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For Iris Wheatley


PART I


1

It was the chirping of the crickets all night long that had got so badly on Veronica’s nerves.

When she first came out to West Africa with Charles nearly twelve months ago, she found it difficult to sleep because of the sticky heat. She had grown used to the heat, even though it devitalised her and reduced her normally abundant energy to a minimum. She could stand the heat. The fiercest sunshine failed to bring her to the state of sighing (or cursing) which was the ultimate condition of the average woman who came out to the West Coast. Even while she flagged, physically, she adored the sun. She found that she could bear the noonday heat better than the humid, breathless nights. But the incessant noise of the crickets seemed to penetrate her consciousness even when she was deadly tired. And finally it attacked her nerves. Eventually, without a sedative of some kind, she hardly slept at all.

“If only they would be quiet … just for an hour …” she would say to Charles, her husband, as they lay side by side on the two narrow beds under the mosquito-netting, and Charles would take her hand, kiss it, try to soothe her, and fall asleep himself almost at once; waking later to remorse and fresh tenderness for her when he found her still awake, smoke-grey eyes wide open, staring at the unearthly brilliance of the African moonlight.

And the crickets went on creating their incredibly persistent din … making Veronica’s head feel that it would split with pain and irritation. She fell asleep only when peace and quiet descended suddenly with the sunrise.

It was just before the rains came that Charles said that he had decided to send her home.

“You can’t possibly go on like this, darling,” he had declared a week ago, after a sudden bout of fever had laid Veronica really low and taken away her last shred of humour. “You’ve been cross for days. You’re never cross in England. I’m not going to let this damned climate get you down. You’ve got to go back to England …”

Veronica Hallard remembered those words and the feeling of panic which had gripped her the moment Charles spoke. To leave Charles … go home alone … live without him. Oh, it was unthinkable. She said so, sitting up in bed in a fresh diaphanous nightgown (one of her trousseau) which was the third she had put on in the last hour. Her body would not keep dry. She was always drenched with perspiration which made her hair lank and lifeless and make-up a farce. She had held on to his coat with small, frightened hands and said: “Charles, I can’t … I can’t leave you … I’d die … you know I would!”

They had only been married eleven months. They had come out to Lagos immediately after their wedding. They were still desperately in love. In love in a way which they both firmly believed was only given to a chosen few in this world. They had everything in common, mentally and physically. It seemed to them now, after the trying months out here together, just as it had seemed when they first met … that they had been born for each other. It was a miracle, and to separate even for a little while would be a calamity.

Charles had taken her in his arms, smoothed back the damp dark hair which in England had looked so crisp and richly brown and had grown so dull out here; had closed her eyelids with his sensitive musician’s fingers, and said:

“Don’t look at me like that, Nic darling. Don’t … I can’t bear it.”

“Then don’t send me home,” she had said, breathing hard and fast, and her small perfect body, which he worshipped and which had grown so much too thin, was convulsed with weeping.

After that he said no more about her going home. If she could stand the infernal climate and country a bit longer, he’d try to get home with her himself, later in the year, he said. He didn’t want her to be unhappy, God knew. And without her he’d be sunk, himself. The bungalow would be hellishly lonely; the whole place intolerable.

So no more had been said. But Charles went about looking worried and Veronica recovered slowly from her fever, and although she tried to deceive him that she was sleeping better and feeling better, her face grew small and white and her eyes enormous.

If only she could sleep …

Veronica lay on her bed this afternoon on what seemed one of the hottest, most breathless days she had experienced here and looked out at a sky of burning blue; at the brilliant hues of the flowers twined in the creeper round the balustrade of the white verandah; at the glossy green of the tall giant palms; and she dreaded the night. She hated those baleful, winged insects of which she had not so far learned the names. They came in their dozens and flew round the bungalow as soon as darkness fell and the boy switched on the lights. She disliked the harsh chatter of the monkey which lived up in one of the nearby trees; and most of all the crickets. Chirrup … chirrup … chirrup … all night long with a persistent monotony that drove one crazy.

Wearily she put a hand up to her head and thought:

“I must try to conquer this … to sleep as Charles does. I must stay with him. If I break down he’ll have to send me away … and I couldn’t bear it.”

She loved him so much. It was terrible, really, to love a human being quite as much as she loved Charles. Terrible and yet wonderful when that person loved you in the same way. Only it was never quite the same for a man as for a woman. Charles had his work. The plantation which had become his new concern. The production of cacao. Veronica would have been interested in the cocoa plantation if she had not felt so listless and nervy ever since she arrived in Lagos. It was such a shame. Charles had been so wonderful about it … thrown himself into the job with such enthusiasm, and everyone said out here that he was doing marvellously. The District Commissioner had told her at dinner the other night that Charles might be a musician at heart but that he had a very good sense of ‘business’ as well, and an extraordinary aptitude for learning a new trade. Veronica, who always loved to hear her husband praised, had said proudly:

“Oh, Charles is good at anything he does.”

The D.C. laughed and grimaced at his wife.

“Hear that, Letty? That’s how I like to hear a woman speak of her better half. Take a lesson.”

Letty Chaddon, a small, insignificant-looking woman nearing forty (she had a strong constitution which Veronica envied her, and had been out in Lagos for two years with only one short break—a trip to Kenya), had grimaced back at her husband and snapped:

“Maybe that’s how I would speak of you if you were as attractive as Mr. Hallard …”

Charles had looked uncomfortable, but the D.C. laughed. He seemed accustomed to being sneered at by his Letty. People said they were really quite happily married. But Veronica could never bear a married couple being derogatory about each other in public … even in fun. It was such poor taste. And it couldn’t be a sign of real love. Not the whole-hearted, overwhelming sort of love she and Charles felt for each other.

Women like Letty Chaddon, Veronica decided, could never have been in love that way. She was so cold and hard and prosaic. Mrs. Chaddon had admitted it when they talked together while the men lingered over their drinks and cheroots in the dinning-room. She looked with curious, prying eyes at Veronica’s exquisite black chiffon dinner-dress and gold and ruby clips, and said:

“Lord knows why you bother to get yourself up like that with only old Tom and me coming to dinner. You needn’t bother in future. Just put on an old cotton frock, like me.”

Veronica had exclaimed:

“Oh, but I always dress like this … for Charles.”

Letty Chaddon, a cigarette sticking to her lower lip, laughed good-naturedly but with genuine amazement.

“You are a scream!” she said. “I’ve never come across such a romantic girl. Properly keen on your husband, aren’t you?”

Veronica remembered that later in the evening. Letty and Tom Chaddon had had a somewhat acrimonious discussion about finance … and she had ended by saying, “Oh, shut up, you old idiot! You bore me stiff!”

Veronica supposed Tom Chaddon liked it. He laughed a lot. He was fat and amiable and unconcerned. But Veronica thought it dreadful. That wasn’t what marriage had been intended for. Bickering … arguing … disparaging each other. Did the Chaddons still sleep together? Presumably. How awful … two such people who scoffed at romance. Veronica had mentioned it to Charles after the Chaddons left.

“I’m glad we’re not like that, darling,” she said.

Charles was switching on the radio—trying to tune into a station which was playing good music. He gave her that slow, sweet, lazy smile which made his faun’s mouth go up at the corners and his dark, thoughtful eyes look warm and tender … and said:

“Ah, but we’re unique, darling … we can’t compare ourselves with other couples. I dare say old Chaddy and that ghastly memsahib of his are devoted in their own way. It just isn’t our way …”

She had walked into his arms. He had put down the cheroot he had been smoking and holding her close, ran his lips down her cheek to her throat, shut his eyes and murmured:

“You smell so heavenly, darling …”

He was much taller than she was. She had to stand on tip-toe to touch his chin with her lips. He teased her about her smallness and always seemed amused by the special sandal shoes she wore with wedge-heels, coloured ‘Joyce’ shoes, sized two and a half. She raised her lips for his kiss, and then he lifted her and carried her into their bedroom. She had thought, with fast-beating heart: “Oh, how lucky I am not to be a Letty Chaddon … or one of her kind.”

Charles was an irresistible lover.

She had not tried to resist him … from the start. She lay on her bed this afternoon and went back in her mind over the last year of her life. It had been such a wonderful year.

She and Charles had met in London at a cocktail party given by their mutual friend, Iris Williams, at her flat in Sloane Street. Veronica and Iris were old school friends. Iris was married to Mervyn Williams, who was a regular officer in the Royal Artillery. They had just come back from Egypt, where they had been stationed for the last four years. This was the celebration of their return home. Iris, as small and attractive in her way as Veronica, was one of the ‘chosen few’ who, in Veronica’s estimation, had married the right man. So crazy about her good-looking, amusing soldier husband. For no other man in the world, as she had often written to Veronica, would she have ‘sacrificed herself’ to an Army career. She hated having no settled home and being badgered from pillar to post, as is the fate of Army officers and their wives. But for Mervyn she managed it and ‘coped’ extremely well with all the vagaries of the unsettled existence.

This was her reward, she said … Mervyn had been sent to a special job at ‘The Shop’. This Sloane Street flat was the first home she had been able to get together with their own furniture. At the housewarming, Veronica met Charles.
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Veronica at twenty-four was leading rather a tiresome existence in Buckinghamshire with her parents, Sir Giles and Lady Lowring. She could not have said that she had had an unhappy childhood because she had always been devoted to her parents and they to her, their only offspring. Whitelands Hall, which had been her home since infancy, was a Georgian place of incomparable beauty, and Veronica was reared in luxury and sent to the best schools, finishing off in Paris. The conventional upbringing had been rounded off by her ‘coming out’; her presentation at Court and a London ‘season’.

She had a host of friends and a great many admirers. She had been, in fact, considered one of the ‘catches’ among the debutantes of her year, but she was ever conscious of the fact that she had been a great disappointment to her mother. Her father was very fond of her but did not attempt to understand her. He considered all women incomprehensible, anyhow.

Lady Lowring was an ambitious and determined woman. Having produced a beautiful daughter with a decided gift for music (Veronica played and sang with more than average talent), she had set her heart upon her making a brilliant marriage. Sir Giles, whom Veronica remembered always as being a vague, gentle person much older than her mother, and an ardent genealogist—steeped in heraldic art and literature—took little interest in his daughter’s prospective marriage, or, indeed, in anything but his hobby. He let his wife do what she wanted. And what Beatrice Lowring wanted was for Veronica to marry money. Her own husband was a baronet, but more or less an impecunious one, and their limited income necessitated a persistent struggle to ‘keep up appearances’. (It was of vital importance to Lady Lowring, who was an undiluted snob.) So she hoped ardently that her one and only daughter would make a sensible match and remember the importance of pounds, shillings and pence.

Perhaps it was because Veronica from her earliest childhood had listened to her mother talking ‘money’ and titles as well as her father stressing the significance of the ‘family tree’ that she had now a profound dislike of the whole thing. She was totally different from her mother. She had inherited her father’s retiring qualities. And her chief passions in life were books and music.

Lady Lowring found it a well-nigh impossible task trying to make Veronica interested in anybody just because they were ‘well born’ or ‘very rich’. There were constant scenes at home because Veronica used to gather round her friends with little to boast about so far as either of these attributes went. Veronica liked people for themselves and not for what they were. People who could achieve things—who were artists, or musicians or writers—interested her most.

The results of her London season were bitterly disappointing to her mother, who never really forgave Veronica for turning down the proposals of two men whom she, Beatrice Lowring, considered most eligible bachelors. One was young Viscount Blentford (Lady Lowring wept with chagrin at the thought that her Veronica flung away the chance of being a future countess), and the other, a wealthy widower who had recently, bought big estates near Princes Risborough where the Lowrings lived.

Veronica firmly refused to marry either of these suitors. Dicky Blentford was a chinless, spineless young man who bored her to tears; and the elderly widower was too old and mercenary, and his accumulation of wealth and pretentiousness merely disgusted her.

So time went on … and Veronica remained unmarried, living a somewhat dull life; enduring the social round which was forced upon her at home, using her music (she was still studying her singing) as an escape. Lady Lowring grumbled and cajoled in vain. Veronica was not going to marry until she found the right man.

One day when she was sitting at her piano, trying out a new song, her mother had come in and remarked bitterly that Veronica was ‘letting the foolishly romantic tendencies and artistic streak in her ruin her life’.

“You’re getting on, dear. You’ll be left on the shelf if you are not careful,” Lady Lowring complained.

Veronica had smiled and said:

“Better that than marrying the wrong man, Mummy.”

But Lady Lowring couldn’t see it. In her opinion, better the wrong man so long as the cash balance was on the right side. Oh, she wanted to slap Veronica for being so obstinate. She looked so small and lovely and gentle … and had such an iron will … the stubborn, foolish girl. Who would she marry in the long run?

Sometimes Veronica asked herself the same question. Once she had met a man whom she thought she loved … for a little while. Mario Cauucchi sang … he had a fine baritone voice and was a pupil of old Madame Marchelli, who was also coaching Veronica. They had met several times. Mario was an ardent, handsome Italian. He fell madly in love with the small, shy English girl with her big grey, black-lashed eyes and gentle manner. He tried to sweep her off her feet and rush her into marriage. For a short space of time Veronica had thought this might be ‘it’. It was her first experience of love … Mario was far from inexpert, and she thrilled to his kisses, his poetic letters and lavish attentions. Until one morning she entered Madame Marchelli’s studio and found Mario there passionately embracing a pretty Norwegian blonde who was yet another of Madame’s pupils.

That finished Veronica’s first encounter with love. She walked out of the studio with a white face and a sick feeling of disillusionment in life and men in general. Nothing that the handsome Italian could say persuaded her to reopen the affair. Veronica firmly believed that love between a man and a woman must be based on trust. Without it, love could not survive. Her passion for Mario died.

She was hurt … but not mortally. And she had recovered entirely from the pangs by the time she went to Iris Williams’s party and met Charles Hallard.

She had heard about Charles from Iris, who telephoned one day to Princes Risborough and persuaded Veronica to come up to town for her party.

“We’ll put you up, darling,” she said. “Come for the night. It will do you good to get away. And I’ve got a marvellous young man coming I’m sure you’ll fall for. Charles Hallard is his name.”

“I don’t want to fall for anybody,” Veronica had said, still just a shade embittered. “I don’t believe in love.”

“Don’t be silly, darling,” Iris had laughed back. “You know that’s not true. Mervyn and I are still crazy about each other and you’ll meet the right person soon. It might even be Charles …”

It was. Right from the start. Veronica, hands laced behind her head, lay on her bed in the intense sticky heat of the West African afternoon and recalled, dreamily, luxuriously, that first meeting with Charles and all that had followed. She could remember every detail of it. It meant so much.

She had gone to that party feeling no particular interest in the prospect of meeting Charles, although Iris had stressed his good looks, his charm and his love of music … all of which Iris had imagined would appeal to her friend. Dear little Iris! With affection Veronica thought of her … how worried she used to be because she thought it time Veronica got away from the home circle and her mother’s influence and indulged, not in a schoolgirl romance such as she had had with Mario, but in a full-blooded, hundred-per-cent love-affair. She needed it, Iris said … to wake her up … change the face of the world for her. She was young and lovely and she was wasting her gifts stuck away down there in the country.

Well, Charles had changed the face of the world for Veronica, sure enough.

She remembered going into the small green-painted drawing-room of the Williamses new flat overlooking Sloane Street; seeing nobody, for the moment, that she knew amongst this crowd. It was a real ‘crush’. Iris and Mervyn had gathered together everybody they knew for their house-warming. It was a perfect June day. London was bathed in sunlight and Veronica wore a new linen dress and short coat perfectly cut. Lady Lowring made herself responsible for her daughter’s clothes even then when she was adult. And she saw to it (with ulterior motives, of course) that Veronica was always beautifully dressed. Veronica was thankful later that day that she had put on the new linen, and the tiny blue straw hat with the palest of pale pink veils tied in Victorian fashion under her small round chin. Later, Charles told her that he watched her come into the room, took one look at the small slender figure and the enchanting face with the enormous smoke-grey eyes, and said to an old friend to whom he was talking at the moment: “That’s the girl I’m going to marry … or I’ll never marry at all.”

Iris and Mervyn came forward to greet Veronica. Iris squeezed her friend’s hand and whispered, enviously:

“You look a knock-out, darling … you always do. You can sell me that divine suit when you’re sick of it …”

Then without wasting time she had beckoned to Charles.

“Come and meet Veronica Lowring, who was at school with me and sings like an angel. …”

Charles came towards Veronica, a half-finished cocktail in one hand, a cigarette in the other. The cigarette he hastily put on the nearest ash-tray. The drink he set down. He came up to Veronica and bowed in an almost old-fashioned way.

“How do you do?” he said.

She could feel, now, the extraordinary way her heart had missed a beat, and felt the colour surge into her face. He was very tall—and rather slender. He moved gracefully. One always noticed how graceful Charles was in all his movements, despite his six foot two. He wore rather shabby grey flannels which were excellently tailored and an old Etonian tie. His head was a shade darker than hers. Smoothly brushed with the merest suspicion of a wave lifting crisply from a broad, intelligent forehead. With swift perception she had noted that amusing faun’s mouth of his; the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. Dark, searching hazel eyes. And the next thing she noted were his hands. Long, thin, expressive. He wore an onyx signet ring on the little finger and a gold wrist-watch on a broad white band around his left wrist.

He said, without waiting for Veronica to speak:

“I must get you a drink …”

Veronica murmured a few confused words. Charles went off, fighting his way through the crowd to the table on which the drinks were being poured out. Iris Williams whispered in Veronica’s ear:

“Isn’t he a knock-out, darling? I told you he was …”

And added a few swift details about him which Veronica only half took in. That he used to be very rich. That he played the piano and composed a little. That he had no parents living and had been brought up by his uncle and everybody had thought he was coming into the uncle’s fortune. But the uncle had gambled away his money and died the other day leaving poor Charles a mere pittance. Wasn’t it a shame! And now Charles had to do some work for the first time in his life …

Iris had no time to tell Veronica any more. Charles was coming back, carefully poising in the air a cocktail for Veronica. She found herself sitting in a corner, talking to him. She said very little, but listened, fascinated by his charming, modulated voice. He had a flair for facile conversation and making one laugh. He said a lot of witty things … quick, clever criticism of various people in the room … things which made her giggle delightedly. He had a gaiety of spirit which delighted her, She felt completely at ease with him. Shy, reticent men embarrassed her. She was herself so shy. But with Charles Hallard she just couldn’t be.

He brought her out of herself … made her talk to him. And of course they soon discovered their mutual passion for music and had no eyes or ears for anybody else in the room after that. Charles wanted to know all about her singing. She wanted to know what sort of music he composed. He told her that his ambition when he first came down from Oxford, three years ago, had been to write a piano concerto. He had gone to Dresden and Florence and studied in both places. Then he had come back to England to face the financial collapse following his uncle’s sudden death. He, who had wanted to devote his life to music and spend the money which he thought he had on further study, found himself with a meagre income of £200 a year. The great concerto had to go to the wall. He must become a ‘business man’ …

Veronica’s great grey eyes looked into his with warm sympathy.

“Oh, how awful for you!” she murmured.

But he smiled in his gay, insouciant fashion and said:

“Oh, it was good for me. I was getting lazy and spoiled. And I was damned lucky. I knew a fellow at Oxford who had business connections in Nigeria. He offered me a job on a cocoa plantation. I’ve been learning a bit about it and I sail for Lagos in September.”

“Lagos!” echoed Veronica. “It sounds an awful long way away and a dreadful climate.”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know. One gets used to it, and this white man’s grave theory is exploded, really. They’ve cleared up the swamps and the mosquitoes and it’s much healthier than it used to be.”

Veronica said:

“I think you’re awfully brave about it all. It must be grim … growing cocoa … when you want to write a marvellous concerto.”

“One day when I’ve got on top of my job and saved a bit of money I’ll start composing again,” he smiled.

“I would like to see something you’ve written,” she said.

“And I’d like to hear you sing.”

“You must come down to my home, which is near Princes Risborough, and we’ll have some music,” she added.

Eagerly he said:

“May I really? Do you mean that?”

Of course she had meant it. And long after all the guests had drifted away and the Williams’ green drawing-room was empty and cooler, Veronica and Charles were still ‘talking music’; recommending gramophone records to each other, exchanging views on the classics. Lagos and the cocoa plantation and Charles’s misfortunes were forgotten.

Charles stayed on.

Iris and Mervyn—still in a ‘party mood’—suggested that the four of them should go out and dine and dance somewhere.

They went to the Berkeley.

Veronica learned what perfect dancing was … with Charles Hallard’s arm around her. Afterwards, Iris teased Veronica about it all and said:

“Honestly, darling, Mervyn and I watched you two, and anybody would have thought you had both just found heaven … you looked positively enraptured.”

That word really described Veronica’s feelings. She was enraptured … by Charles and by life tonight. The boredom of existence down in Buckinghamshire … that foolish affair with Mario … were wiped out. Everything that had passed before in her life was wiped out by this meeting with Charles. It was ecstatic. And Charles appeared to feel the same. They danced every dance … his bright handsome eyes scarcely leaving her small sweet face. He held her very close … and once brushed her dark cloudy hair with his lips and whispered, stammering:

“Sweet … Veronica … Oh, so sweet …”

Iris and Mervyn faded away early, apologizing for being ‘tired’, they said, and begged Charles and Veronica not to break up the evening but to stay on if they liked. So they stayed. But they didn’t dance any more. They sat at their table looking at each other very seriously (surreptitiously holding hands). Charles said:

“Nothing like this has ever happened to me in my life before. I thought myself attracted by various women … I don’t pretend I’ve had no affairs. But you … God, Veronica … you go straight to my head. You intoxicate me.”

She remembered laughing, dizzy with happiness and pride.

“Why should I? … there’s nothing in me … I … I’m so dull and insignificant and—”

But he would not let her go on with that speech.

“You’re the sweetest thing I’ve ever met. I’ve never seen such glorious grey eyes. And you’re so gentle … you don’t know how I hate hard-boiled young women. Veronica, you’ve done something to me tonight.”

She drew a deep breath and whispered back:

“You’ve done something to me, too …”

In the taxi, driving back to Sloane Street in the soft June starlight, he drew her into his arms and they exchanged long, deep kisses which sealed Veronica his … for always. She had not known or dreamed that life and love could be so passionately sweet.

The next week-end, Charles went down to Whitelands Hall.

Lady Lowring, for all her hard worldliness, had not been able to resist Charles (no woman could, Veronica thought), he had such a way with him. When he sat down at her Steinway and played one of his own compositions, his face pale and serious with feeling, Veronica fell quite insanely in love with him. In return she sang to him Bach’s ‘Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring’ (he played her accompaniment), and he told her that she had a small sweet voice, as pure and passionless as a choir-boy’s, and that he was crazy about it—and her.

That was the second time they met.

On the third occasion he asked her to marry him.

“I’ve no money. You’ve been brought up in luxury. And I’m shortly going abroad. What are we going to do?” he said. “I adore you. You’ve got to marry me … yet I ought not to ask you.”

But Veronica had no doubts as to what they were going to do. She had quite made up her own mind. It was this man … or no other. If he had to go to Lagos, she would go with him. He argued that she couldn’t stand the climate. She argued that she must try. She must go with him. The argument ended in each other’s arms.

Delirious with happiness, they went down to the Hall. Charles approached Veronica’s parents. Sir Giles had no particular views on the matter. Mildly he liked the charming young man whom he had heard once or twice playing the piano, and seen at meal-times or in the garden. And Beatrice Lowring had to swallow her natural inclination to call the whole thing ‘ridiculous’ and refuse her sanction … and accepted Charles as a future son-in-law. He was the reverse of the man she wanted for Veronica. No money, poor prospects. But he was undeniably attractive and, as she said to Veronica, a gentleman. He had Eton and Oxford behind him. His uncle, old Godfrey Hallard, had been well-known on Lloyd’s. Of course, it was more than a pity that he had gone ‘broke’. But that was not Charles’s fault. No doubt with his intelligence he would ‘get on’. She had better marry her impecunious musician, or cocoa-planter, and be done with it.

Once or twice Charles hesitated. He really felt, he said, that he had no right to take Veronica. But when he so much as breathed such sentiments to her, he saw such a look of terror come into those dewy grey eyes of hers that he had to capitulate.

“Darling … I’d die … if you left me now,” she said.

“I’d die too if I had to go,” he said. “We were born for each other and I’ll try to make a good thing of my job, and be able to give you what you want … what you deserve, one day.”

Veronica assured him that he was all that she wanted.

So they were married … three months and a bit after they met. Lady Lowring with a sigh of resignation abandoned all the old ambitions for her daughter, gave her a lovely trousseau and insisted on a big wedding, which neither Veronica nor Charles wanted. They longed to be married very quietly and creep away. But as Veronica said, ‘Mummy must have a break, poor dear …” so for her sake it was a ‘splash’ and photographed for all the papers and society magazines. At least it was a country wedding, which was nice. The reception took place in the glorious, flower-filled gardens of Whitelands Hall. Crowds of people came. Veronica wore white slipper-satin and her grandmother’s Limerick veil and a Russian head-dress of pearls and orange blossom, and looked, Charles told her, like a little saint … something too ethereal and lovely to be true. She carried a sheaf of lilies and stephanotis; around her slender throat a double row of pearls with a sapphire clasp which had belonged to her mother, and a diamond star on her breast which Charles had insisted on buying for her, even though he couldn’t really afford it.

They did not go abroad for the honeymoon; they were due so soon to travel to West Africa. (That part of it horrified Lady Lowring, who was convinced that Veronica would never stand the unhealthy climate.) They spent a fortnight in a small, charming hotel on the borders of the New Forest. Charles in his shabby old flannels and Veronica in her exquisite linens lazed away most of the long summer days, touring the countryside in the old shabby two-seater Austin which Charles had managed to buy when he sold his own Rolls-Bentley at the time of the ‘crash’. When he said: “I wish to God I’d known and married you when I had money and a decent car, darling,” Veronica looked at him with her luminous eyes and said, “I’ve no ambitions to have Rolls-Royces or money. I’ve never been so happy as I am now.”

It was true. He had never been so happy either. They savoured every hour of those long, golden days and the ecstatic silver nights … tasting the very essence of life’s meaning in one another’s arms. Charles was the perfect lover. Veronica swift to respond. They fell more deeply in love with each other than ever.

In the little hotel they found a moderately good piano which nobody used, and when nobody was in Charles played and Veronica sang. It was her Schumann songs that he loved best. And he began to compose again … just a little. A theme for a new concerto which one day he would write. He called it ‘Veronica’s Concerto …’

She liked to watch him working … his dark hair untidy, ruffled over his eyes … pen moving with incredible swiftness over the sheets of music … slim body taut with concentration. She liked it when he flung the pen aside, drew her into his arms and said: “I can’t work when you’re so near. I want to kiss you. Nic, I love you, sweet!”

She thought sometimes how incredibly dreadful it would have been if she had never met Charles, never married him.

On the last day of the honeymoon a telegram recalled Veronica to her old home. Her father had died quite suddenly of heart failure … a ‘heart’ which nobody had even suspected.

Charles took Veronica back to Whitelands and left her there. He had to get on with his job and he was due to leave London for the Gold Coast in a fortnight’s time. He had kit to buy and a lot to do. Veronica thought she ought to stay with her mother. Veronica grieved for her vague, kindly old father, but could not be hypocrite enough to feel that his loss made any actual difference to her life. It was for her mother she felt most deeply. Sir Giles died as he had lived, a man of title and estates and little money. Lady Lowring as his widow would have to live even more quietly in the future. Whitelands Hall must eventually pass to Veronica’s unmarried cousin, Digby Lowring, who was in the Guards and at the moment abroad. But there was a lovely old cottage on the estate and Beatrice Lowring intended to let the Hall for a year and move into the cottage once Veronica went abroad. It was just as well, she said … she would not wish to live on in the big house with both husband and daughter gone.

Veronica felt a momentary pang at the thought of leaving her once-ambitions mother to ‘come down’ in the world, all alone; but Lady Lowring had grit and showed it. She pooh-poohed the idea that Veronica should make a sacrifice and stay with her. She must, of course, go away with her husband when Charles was ready to go.

On the last day of September 1938, Mr. and Mrs. Charles Hallard sailed for West Africa. A totally new life began for them both.


3

Those eleven months had brought great personal happiness to Veronica. Charles, too, she knew, was happy with her. Their voyage to the Gold Coast had been like a second and even more exciting honeymoon. And, upon reaching Lagos, like two gay, excited children they had explored together the mysteries of West Africa … that strange hot land of harsh colours, fantastic birds and beasts … slow-moving rivers infested with crocodiles, jungle-land and swamp, of sunbaked native villages, white modernized towns, white sandy beaches on to which rolled incredibly long white breakers which made surf-bathing a sheer delight. Land of exotic flowers and fruits, grinning black servants, colourful shops. Life at the Club. Bridge and race-meetings and tennis when it was not too hot. ‘Sun-downers’, ‘smalls’—‘chop’, and lazy evenings sitting on the verandah, doing nothing. An open-air cinema and, on occasions, an open-air dance. Parties at the Residency. A narrow social life. Drinks in somebody else’s bungalow or in your own. The daily dose of quinine. The everlasting battle against the mosquitoes and white ants.

Life in Lagos. Far removed from the old one in Veronica’s English country home run by Lady Lowring … or from Charles’s studies at Oxford and on the Continent. An exciting life to begin with; eventually a boring one. No concerts or good plays. Everything weeks old—the papers, the magazines, the books. Clothes rotting with heat, silks eaten away by ants. The same faces … day after day … a nostalgia that came upon one very suddenly for England … Piccadilly Circus … Bond Street … grey skies, a cool breeze and green, rain-wet lawns.

Veronica and Charles became simultaneously bitten with this home-sickness. But they were still happy … until Veronica went down with fever and the nervous exhaustion out of which she could not, somehow, drag herself.

Wearily she stared at the merciless blue of the sky and listened to the harsh screech of a parakeet. She thought of Charles … darling Charles … down in his office on the cocoa plantation. He had been so good about it all and he hadn’t been able to write a note of music for months. It was wonderful the way he had adapted himself to his new existence. He quite liked Lagos, he said. But she knew that already he longed to go home … with her. …

A knock on the door made her raise herself on one elbow.

“Come in,” she said.

Nicholas, their head boy, dressed in fresh white linen, came in, salaaming, showing his teeth in the usual wide grin.

“Massa coming soon?”

“Soon, yes. What is it, Nicholas?”

His grin broadened. He kicked one large bare brown foot bashfully against the other.

“Nicholas want more ‘dash’.”

Veronica concealed a smile. Nicholas and his ‘dash’ always made her laugh. He meant that he wanted his weekly pay. This was his night out. Jack Jackson, the cook-boy, took his place when Nicholas was out. They were a hard-working pair, but a couple of rogues. Natural thieves, Charles said. Things were missed; asked for sternly by ‘Massa’ and mysteriously replaced the next morning. Dust could be found in many corners when looked for. Bananas and oranges were brought to Charles and Veronica and sold to them for a penny more than Nicholas ever paid in the market. But they let him have his little joke and gravely paid the penny, which gave him huge delight.

Veronica said:

“Massa come soon. Get bath ready …”

Nicholas, still grinning, nodded and departed.

Veronica got up and stretched her arms and took off the light cotton wrapper which she had been wearing. It was too hot for anything else. Now for a cool plunge and then into one of the pretty dresses which made Letty Chaddon stare.

Veronica wished her head did not ache so badly. She must try not to let Charles see that she had a headache. But he always knew … he knew every little detail about her … her darling Charles.

The two boys came in together, carrying a bath-tub full of water, and set it down in the small room adjoining this large bedroom in which Veronica and her husband slept. One of the things she missed most was a proper bathroom and running water. The houses in Lagos had them, of course, but this plantation was twenty miles upcountry. There were few amenities here except electric light. They had their own plant and—mercifully—a refrigerator and plenty of ice.

Veronica walked a moment out on to the verandah, and shading her tired eyes with a slender hand, looked across the garden through the tall palm trees … across the violent wicked red of the ‘flame of the forest’ which grew out here so plentifully … watching for her husband. In a moment he would be driving home in the old Ford. He would fling off his wide-brimmed terai and leap out of the Ford, up on to the verandah, into the bungalow and call for her, using the pet name which only he ever used.

“Nic … Nic darling … where are you?”

He couldn’t bear to be home for a moment without her by his side.

“I must get well,” Veronica thought, with a sudden stab of pain making her shut her eyes. “I couldn’t leave him.”

Charles was late this evening. He was usually home by five. Tonight not until six did Veronica hear the familiar scraping of the old Ford wheels on the gravel drive. She went out on to the verandah to meet her husband. It was hotter outside than in the big, spacious drawing-room where there were electric fans and green rush blinds to keep out the blinding sunlight.

She watched Charles get out of the car, throw off his hat and smooth back his dark roughened hair, just as she had known he would do. Her heart swelled with tremendous love for him. … For an instant she forgot the pain in her head, her utter weariness and the fact that already the fresh gossamer lingerie she had put on was sticking to her damp thin young body. This steaming heat was remorseless. She said:

“Charles … darlingest.”

He came towards her. She was wearing a favourite négligé, filmy georgette as smoke-grey as her eyes, with a wide coral-coloured sash. There were corals in her ears and round her throat, which he had bought her in Lagos a week ago. A sophisticated affair … and she had put blue shadow on her eyelids and a lot of brilliant rouge on her rather wide, curved mouth. Yet along with the sophistication which he so loved was the almost childish simplicity and charm which drew the average man instantly to Veronica’s feet.

Charles Hallard adored this small, sweet wife of his. He was ready to die for her, if necessary. This evening he looked at her with deep concern and the most profound feeling of depression because of the news which he must break to her. But first of all he kissed both her hands, then put an arm around her and drew her into the cool, shaded drawing-room.

“Let’s have a drink, darling,” he said huskily. “A nice long orange juice for me. What for you?”

“The same, darling …” She looked at him inquiringly. “Had a good day?”

“No … not very,” he said abruptly.

“Why?”

“I’ll tell you in a moment,” he said. “Let’s look at you first. You’re so lovely … it’s so refreshing to come back from the heat and dust and the din those damned blacks make … and see you. Like a draught of spring water.”

“Oh, darling,” said Veronica, “you say such sweet things to me always.”

He mopped face and neck with a handkerchief and flung himself on to the sofa. He wore white shorts and short-sleeved shirt. He had not browned much out here. Naturally pale, he was still the same pale, slender, artistic-looking man whom Veronica had met at Iris Williams’s party, only his skin these days—like Veronica’s—had the faintest yellow tinge; result of the anti-malaria dope which the local doctor made them take regularly.

Charles Hallard was standing the climate comparatively well and quite interested in his job, despite his occasional nostalgia for home and his music. But it was Veronica’s condition which worried him. Her insomnia … her losing so much weight. He knew that she should have gone home weeks ago. Now fate had taken it out of their hands. She would have to go.

Veronica seated herself at his side. He poured out the drinks which Nicholas had put ready on the small table. The room was cream-painted, with green chair-covers and curtains and full of flowers. Veronica adored flowers and arranged them charmingly. They had managed to hire an old and worn-out piano. On it stood a bowl of magnificent orchids and Charles’s own leather-framed, full-length photograph of Veronica in her wedding dress.

He took a long drink, then set down his glass with a sigh and caught one of Veronica’s small hands in his.

“Oh, darling,” he said. “Damn and blast!”

At once she knew that something was wrong. Charles never came home in a serious or despondent mood, but always with a gay smile … a jest … a ‘Thank God I can be with you now, my sweet …’

Her large grey eyes instantly registered panic.

“Charles, what’s happened, darling?”

Keeping her hand in his, he looked down at it. He had been fascinated the first time he met her by Veronica’s absurdly small hands. Like a child’s, with fragile wrists. He said:

“Nic, my sweet … you haven’t read the papers lately, have you?”

“Papers?” she echoed vaguely. “No … only the old Times Mummy sends us. … I scarcely ever look at our local rags. But why, Charles darling?”

“We’ve been away from home a year, Nic. Things have been brewing in Europe. We just haven’t taken much notice. But I’ve read the papers at the Club and talked to fellows who’ve just come out. One in particular I met last night who was in Germany a month ago. There’s a fellow called Hitler out there … you know all about the Munich crisis just before we left England.”

Veronica’s small sweet face looked serious but still vague.

“Yes, darling. But I don’t know much. Ought I to?”

“Yes, darling. I suppose it would be better for us all if we took more interest in politics abroad—and at home,” said Charles, with a grim look on his face that Veronica had never seen there before. She did not like him to look like that. It aged him. She liked it when he was gay; when the corners of that clean-cut mouth of his turned up, and his brilliant hazel eyes were smiling. She felt definitely alarmed.

“Oh, Charles, what is it?”

“War, darling,” he said, in the same grim voice. “It looks as though there’s going to be war. You do know, don’t you, all about the Anschluss … the trouble in Austria—in Czechoslovakia?”

“Yes …” (still rather vague). “But I’m not very intelligent about these things, Charles darling. I feel I ought to be, but I’ve never taken the slightest interest in European squabbles.”

“This is going to be more than a squabble, sweet. Nazi Germany, run by Mr. Hitler, wants war. They may declare war on Poland and we shall be drawn into it.”

Veronica stared at Charles.

“England … war … but, darling! …”

He dropped her hand and stood up, hands in his pockets, and began to walk restlessly up and down the long room without looking at her.

“Sweet, I’d better come to the point. I’ve been talking to Phillips …” (that was Charles’s ‘chief’), “and he seems to know a bit more than most of us out here. He has contacts in Berlin. He advises me to send you home … at once, and I’m going to take his advice.”

Veronica went white under the delicate rouge which she had rubbed into her already pale face. So white was she now that the colour stood out suddenly on the cheekbones which recently had grown so much more defined. Her heart seemed to miss a beat, then jerked unevenly. She looked at her husband aghast.

“Charles!” she exclaimed again.

He stopped and looked down at her gloomily.

“I know. It’s hellish, sweet. But Phillips is right. If we’re going to have a war—you’ve got to get home before shipping becomes difficult. You are not strong. This climate is killing you by inches. It’s rather settled the problem that’s been weighing heavily on my mind for some weeks. The problem about you staying in this damp heat out here any longer. Eleven months has been more than enough. They don’t generally let the chaps stick it for longer than eighteen months. It wouldn’t do for you to be stuck here because of transport. The doc agrees. You’ve got to go home at once … and stay with your mother until I can join you, darling.”

There. It was out, and one of the most difficult speeches Charles Hallard had ever had to make in his life. He loathed making it. In so doing he was sending from him the most precious thing in his life. But it was for her sake. It must be done. He hated to see that look of dismay on her face, the sudden pinched look about her lips. He added quickly:

“I’m sure to be able to join you quite soon. I know I will. If there’s a war, a lot of things will crack up out here and I may even come home before my time’s up. In any case, I’m due for a holiday in England round about Christmas.”

Veronica stood up, swallowing hard. Her lips were quivering.

“I see,” she said, in a small voice. “You really mean I’ve got to go now, Charles?”

“Phillips and the doctor both advise it, sweet.”

“Do you … want me to?”

“Darling!” he said, and caught her close. “You know damn well how I feel. It’s the last thing I want. But I couldn’t let you be caught out here in this filthy climate … should trouble in Europe flare up, as everyone thinks it will do.”

“But we couldn’t have another war with Germany. Daddy used to say it was impossible again in our lifetime.”

“I know that’s what most people say. But Phillips and that fellow from Berlin think differently.”

Veronica put both arms round him and hugged him close, her cheek pressed to his shoulder.

“Oh, Charles … if there was war … and we were separated!”

He tried to comfort her by assuring her that the separation would not be for long. He would join her at Christmas at the latest. Maybe even before. She would have time to get well and strong before he saw her again. She would put on weight and get some colour back into those white cheeks. Genuine colour, not Elizabeth Arden; he tried to laugh and make her laugh with him.

“Come on, sweetheart; chin up … smile at me.”

She shook her head dumbly, burying her face against his neck.

“Oh, Charles!” was all she could say in a muffled voice.

He kissed the top of the dark head on top of which the little curls were pinned in a Victorian bunch, and tied with a coral ribbon. He had so often seen her pin up those curls, taking the greatest pains to look lovely … for him … never to let herself grow careless and slovenly and unfashionable … like Letty Chaddon and her kind. He adored her because she was always so fresh, so fragrant, this small wife of his. It would be more than grim here in the bungalow without her. No Nic in one of her charming trousseau négligés or dinner-dresses, waiting on the verandah, watching for his car … no lovely lazy evenings spent at their piano together … no sweet choir-boy’s voice, pure and high, singing his favourite Bach or Schumann Dichterliebe. (Damn those infernal Germans! … they produced the greatest musical geniuses in the world … as a nation they were second to none in musical creation … he had loved every moment of his life as a student in Dresden. … Why must they let this bullying martial side lead them into these damned wars …?)

He heard Veronica’s muffled voice:

“Let me stay … please let me stay … darling. …”

“No,” he said rather roughly. “I can’t allow you to risk it, and see you go down in health in front of my very eyes. The spirit is willing, my darling, but the flesh is weak. Lagos doesn’t suit you, you must admit. You’ve fought a grand battle, but you’ve got to give in now. As a matter of fact, I’ve booked a cabin for you … on the Elder Dempster liner—their next available ship … you’ve got to pack up and be ready. And you won’t be alone. One or two of the fellows in Government jobs out here are sending their wives home.”

Veronica drew away from her husband’s arms. Her heart had sunk to its lowest. She felt numb, it was all so sudden, so frightfully unexpected, she thought. But now that Charles had come right out with facts, she knew where she was. She knew that she had to go. And she was vaguely ashamed because she had been so immersed in her own emotional life, so steeped in personal happiness with Charles that she had not bothered to read the news, to notice that the clouds of a new and terrible war were sweeping across the world’s horizon. Another war. Why, Charles might be in this war, too. He was young … and strong …

Now a new and very real fear darted into Veronica’s sensitive young mind.

She looked at her husband with dilated eyes.

“Charles … will this war … if it comes … affect you?”

He looked not at her but at the point of his cigarette.

“I don’t know, darling. I haven’t thought. I don’t imagine it will … of course, it’s too early to say … anything much. But let’s get over one stile at a time, Nic darling. The first thing is for me to get you safely back to England.”

“You couldn’t possibly come with me?”

“Out of the question, darling. I’m needed here and I’m not due for home for another six months. You know that.”

“Yes. I only … hoped …” she said, in a desolate little voice that wrung his heart.

He said:

“Oh, Nic sweetheart … don’t make it too hard for me.”
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