill put his foot down – you know, he does sometimes. He said I couldn’t do any good, and he was sure you’d rather not, and it wasn’t reasonable to expect him to put up about a hundred pounds for me to fly home just to hold your hand. I could see his point, you know, and when he is like that I do find it’s better to do what he says. Darling, you did understand, didn’t you?’


      ‘Of course.’


      ‘You must tell me all about it now! What did you quarrel over?’


      ‘We didn’t.’


      Pippa’s voice rose a third of an octave.


      ‘Didn’t quarrel? But, darling!’


      Better get on with it.


      ‘He just didn’t turn up.’


      ‘On your wedding day!’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Darling, how perfectly frightful! You don’t mean to say you were there waiting at the church!’


      ‘Yes.’


      It was hurting horribly. Much more than she had thought it would. It was hurting like hell. The grey church, cold and dark, with that odd smell which empty places have. Empty – at least thank God for that! Only Tom, and Maisie, and kind Esther there to look on whilst she waited for Alan who didn’t come. A parson and a verger too, but they didn’t count. Grey old men quite alien from what was happening to her, their own days of quick anguish and hot tears all past and gone. She looked vaguely at Pippa, but she did not see her. She saw the empty church.


      ‘Darling, how frightful! But what on earth made him do a thing like that? If he wanted to break it off, why didn’t he do it properly? I just can’t imagine Alan – Alan getting cold feet at the last minute and not being able to come up to the scratch! Carmona, he must have written! Something must have happened to the letter – or to him!’


      Carmona moved her head. It was the slightest of movements. It said, ‘No.’


      Pippa Maybury repeated what she had said before.


      ‘Something must have happened to him!’


      This time it was Carmona’s lips that moved.


      ‘No – he wrote afterwards. The letter came next day. He said he couldn’t go through with it – he wasn’t cut out for marriage, and he was going to join a friend on a horse-breeding ranch in South America.’


      ‘And that was all?’ Pippa stared. ‘Well, darling, I really do think you were well rid of him! He was a charmer and all that, and marvellous to go about with, but when it comes to husbands’ – she shrugged and laughed – ‘well, you know, there’s something to be said for having them solid. After all, they’ve got to run the show, and pay the bills, and do all the unpleasant sort of things like income tax, and washers on taps, and spiders in the bath, and I don’t really see Alan making much of a show of it. Speaking quite frankly, you know.’


      Carmona didn’t see it either. She never had. She had always known that if there was anything unpleasant to be done, she would have to do it herself. The thing that had been broken in her was the conviction that Alan needed her. It was a conviction that went right back into her childhood. He was selfish, he could be cruel, he had a fatal knowledge of his own charm and of other people’s weaknesses, but – he needed her. And then when she found out that he didn’t, that he could push her aside and put the width of the world between them, something broke. She said, ‘No—’


      Pippa gave her a light pinch.


      ‘Wake up, darling! You said that as if you were about a hundred miles away, and the one thing one ought never to let oneself do is to go dreaming back into the past. Fatal! And it isn’t as if you had got left on the shelf, or anything like that. Why, it was no time at all before you married James. To tell you the truth, I didn’t think you’d have had the spirit.’


      ‘Thank you, Pippa.’


      ‘Well, you know, you were always one of the quiet ones and you might have taken up good works, or gone into a mouldering melancholy – like the girl in Shakespeare who sat on a monument and smiled at grief, which I always thought a particularly stupid thing to do, because young men aren’t really interested in monuments and they wouldn’t bother to climb one. And now tell me all about you and James! He isn’t nearly as good-looking as Alan of course.’


      ‘Not nearly.’


      Pippa nodded vivaciously.


      ‘Husbands don’t need to be. And I always thought Alan overdid it. After all, looks are more in the woman’s line, don’t you think? Anyhow I’m dying to see him again.’


      ‘He’s away,’ said Carmona.


      ‘Away!’


      ‘He’ll be coming any day now. He has been doing a job under U.N.O – something to do with tracing people who have disappeared. He speaks a lot of languages, so they find him useful.’


      ‘Doesn’t it take him away a lot? It sounds as if it might.’


      ‘It does rather.’ After a pause she said, ‘Sometimes I go with him. I went over to the States with him the spring.’


      Pippa stared.


      ‘It sounds a bit detached. I hope he turns up in time for me to see him. And where is everyone else? You say you’ve got the house packed with relations. Where are they?’


      ‘Down on the beach. I hope you won’t find it dull here. There’s nobody young.’


      Pippa looked through her eyelashes.


      ‘Too, too reposeful. Not all the time, you know, but every now and then – relations, I mean – the nice quiet elderly sort who have never had anything happen to them.’


      ‘Do you suppose anyone is really like that?’


      Pippa burst out laughing.


      ‘Marvellous if they all had buried secrets! But, no, I’d really rather be soothed. Where are they?’


      ‘Down on the beach – and we should just have time for a swim before tea.’










TWO


THE TIDE CAME up slowly. There was a shimmer of heat over the sea and no breeze. Esther Field sat on a cushion in the shade of the beach hut and knitted diligently. Since this year she was giving shawls as Christmas presents to the three or four old pensioners whom she had inherited from Penderel Field’s mother, and since this particular shawl was almost complete and of a lively shade of crimson, she both looked, and was, extremely hot. Billows of red wool flowed from her in every direction.


      ‘Extra big,’ she was explaining to Lady Castleton who was sharing the patch of shade. ‘For old Mrs. Mount. She gets larger every year and is really quite proud of it, so of course it wouldn’t be the least bit of good my giving her anything skimpy.’


      They had been at school together thirty years ago, when Adela Castleton was Adela Thane with a brother in the Army whose occasional visits provided the other girls with a thrill. They had neither of them changed very much. Esther had always been large, and kind, and dowdy, and Adela had been beautiful. She had kept her looks wonderfully. The celebrated profile, the celebrated complexion, the celebrated figure were all still intact. If they had become a little fixed, a little – how shall one say, stereotyped – the effect was sufficiently imposing. She made Esther Field look like a rag-bag, and Maisie Trevor of that out-dated smartness which is so much worse than just being dowdy. Her own dark blue linen was exactly right, and so was the simple shady hat which had probably cost more than Esther had ever paid for one in her life.


      She glanced at the billowing shawl and said, ‘Really, Esther – I don’t know how you can! Do put that ghastly thing away and give us all a chance to get cool! You don’t have to think about Christmas now!’


      ‘I’ve dropped a stitch, dear. You see, that is why I have to get on – I’m always dropping stitches. I can’t think why they won’t stay on the needle. Other people seem to manage it, but I’ve never been able to. That is where I miss Carmona so much. She always used to pick them up for me. It’s lovely being here with her now.’ She raised her voice a little. ‘Darling, if you wouldn’t mind – I’m afraid there’s another one gone.’


      Carmona came over and knelt beside her. Pippa lifted her head from her folded arms to say lazily, ‘Darling Esther, why not do a drop-stitch pattern and have done with it?’


      ‘Well, dear, I don’t suppose I should ever manage to drop the right stitch. It doesn’t do for it to be just any one, you know. You have to follow a pattern, and I do find patterns so difficult. This is one I learned when I was at school, and I don’t seem to be able to manage any other.’


      Carmona put the shawl down again in her lap and went back to where the sun was glinting on the silver gilt of Pippa’s hair. Not a breath stirred. She thought Colonel Trevor must be having a very hot walk. She wondered why one sat in the sun and baked, and thought Maisie really had the best of it when she said it would be much cooler up at the house and she would go and look for an amusing book.


      Carmona waited till she had gone, to say, ‘She won’t find one.’


      Pippa yawned.


      ‘Uncle Octavius didn’t rise to light literature?’


      Carmona shook her head.


      ‘Scott, Dickens, Thackeray, in sets – handsome bindings and very small print. And all the works of Mrs. Henry Wood – East Lynne, you know. And frightful memoirs, like the ones Esther solemnly brings down here every day and never reads. Uncle Octavius had never read them himself – nobody has ever read them, because the pages have never been cut. But she thinks they will improve her mind if she can get it off her knitting long enough to give them a chance, so she brings out her pet paper-knife that Penderel gave her and waits for the moment to be improved.’


      In the shade of the beach hut Adela Castleton said suddenly, ‘That girl’s happy, isn’t she – the marriage is turning out all right?’


      Under the droopy hat which had seen better days Mrs. Field’s placid face took on a startled expression. Her hair was never tidy for very long. She pushed back a strand of it now and said quickly, ‘Oh, yes. My dear, what makes you ask?’


      ‘She doesn’t look like she used to,’ said Adela Castleton. ‘Alan wasn’t any good for her, but she used to have that kind of lit-up look with him. It wouldn’t have lasted of course – it never does. Do you ever hear from him, Esther?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘You’ve no idea where he is?’


      ‘He said he was going to South America.’


      ‘You never knew why the engagement was broken off?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘And she married this James man practically the next minute!’


      ‘It was three months, Adela.’


      ‘Well, what do you call that? I call it the next minute. And a good thing too. Tom was delighted. James has always been a pet of his. I’ve hardly seen him myself since he was a boy and used to spend his holidays with Mildred Wotherspoon. Is it true that he fell in love with Carmona at first sight? I can’t think why anyone should, but the most extraordinary things do happen.’


      Esther Field ruffled up like a hen with one chick.


      ‘Really, Adela!’


      ‘What have I said? I’m very fond of Carmona, but nobody is going to pretend that she is the kind of beauty who would turn a man’s head at the first glance. She has the sort of looks that grow on you, and they generally give a girl the better chance of happiness. Beauty doesn’t always do that.’ Her voice dropped a little. ‘Do you remember how lovely Irene was?’


      The vexed look left Esther Field’s face. Warmth and kindness flowed from her.


      ‘Oh, my dear, yes! I don’t think there was ever anyone as pretty as she was that last summer.’


      Adela bit her lip. What a fool she had been to speak of Irene. She couldn’t imagine what had made her do it. A little quick jealousy over Carmona, a small cold wish to prick Esther Field, and here were her eyes smarting and the old wound aching as if it had never healed. Irene had been more than ten years dead – everything healed, everything passed. What had possessed her to speak of those old forgotten things?


      Esther Field was remembering too. Irene Thane, the young sister whom Adela had loved like her own child – lovely, bright, and tragically dead at twenty. They said it had been an accident – but was it? A warm summer day and a still sea, and Irene swimming out into the blue and never coming back  . . .


      They said it must have been cramp. The best swimmer in the world may have cramp—


      The word came to her lips.


      ‘Had she ever had cramp before?’


      Adela’s face hardened.


      ‘Everyone gets it some time.’


      ‘Oh, I don’t think so, dear. I’ve never had it myself. It wouldn’t be safe to swim out very far if one did. And Irene was such a good swimmer – so graceful in the water too. You know, my dear, I am so glad you spoke of her. It does always seem so sad when no one ever talks of them – like shutting them away and trying to forget. It’s difficult of course when one has had a shock. I felt like that when Penderel died, but I knew I couldn’t do it, because if I did I should feel as if I had lost him altogether – never speaking of him, you know. And it would have been awkward too – his name being so unusual, and strangers being so very apt to remark on it. I used to have it on my visiting cards – only one doesn’t visit so much as one used to – at least not formally. But I have always called myself Mrs. Penderel Field, and then they say, “Not the Penderel Field?” and we often have quite a nice little talk about him. It is such a pleasure to find that he is remembered. Do you know, his portrait of Lord Dainton has just been bought for the Tate Gallery, and really the Daintons didn’t care very much about it at the time it was painted. Now, if it had been that lovely thing he did of Irene – I always did like that – but Lord Dainton was such a very plain old man, you wouldn’t have thought he would have wanted to be painted at all. And The Times says it is Penderel’s masterpiece! Of course he was Lord Chancellor.’


      ‘I always thought it a very fine portrait,’ said Adela Castleton firmly.


      Esther Field sighed.


      ‘I’ve never been any good at art, dear. Penderel used to tell me not to try. He said there was only one thing worse than the out and out philistine, and that was the philistine who pretended he wasn’t. And when I said I couldn’t think why he ever wanted to marry me, he said it was because I had the only two virtues indispensable in a wife, a sweet temper and a light hand with pastry. He had such a sense of humour, and he did love my lemon meringue tart. Do you know, that new clever young man Murgatroyd is going to write a life of him. He came to see me, and when I told him about the lemon meringue he said that was the sort of personal touch he wanted. He had just written what everyone says is a very brilliant book about Mr. Parnell. The papers all say things like his “being a live wire” and “having quite a new approach” – if anyone knows what that means.’


      ‘It generally means something unpleasant,’ said Adela Castleton.


      Esther Field dropped a stitch without noticing it.


      ‘Oh, my dear, I do hope not! And as I said to him, “Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you very much, because it was my stepson who went through his father’s papers for me.” I was really too ill to do it myself, and so much of the early stuff had to do with Alan’s mother, so I didn’t feel—’ She dropped another stitch.


      ‘My dear Esther, you mustn’t dream of just handing those papers over to anyone! You will certainly have to go through them yourself.’


      ‘I know, dear. But I can’t. You see, I’m not sure what Alan did about them. I was ill, and he managed everything.’


      ‘You must know what he did with the papers.’


      Esther looked vague.


      ‘He managed everything – and it’s nearly ten years ago – Carmona and I had that cottage – there was so little room. Of course they must be somewhere. I promised Mr Murgatroyd I would have a good look, and he said he would put an advertisement in the South American papers – for Alan, you know.’


      Adela Castleton pressed her lips together. She was of the opinion that it would probably be better for Esther and everyone else if Alan Field were to remain on the other side of the world. There had been so many stories about him. Men didn’t like him – didn’t trust him – never had. There was a time when he used to run after Irene. So many young men did that, and he was only a boy – twenty-one – twenty-two. Old enough to be quite terribly attractive – and a trouble-maker. That last year Irene had seen a lot of the Fields . . . Irene swimming out to sea and drowning there . . . A sudden attack of cramp? . . . She had never had cramp in her life  . . .


      ‘Oh dear!’ said Esther Field. ‘I’ve dropped two more stitches! No, three! Carmona darling—’


      When the stitches had been retrieved Carmona stood up. She was still holding the shawl. The man who had come down the cliff path looked at the little group and saw her like that, in her white dress with the folds of crimson wool falling down it to her feet. He stood for a moment to take in the scene. Quite a decorative effect. She had, if anything, improved in looks. Pretty would always be the wrong word for her, and no one would ever call her beautiful, but there was something about her that pleased the eye – a charm, a grace. Since Hardwick was away, they might have quite a sentimental meeting.


      His eyes travelled to Esther Field. She really hadn’t changed a bit. He supposed she never would, the soft-hearted, muddle-headed old thing. He felt quite fond of her as he remembered how easy it had always been to get round her.


      Neither of the Trevors was in evidence. Esther’s maid had told him they would be there – ‘Such a nice party, Mr. Alan. Mrs. Field was ever so pleased about it. Colonel and Mrs. Trevor, and Lady Castleton – quite a reunion as you might say, not to speak of meeting old friends we used to see when we went down to Cliffton regular every summer. The only pity is Major Hardwick not being there.’


      Somehow, he felt, they would be able to do very nicely without James Hardwick. And without the Trevors too. Maisie was all right – she might even be useful – but old Tom had always given him a pain in the neck. Adela Castleton – no, on second thoughts, Adela might be worked into the game. It would be tricky, of course, but he could do it – oh, yes he could do it. And to play a tricky game well was half the fun.


      He came across the shingle to the beach hut, and Carmona saw him. It was just as if someone had struck her a sharp blow. The shawl slipped from her hands and fell. She didn’t know whether she was hurt or not. There was just that sense of shock and of everything being wrenched a little out of focus. His voice and the touch of his hand on her shoulder—


      ‘Carmona!’


      He was smiling and looking down into her eyes just as he used to do. And then he was on his knees by Esther Field, an arm about her, kissing her.


      ‘Well, old dear, how are you? But I needn’t ask – you look marvellous. I’m even a little hurt. The wanderer returns, and nobody has been pining for him!’


      ‘Oh, my dear boy! Oh, Alan, my dear, dear boy!’


      He endured an embrace which entangled him in crimson wool. Half a needleful of stitches slipped and were lost. He disengaged himself, laughing, and turned to Adela.


      ‘Lady Castleton – how nice to walk right into a family party! Emily told me when I turned up at Esther’s flat, so I thought I would come down right away. Pity about Hardwick not being here. I was looking forward to meeting him.’


      Carmona had not moved. She did not move now, but she spoke. ‘I hope he will be here tomorrow.’


      Alan Field said, ‘Delightful!’


      The numbness went out of her. The shock of the blow was passing and she could feel again. What she felt was not what she had expected to feel. Whenever she had thought of seeing Alan again there had been an intolerable sense of shrinking, but now that he was here it was gone. He stood looking at her with the smile which used to twist her heart, and all she felt was the prick of anger.


      As he stepped into the sunlight, she saw that he looked more than the three years older. Whatever he had been doing in South America, it had not done him any good. There was the old charm, the old grace of movement and manner, the old ease, but it seemed to her as if something had gone out of all these things. Or was it that something had gone out of her? That little glow of anger persisted. It was outrageous of him to blow in like this . . . He had come to see Esther. There was nothing outrageous about that . . . It wasn’t Esther’s house . . . It belonged to James Hardwick whom she had married after Alan had let her down . . . And James wasn’t here . . . If he had been, would even Alan have had the nerve to walk in like this?


      He had the nerve now to laugh in her face and say, ‘Well, Carmona, how about it? I hope you are going to ask me to stay, because, quite frankly, I’m broke to the wide.’


      Pippa sat up and stretched.


      ‘Who isn’t?’ she said. ‘Hello, Alan, where have you blown in from? I haven’t seen you for ages.’


      ‘Darling, you couldn’t very well – I was in South America.’


      ‘Why didn’t you stay there?’


      ‘Partly because I was broke, my sweet, and partly because someone was advertising for me. I thought there might be money in it, so I came home only to find it was a bloke who wants to go through my father’s papers. Seems there’s a boom in Penderel Fields, and he wants to cash in on it and write a life.’


      Pippa stared.


      ‘Well, I shouldn’t think Carmona could put you up. Frankly, I think you’ve got a nerve to ask her. And anyhow the house is pretty well cramped.’


      Esther Field had scrambled to her feet.


      ‘No, no, you can’t stay here – of course not! The house is really very full indeed. It wouldn’t do at all. Carmona mustn’t think of it. Come up to the house with me and we will have a talk. You remember the Annings? They used to take p.g’s, and you stayed there once or twice when we had the house too full.’


      He laughed.


      ‘Oh, yes, I remember the Annings.’


      ‘Well, Mrs. Anning is quite an invalid, but Darsie carries on. It’s really quite a boarding-house now. I met her yesterday and I happened to mention you. And I don’t think she is full up, so perhaps – But come up to the house, my dear, and we will talk it over. I have to take that cliff path slowly.’


      Carmona had not said anything at all. Her expression was grave and still. Alan Field turned to her now, his eyes dancing.


      ‘Well, Carmona? Time seems to be getting on, and I lunched on a sandwich. Talks with Esther are rather apt to be lengthy. Am I invited to dinner, or is the house too full for that?’


      She smiled, and said in her natural voice, ‘Oh, I think we can manage dinner, Alan.’










THREE


ESTHER FIELD SAT by the window and fanned herself. They were in the morning-room, which was the coolest room in the house. She had left her knitting in the hall, but the climb up the cliff path had heated her. She was worried too, because after the first shock of surprise she could see very well that Alan had put them all in a very difficult position by coming here. He really had no business to walk in on them like this. The more she thought about it, the less she liked it and the surer she was that it really wouldn’t do. James wouldn’t like it – not after the way Alan had treated Carmona. He couldn’t be expected to, though she wasn’t sure how much he really knew. Husbands and wives didn’t always tell each other everything. Even Pen—


      Her thoughts jerked back to Alan. What he ought to have done was to stay at the flat and ring her up from there. Emily would have looked after him.


      Alan laughed and said, ‘Well, old dear? Where have you got to – “He really oughtn’t to have given us a shock like this”? Yes, I guessed as much. I can generally see through you. Well, I always was a bit funny, you know. When I think of a thing, I like to do it right away.’


      In spite of continued fanning Esther’s high flush persisted. She said quite simply, ‘You oughtn’t to have come here.’


      He made an airy gesture.


      ‘Because Carmona and I were once engaged and very sensibly didn’t get married? Really, darling – we’re not Victorians!’


      She said again, ‘You ought not to have come. Why did you come back from South America?’


      He smiled.


      ‘I told you – to go through my father’s papers for that man Murgatroyd. Though I don’t expect you to believe that it’s all filial piety, because of course it isn’t. I can’t really afford that sort of thing – at least not free gratis and for nothing. But if there’s going to be a boom, I’ve at least as much right to be in on it as anyone else.’


      The brown eyes which were Esther Field’s best feature gazed at him doubtfully.


      ‘But, Alan, Mr Murgatroyd wouldn’t be buying the letters. People don’t do that when they are writing a biography.’


      ‘Quite right – they don’t. But there might be money in it all the same,’


      ‘I don’t see how.’


      ‘You will, all in good time. You see, I’ve got to have money. One can’t, unfortunately, get on without it. And as it is, I’ve got a chance of a really good thing. If it comes off, I’ll be made for life and no more trouble to anyone. But I’ve got to have a sprat to catch my whale with.’


      Esther went on looking at him.


      ‘What has all this got to do with your father’s papers?’


      ‘Everything or nothing, according to how things turn out. It mightn’t be necessary to bring them into it. It all rather depends—’


      ‘On what?’


      He produced one of his most charming smiles.


      ‘On you. Just what are you prepared to do about it, darling?’


      ‘I?’


      ‘Yes, you. It’s quite simple, you know. I didn’t get much out of my father’s estate, did I?’


      ‘You got all there was, Alan.’


      ‘I know, I know – there were only a few hundreds, and you let me have them. The money was yours – you needn’t rub it in.’


      ‘You had already had your own mother’s money. Has it all gone?’


      ‘Every sou, darling. What could you expect?’


      She had known what the answer would be. To Alan money was something to spend. Whatever she gave him today would be gone tomorrow. He could charm her heart, which Pen used to tell her was as soft as butter, but she came of a long line of shrewd businessmen to whom money meant something to save, and he couldn’t altogether charm her head. She said, ‘I’m afraid I gave up expecting you to be sensible a long time ago.’


      He nodded.


      ‘I’ve been a fool, darling – you needn’t tell me that. But this thing is a cert. Listen and I’ll tell you about it. It’s this horse-breeding business. I’ve been working with a chap called Cardozo. We get on like a house on fire. He’s got a small ranch and he’s been doing very well. Now he’s got a chance to take over a much larger place – going concern, good stock, good water supply – everything just right. He’s prepared to put up two thirds of the capital, and he’ll take me in as a partner if I can find the rest. It’s the chance of a lifetime.’
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