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  Author’s Note




  Back in 1949, while my husband’s regiment was stationed in Egypt, and we were living in an army quarter at Fayid in what was then known as the ‘Suez Canal

  Zone’, a friend and I decided to spend a painting holiday in Cyprus. We went there on a ship sailing from Port Said to Limassol, and once on the Island, hired a self-drive car for the

  duration. (Incidentally, cars in those days were still built with running-boards, and had a luggage-grid instead of a boot!) We stayed in the enchanting house in Kyrenia that I have described in

  this story, and the plot was practically handed to me on a plate by a curious series of incidents that occurred during our stay. But owing to the fact that I was too busy painting and, later,

  because of a multiplicity of army moves, I did not get around to writing it for almost five years. Reading it now, I am interested to see that even during that halcyon holiday I must have been

  aware that the Cyprus I was living in and painting was much too good to last, and that one day greedy quarrelling factions were bound to destroy it. That day came sooner than I thought; and

  nowadays the Island is divided into two hostile sections. Kyrenia and Hilarion, lovely Aiyos Epiktitos and beautiful Bellapais, and most of the places I knew best, are now held by the Turkish

  Cypriots, while the Greek Cypriots, who hold the remainder, have turned their sleepy little coastal towns into roaring tourist resorts, complete with vast holiday hotels and ‘recreation

  complexes’. ‘O world! O life! O time!’ . . . Shelley said it all.




  


    

  




  Chapter One




  Amanda had not been really frightened until she found the bottle. Horrified certainly: shaken by incredulity and shock, but not with fear. Not with this cold, crawling

  apprehension of evil . . .




  One minute Julia Blaine had been alive and talking in that high, hysterical, sobbing voice. And almost the next minute she was dead — sprawled on the floor of Amanda’s cabin in an

  ungainly satin-clad heap.




  It had all happened so suddenly, and without a word of warning. Or had there been a warning? Somewhere in the happenings of the past few days or weeks had there been nothing to suggest that such

  an ugly and fantastic thing might possibly occur . . .?




  Amanda Derington had been staying with an aunt at Fayid in the Suez Canal Zone while her uncle and guardian, Oswin Derington of Derington and Company, looked into his business

  affairs in the simmering stock-pot of the Middle East.




  A night raid on London during the autumn of 1940 had left Amanda an orphan, and she had been subsequently and arbitrarily annexed by her Uncle Oswin. This despite the fact that there had been

  several sympathetic aunts only too ready and willing to take charge of the child. But then Oswin Derington, a bachelor and a misogynist, had little or no opinion of any of them, and a great many

  opinions on everything else: including the upbringing of children.




  The head of Deringtons — that ubiquitous firm whose name and multitudinous activities crop up like measles spots wherever the shoe of the white man has managed to gain a foothold —

  was a stern moralist in whom the blood of Calvinistic ancestors ran strongly. He was, in addition, successful, egotistical, selfish and frequently inclined to pompousness, and it was his firm

  conviction that the majority of his fellow-men led sinfully immoral lives. Anyone hearing him holding forth on his favourite subject might well gain the impression that, in the mind of the speaker

  at least, the entire population of the world was given over to sinful and riotous living with the solitary exception of that pillar of uprightness, Oswin Greatorex Derington.




  Uncle Oswin apparently included Amanda’s aunts among the ranks of the ungodly, for his action in assuming sole charge of his brother Anthony’s only child was prompted as much by a

  desire to save a tender brand from the burning, as to put into practice various long-held theories on the correct method of bringing up the young. And Anthony having left a will in which he had

  light-heartedly named his brother as trustee and sole guardian of his daughter, there was nothing that anyone else could do about it.




  The outlook for Amanda might well have been bleak, had it not been for the fact that she had inherited her mother’s physical beauty, together with much of her father’s gaiety and

  courage. Three useful legacies that a series of strict boarding schools, constantly changed, and her Uncle Oswin’s selfish and Victorian ideas on the correct behaviour of young ladies, had

  done nothing to diminish.




  In the years that followed on the heels of Hiroshima, and saw a startling shrinkage of those pink-tinted portions of the map that depicted territories governed by or owing allegiance to the

  Crown of Great Britain, the trading empire of Derington and Company saw many changes. A number of branches, mainly in the Far East, had been compelled to close down with unexpected suddenness. But

  other and newer branches had sprung up to replace them, and there came a time when Oswin Derington (whose harassed but resourceful medical adviser had recommended him to take a long sea voyage)

  decided to combine business with the pursuit of health, and personally inspect a few selected Outposts of the Derington Empire.




  He had taken Amanda, now aged twenty, with him; in pursuance of a favourite and often expressed theory that women have an instinct in the matter of irregularities, and that no Branch Manager

  however efficient occupied — at least in Mr Derington’s opinion — the position of Caesar’s wife.




  He intended to visit Alexandria, Cairo, Aden, Mombasa and Nairobi, and to return via Tripoli. But finding that travel in or to various of these cities was likely to prove full of unpleasant

  surprises, he had, on reaching Cairo, ordered his niece to return to England forthwith, while he continued the journey alone. There being no return passage immediately available, and as he had a

  rooted objection to flying (except on those occasions when it happened to suit his convenience) he had packed her off to the temporary care of one of his sisters whose husband, a Brigadier, was

  stationed in Fayid.




  Amanda enjoyed Fayid, and had ultimately administered an even more unwelcome surprise to her Uncle Oswin than his discovery of a strange tendency among certain coloured races to take an actively

  unappreciative view of Empire builders. She had announced her intention of remaining in Fayid for several months and, later, of visiting the Island of Cyprus.




  Since she had in the meantime celebrated her twenty-first birthday and come into control of a small but adequate income, there was little that her Uncle Oswin could do about it beyond losing his

  temper, which he had done to exhaustion and no effect. His niece had remained sweetly adamant; aided and abetted by her aunt, who had waited a good many years for a chance to repay Oswin for a few

  forceful criticisms he had uttered on the subject of her choice of a husband, in the days when the Brigadier had been a high-spirited subaltern in the Horse Artillery.




  Amanda had extended her stay in Fayid, and eventually carried out her intention of visiting Cyprus, where she had planned to put up in some hotel in Kyrenia. But here, after several weeks of

  sulky silence, Uncle Oswin had once more intervened:




  Deringtons, it appeared, owned a wine business in Cyprus: a post-war venture that was not of sufficient importance to warrant a personal visit from Derington of Deringtons. The management of the

  business was in the hands of a Mr Glennister Barton, and — wrote Uncle Oswin — if Amanda insisted on gallivanting all over the Middle East in this unmaidenly and unladylike manner, it

  was only right that she should have some consideration for his good name, if not for her own, and, as an unmarried female, stay in some respectable private house rather than in a public hotel. He

  had therefore taken it upon himself to appraise the Bartons of his niece’s arrival, and demand that they should put her up for the duration of her stay, offer her all facilities and see that

  she came to no harm. He had already received a favourable reply, and Mr and Mrs Barton would meet Amanda at Limassol . . .




  ‘You are on no account to fly. I hear that there was an accident only last week. I am further informed that anti-British feeling runs high among those Cypriots who support Enosis and wish

  the Island to be united to Greece. If you had the slightest consideration for the name of Derington you would abandon this rash and unwomanly project and return to Hampshire,’ wrote Uncle

  Oswin — but without much hope.




  Amanda read the letter and sighed. She would have much preferred a hotel and independence, but although she could not be fond of her Uncle Oswin, she felt a certain sense of duty towards him.

  Despite his selfishness and pomposity, and his conviction that he had been sent into the world to reprove Vice and restore Victorianism, he was — or had been — her legal guardian. And

  if he had arranged for her to see Cyprus under the auspices of these Bartons, she did not feel like pouring oil on the smouldering embers of his disapproval by refusing to be their guest. She

  therefore wrote dutifully to say that she would be delighted to accept their kind hospitality.




  To the dismay of her aunt and uncle, who pointed out that it would entail travelling to Port Said with an armed convoy and going through the Egyptian Customs, Amanda booked a passage on the S.S.

  Orantares sailing from Port Said to Limassol. They were, however, relieved to discover that others from Fayid, also bound for a holiday in Cyprus, had decided to travel the same way, and

  that she would be accompanied by Captain Gates, Major and Mrs Blaine and Persis Halliday.




  Captain the Hon. Tobias John Allerton Gates was a pleasant young man whose more engaging qualities were at present somewhat obscured by the state of his emotions. Toby was in love — not

  for the first time — and his failure to make the present object of his devotion, Miss Amanda Derington, take him seriously was casting a deep gloom over a hitherto volatile nature.




  Toby had not intended to go to Cyprus for his leave. He had had other plans that included Roehampton and Cowdray Park. But on hearing that Miss Derington meant to visit Cyprus, he had hurriedly

  cancelled these arrangements and booked a room at the same hotel in Kyrenia that his divinity had intended to patronize. And now it seemed that she was not to stay there after all. She would not

  even be staying in Kyrenia. She was staying instead at Nicosia with the manager of the Cyprus branch of some Derington & Co. enterprise, and Captain Gates wondered gloomily if it would be

  possible for him to cancel his room at the Dome Hotel and obtain one in some hotel in Nicosia instead?




  Major Alastair Blaine of the 6th Hussars and his wife, Julia, were to spend three weeks with cousins who had a house in Kyrenia. They had intended to go by air, but the only passages available

  had been on a plane leaving on the 13th of the month, and Julia, a superstitious woman, had refused to fly on such an inauspicious date and had insisted on going by sea. The fifth member of the

  party from Fayid was Persis Halliday.




  Mrs Halliday, although perhaps not so well known outside her own country, would have needed no introduction to anyone living within the bounds of the United States. Persis was a writer of

  romances, and unlike most of that sisterhood managed to look it. Her books sold by the hundred thousand and her name on the cover of any woman’s magazine could be guaranteed to boost its

  circulation into astronomical figures. She had been widowed by an air disaster three years previously, and her presence in Fayid was accounted for by the fact that she had been on a world tour

  collecting material for Love in an Eastern setting, and was a friend of Amanda’s aunt.




  Persis, having heard Amanda mention that Venus-Aphrodite was supposed to have arisen from the foam off the coast of Cyprus, had immediately decided to visit the Island.




  ‘Why, honey — it’s a natural for me,’ declared Persis. ‘The birthplace of the Goddess of Love! Say, that’s wonderful. You can count me in on the tour. I just

  can’t miss it!’




  ‘When one thinks of the money you must have made out of the woman,’ commented Julia Blaine acidly, ‘I suppose the least you can do is to pay her birthplace a visit.’




  That had been at a dance at the Fayid Officers’ Club, and Persis had raised her brows in real or affected astonishment at the vehemence of Julia’s tone, and then laughed and drifted

  away on a wave of expensive scent.




  ‘Twaddle!’ said Mrs Blaine angrily, watching her go.




  ‘What is?’ inquired Amanda, startled.




  ‘Her books. Silly, sloppy, sentimental twaddle with a nasty, slimy streak of sex. I can’t think why anyone ever reads the stuff.’




  ‘Escape,’ said Amanda promptly. ‘Just think what life must be like for millions of girls? A deadly, boring grind. Then they read something by Persis and they think, “That

  might be me!” and feel a lot better.’




  ‘Do you mean to say that you read them?’ demanded Mrs Blaine incredulously.




  ‘I used to. My last headmistress banned them on the strength of one about a poor but honest hat-check girl who got mixed up with racketeers, dope peddling and white slavery. She emerged

  spotless of course — all Halliday heroines do — but the ban was enough to make us smuggle them into the dormitories by the dozen.’




  Julia Blaine produced a sound uncommonly like a snort and said sharply: ‘That merely bears out what I have just been saying. Only giggling schoolgirls would read them!’




  She rose abruptly and walked away, angrily jerking at a long chiffon scarf that she wore about her plump, bare shoulders, the end of which had caught on the back of her chair.




  ‘Sour grapes, I’m afraid,’ said Amanda’s aunt regretfully. ‘Poor Julia. She used to write herself — or at least she tried to write. She once had a short story

  accepted by a magazine and thought that she had really arrived. But nothing came of it and she gave it up. Nothing has ever gone quite right for Julia.’




  ‘Whose fault is that?’ grunted the Brigadier, mopping the sweat from his brow and trying to edge his chair round so as to get a more direct blast from the nearest electric fan.

  ‘I know she’s your cousin, but the woman’s a fool.’




  ‘I know,’ sighed Amanda’s aunt. ‘She is difficult. Poor Julia! She’s always angry about something — usually something that doesn’t matter at all, like

  Persis Halliday’s books. If she hadn’t anything to be angry about I believe she’d invent it. It’s a habit of mind. Such a pity that she’s never had any children.

  Alastair’s father was one of a family of eighteen I believe, but only two of them married. Alastair is the very last of the Blaines of Tetworth and I think Julia feels it rather. Perhaps

  that’s why she’s turned so sour. She shouldn’t be sour. Stout people are usually rather placid and jolly.’




  ‘Probably the result of all those pints of lemon juice and iced water that she drinks,’ said the Brigadier. ‘Enough to sour anyone. Can’t think why she does

  it!’




  ‘To make her thin,’ said Amanda’s aunt. ‘Not that it seems to do much good. All the same it’s really very stupid of her to be rude to Persis. Persis may seem gay

  and good-tempered, and her books may drip with sentiment. But underneath all that she has a good hard streak of vanity and cast iron. She wouldn’t have got where she has without it. And

  because she makes fun of her own books, it doesn’t necessarily mean that she takes kindly to other people doing so.’




  ‘Julia,’ said the Brigadier, ‘is jealous.’




  ‘I know, poor dear. But then she’s always been like that ever since she was a child. She’s pretty — or she was pretty — and she’s got plenty of money. But she

  would so like to have been fascinating and famous and filthy-rich. And she’s automatically jealous of anyone who has anything she hasn’t got.’




  ‘I didn’t mean that,’ remarked the Brigadier. ‘I meant Alastair.’




  ‘Oh that!’ said Amanda’s aunt, and sighed. ‘That’s just an occupational disease with her. She wouldn’t speak to Amanda for days just because he started

  giving her those riding lessons, and she still sulks every time he asks Amanda for a dance.’




  Amanda laughed. ‘I can’t think why,’ she said. ‘He’s very nice and he has charming manners. But he’s as dull as — well I don’t believe that ditch

  water is dull. Isn’t it supposed to be simply teeming with weird and peculiar and wriggly forms of life? I don’t believe that you’d find anything weird or peculiar about Alastair

  Blaine if you pushed him under a microscope. He’s just a nice reliable glass of water — slightly chlorinated. The sort of thing you drink at every meal without thinking about it, and

  pass up at once if anything better offers.’




  ‘Such as what?’ demanded the Brigadier. ‘Champagne? Seen anything yet that looks like champagne to you, Mandy?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Amanda, her dimples suddenly in evidence.




  They had been sitting, all three of them, in a corner of the ballroom, and Amanda’s aunt had turned in her chair to watch Persis Halliday and Major Blaine, who were dancing together.




  Alastair Blaine was not a particularly good-looking man, but he possessed a pleasant tanned face, the lean lines of a cavalryman, thick blond hair and a pair of frosty blue eyes. He was forty,

  but did not look it, and was frequently taken to be at least five years younger than his wife’s stout and embittered thirty-eight. He was popular, especially with men, and his manner towards

  his nagging, discontented wife was generally admitted to be beyond reproach, for Julia Blaine cannot have been an easy woman to live with. She had been the spoilt only child of rich and elderly

  parents, and as a plumply pretty debutante with a more than adequate income she had fallen in love with young Alastair Blaine, home on leave from India, and had married him.




  Julia had not liked India. Alastair, a junior officer in an Indian Cavalry Regiment, knew too many people and had too many friends there, and Julia was jealous of anyone and anything that

  distracted his attention from her. It was there that she first tried out a gambit that was in time to wreck her peace of mind and all prospects of a happily married life. At any party, picnic, ball

  or social gathering where Alastair appeared to be enjoying himself, she would develop a headache or feel suddenly unwell, and ask to be taken home.




  It became her way of demanding his attention and demonstrating her possession of him, and satisfied some hungry, jealous, grasping instinct in her that could not bear to see him entertained or

  interested by anything or anyone but herself. She loved him with a bitter, jealous love that drove her to almost pathological extremes of behaviour in order to prove to herself that she had at

  least the power to wound him, and which only served to drive him further from her. The nerves and ill-health that had at first been imaginary, she pandered to and coaxed into reality. And there had

  been no children to direct her energies and emotions into more normal channels. The plumpness which had been pleasing in youth had turned in her thirties to fat, and the uncharitable were quick to

  decide that it was only his wife’s money that kept Alastair Blaine from running off with some younger and more glamorous charmer. Not that gossip had ever been able to name one. Everyone

  liked Alastair, but despite his wife’s unreasonable jealousy no one could accuse him of taking any particular interest in any other woman, and he had perhaps paid as much attention to Amanda

  Derington as he had ever been known to pay to anyone.




  At the moment he was dancing with Persis Halliday, and Persis, slim and spectacular in flame-coloured chiffon, was flirting with him with a deliberate and malicious ostentation that was

  undoubtedly aimed at annoying his wife.




  ‘I can only hope that Persis changes her mind about going to Cyprus,’ murmured Amanda’s aunt, watching Mrs Halliday with a troubled frown. ‘Julia isn’t going to

  like it a bit, and she really does need a holiday. The heat has been very trying and she is not at all fit.’




  ‘You mean she’s too fat,’ said Amanda with the callousness of youth and a twenty-two-inch waist. ‘If she took a bit more exercise, instead of sipping all that diluted

  lemon juice, she’d feel far better. Who are these people she and Alastair are staying with in Cyprus?’




  ‘The Normans. He’s Alastair’s first cousin, and next in line to inherit Tetworth if Alastair doesn’t come up with any children — which seems highly likely at this

  late date. I met them when I was over there last year. They have a fascinating house in Kyrenia. I rather think that Claire Norman is delicate — lungs probably — and that is why they

  have to live in a warm climate. They must have plenty of money, as George Norman does nothing. Julia tells me that they’ll be crossing on the same boat as you are, as they’ve been

  staying with friends in Alex. You’ll probably be seeing quite a lot of them.’




  ‘I do hope not,’ said Amanda feelingly. ‘Not if it means seeing much more of Mrs Blaine. The proper place for her is flat on her back on some psychiatrist’s couch

  being de-complexed. You can’t blame Mrs Halliday for trying to take a rise out of her — she’s been consistently rude all evening. That’s no way to keep a husband!’




  ‘When you have acquired one of your own, Mandy, you will be able to show us how it should be done,’ said the Brigadier dryly.




  Amanda laughed and made a face at him. ‘If you really want to know, darling, I’ve decided to be a spinster.’




  ‘What? Do you mean to say that in all this seething mob of males you see nothing that attracts your eye?’




  ‘Only one,’ said Amanda reflectively. ‘Present company excepted, of course.’




  ‘Ah!’ said the Brigadier. ‘That champagne you were referring to a moment or two ago. Don’t tell me that young Toby has at last succeeded in making a dent in your

  affections? — where is he by the way?’




  ‘He had to rush off and turn out a guard, or something equally martial,’ said Amanda. ‘He’ll be back. No, Toby isn’t my idea of champagne, poor lamb.’




  ‘Not Andrew Carron I hope? — or is it young Haigh? or the Plumbly boy or — no it can’t be Major Cotter! I won’t believe it of you.’




  ‘It isn’t anyone you know,’ said Amanda regretfully. ‘In fact it isn’t anyone I know either.’




  She indicated by a brief gesture of the hand a lone gentleman who was lounging in a chair on the terrace just beyond the nearest door that led out of the ballroom, his long legs stretched out

  before him and his hands deep in the pockets of a pair of burnt-orange slacks of the type worn by Breton fishermen.




  ‘Good God!’ said the Brigadier, revolted. ‘The Artist?’




  ‘That’s right,’ agreed Amanda. ‘Don’t you think he looks rather intriguing?’




  ‘No I do not. Needs a hair-cut! Where did you meet the feller?’




  ‘I didn’t. I mean I haven’t. I’ve only seen him here and there. And as I’m off to Cyprus on Monday, I don’t suppose I shall ever meet him now. A pity. He

  looks precisely my cup of tea.’




  ‘You are mixing your drinks,’ observed the Brigadier, hitching his chair round so as to obtain a better view. ‘He probably wears sandals and manicures his toenails and thinks

  Picasso is terrific.’




  ‘Well so do I, if it comes to that.’




  ‘Tacha!’ said the Brigadier. ‘All you women are alike. Hand you a lot of nice clean-living normal chaps on a platter, and you won’t look at ’em! But you fall

  over your feet at the sight of the first long-haired blighter who dabbles in art. What’s he doing here anyway?’




  ‘Painting the pyramids,’ sighed Amanda’s aunt. ‘They will do it!’ She turned an affectionate smile upon her niece: ‘You are quite right, Mandy. Such a change

  from chlorinated drinking water or gin and lime. I must get to know him at once.’




  ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ demanded the Brigadier, bewildered.




  ‘Champagne, of course,’ said Amanda’s aunt. ‘So much more exciting and stimulating than — well, beer.’ She rose to her feet in a swirl of grey draperies and

  turned towards the door.




  ‘Muriel!’ said the Brigadier, scandalized, ‘even at your age you cannot go accosting strange men!’




  ‘Watch me,’ said Amanda’s aunt, and left them.




  It was perhaps half an hour later that her niece, leaving the ballroom for the cooler air of the terrace, was hailed by her aunt.




  ‘Amanda dear, come over here. I want to introduce you to Steven Howard. Mr Howard — my niece, Amanda Derington.’




  Mr Howard rose and Amanda held out her hand and found herself looking up into a pair of coolly observant hazel eyes that held a curious glint of speculative interest. There was no trace of

  admiration in that level gaze, or any recognition of the fact that Miss Derington was an exceptionally pretty girl. Only that oddly speculative interest.




  Brown hair . . . light brown eyes . . . sun-browned face . . . thirtyish; he isn’t really good-looking, thought Amanda confusedly: his face is out of drawing. But that’s what makes

  it so intriguing . . .




  A muscle twitched at the corner of Mr Howard’s mouth and Amanda suddenly awoke to the fact that her hand was still in his and that she had been studying his face for a full minute. She

  snatched her hand away, blushed vividly, and was instantly furious with herself and — illogically — with Steven Howard.




  ‘Mr Howard is an artist. He paints,’ said Amanda’s aunt helpfully. ‘He is collecting material for an Exhibition in the autumn.’




  ‘Oh,’ said Amanda briefly.




  Mr Howard said: ‘I am afraid that your aunt gives me credit for more zeal than I possess. To tell the truth, I find art an admirable excuse for avoiding work and loafing around in the

  sun.’ His voice was slow and pleasant and contained the hint of a laugh.




  Amanda said: ‘Really?’ in the tone of one who is not amused, and the band launched into ‘La Vie en Rose’.




  ‘I’m sorry I can’t ask you to dance,’ said Mr Howard, ‘but as you see, I am improperly dressed. Perhaps some other time——?’




  ‘I shan’t be here,’ said Amanda flatly. ‘I’m leaving on Monday. Toby, isn’t this our dance?’




  She turned abruptly away and left him, and when the dance was over and she and Toby returned to the terrace, he was gone.




  ‘But I thought you wanted to meet him, Mandy!’ said Amanda’s aunt plaintively. ‘Why did you snub the poor man after I’d gone to all that trouble?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ admitted Amanda ruefully. ‘Because I felt I’d make an exhibition of myself, I suppose. Or else because I don’t like being laughed at. And he

  wasn’t in the least snubbed. He was amused — and I don’t think I like him at all.’




  ‘Oh well,’ said Amanda’s aunt, ‘I don’t suppose you’re ever likely to see him again.’




  But in this she was entirely wrong. Amanda was to see him again not five minutes after Julia died.




  


    

  




  Chapter Two




  The decks of the S.S. Orantares, which was due to leave Port Said for Limassol, were hot and crowded, and the party from Fayid had taken refuge in the lounge where they

  had turned on all the fans and ordered iced drinks.




  They had been joined there by Mr and Mrs Norman, who had arrived from Alexandria earlier in the day.




  Claire Norman was a petite, small-boned and magnolia-skinned woman who possessed a pair of wide grey eyes fringed with silky black lashes, and a cloud of short dark curls cut like a

  child’s. She was not particularly pretty, but her lack of inches and look of slender delicacy somehow suggested the drooping fragility of a snowdrop bending before a harsh wind, and managed

  to make every other woman appear, by comparison, buxom and oversized. She owned in addition a sweet, soft little voice, and her beautifully cut dress of pale green linen, small white hat and the

  faint scent of lily-of-the-valley that clung about her, strongly emphasized the First-Flower-of-Spring motif.




  Her husband, George Norman, appeared by contrast almost aggressively solid and beefy as he fussed about his tiny wife like some large and over-anxious St Bernard dog. His square, homely face was

  burnt brick-red by the sun and his thick brown hair was streaked with grey, and he looked completely out of place in the hot, garish and cosmopolitan setting of the crowded lounge. One felt

  instinctively that he would have been more at home wearing old tweeds and a hat with salmon flies stuck into the band, drinking draught beer at some English country pub, rather than wearing thin

  tropical duck and accepting an iced gin sling from a coffee-coloured gentleman in a red tarboosh.




  ‘Oh, this heat!’ sighed Claire Norman, ‘I’m exhausted!’




  ‘Claire tires so easily,’ explained George Norman to the assembled company. ‘Darling, don’t you think you should go and lie down? It’s probably a lot cooler in the

  cabin.’




  ‘And leave dear Julia? — and Alastair — just when we’ve met? Of course not! Why I’ve been longing to see them again. It’s been such

  years!’




  ‘January,’ said Julia blightingly. ‘Six months.’




  ‘So it is. But it seems like years. It’s dreadful the way one misses one’s real friends . . .’




  ‘ ——and before that, September,’ continued Julia as though Mrs Norman had not spoken.




  ‘And now again. It’s so wonderful to see you Julia — and you too Alastair . . .’ Claire Norman laid a small white hand caressingly on Alastair Blaine’s lean brown

  one and Amanda saw him flush, and saw too that for a brief moment there was a queer, unreadable look on his face.




  Julia put down her glass with a grimace of disgust and said: ‘They’ve put sugar in it! Alastair, make that man get me another. I particularly said only lemon and water, not

  lemon squash. They don’t listen!’




  Major Blaine dutifully hailed a passing steward and Claire said: ‘It’s so good of you both to come and stay with us, Julia. I get so lonely in Cyprus — so far from home and

  friends.’




  ‘Then why stay there?’ demanded Julia.




  Claire Norman drew a soft, quivering breath and smiled wistfully. ‘The doctors,’ she said gently. ‘They tell me that I could never . . . But don’t let’s talk about

  me. Let’s talk about something more interesting. You! You’re looking so well Julia darling. I only wish I could put on a little weight too. George makes me drink pints of cream

  and eat pounds of butter, but it’s no good. I cannot seem to gain an ounce. Daddy always said I was a changeling — too small for a mortal.’




  Persis choked into her gin and lime, dabbed her mouth with a vast chiffon handkerchief and muttered something into its folds that sounded suspiciously like ‘Teeny weeny me!’

  and Amanda’s dimples were suddenly visible. She turned hurriedly away, and looking out of the window said: ‘We must be going to sail. They seem to be getting the gangway in.’




  There was a burst of shouting and invective from over the side as two more passengers, late arrivals who had almost succeeded in missing the boat, scrambled up the gangway and stood panting and

  breathless on the deck.




  They were an ill-matched couple. The attractive, dark-haired woman in the pink linen suit was as smartly and expensively dressed as Persis, and her white shoes and gloves, despite the heat and

  the coal dust, were fresh and spotless. She carried a small white leather dressing case in one hand, and what appeared to be an easel in the other. Her companion, by contrast, appeared hot, grubby

  and dressed with deliberate carelessness. He wore a pair of exceedingly dirty blue linen slacks topped by an orange sports shirt that could also have done with a wash, and sported a scanty ginger

  beard and a black beret.




  Artist, thought Amanda; and was suddenly reminded of Steven Howard. No one meeting Mr Howard for the first time could have typed him, she thought. He had, it is true, worn brightly coloured

  slacks; but then a good many members of the Sailing Club affected them too, and there was nothing else about him to suggest his profession. He might have been anything: Tinker, tailor, soldier,

  sailor, mused Amanda; and wondered why it was that she should remember everything about him, and every line of his face, so clearly?




  The blatantly artistic gentleman on the deck dropped two suitcases and an untidy paper parcel containing canvases, and said crossly and as though continuing a previous conversation:




  ‘Of course I declared them. What a country! Not a tube of usable paint in the place. Students’ Water Colours — Bah! Put that down, you frightful coolie! Put it

  down — it’s not dry yet! God in heaven—— !’




  George Norman, his attention attracted by the howl of fury from the deck, stood up and peered through the window over Amanda’s head.




  ‘I thought so,’ he said. ‘It’s that chap Potter.’




  Claire turned quickly. ‘Lumley? Why, whatever can he have been doing over here?’




  ‘Painting the pyramids, I suppose,’ said her husband in an unconscious echo of Amanda’s aunt.




  ‘Tell him to come in and join us,’ said Claire. She turned to Major Blaine: ‘You remember Lumley Potter, don’t you Alastair? He has a studio-flat in Famagusta. You met

  him once or twice at our house when you and Julia were staying with us last year. I think I took you over to see his paintings.’




  ‘You did,’ said Julia. ‘Lumley! That wasn’t what his mother christened him. I met a Mrs Deadon in Cairo last winter who knew all about Mr Potter. I’m

  not surprised that he decided to settle in Cyprus. As for his paintings, I could do as well with my eyes shut — better! If that’s art—— ’




  ‘But Julia darling, it is Art’ — Claire pronounced it as though it had a capital A. ‘You mustn’t be conventional, darling. Lumley doesn’t paint what

  ordinary, conventional people see. He paints the soul of a place — the spiritual aroma.’




  ‘Spiritual garlic you mean!’ snapped Julia. ‘Don’t be such a humbug, Claire! The man’s a flop, a failure and a fake, and you know it. He can’t paint well, so

  he dresses himself up in what is practically fancy dress, grows a beard, talks a lot of rubbish and paints as badly as he can in the hope of fooling a lot of credulous artistic snobs into thinking

  he’s a genius. And so I told him!’




  ‘Yes, I remember,’ said Claire dryly. ‘And lost him a great deal of money by doing so. That new-rich Australian couple had practically bought eight of his canvases, but when

  they heard you they took fright and backed out. However Alastair at least did not agree with you. He bought one — “Sea Green Cypriots” — didn’t you

  Alastair?’




  ‘Only because he felt he had to, to make up for the Blaggs backing out of buying those dreadful daubs,’ said Julia unpleasantly.




  ‘Oh darling! You do misjudge Alastair so. He has a real, deep-down feeling for truth in Art.’




  ‘I understand Alastair perfectly, thank you Claire,’ said Julia acidly.




  Alastair Blaine flushed uncomfortably and Persis rose with determination: ‘Well, I don’t know about you, but I guess I’ve had all that I can take of the ship’s

  gin,’ she remarked cheerfully. ‘Alastair honey, how about leaving the girls to sort out your artistic sensibilities while you escort me on deck? I’d like to take a slant at the

  waterfront before we pull out. Will you spare him, Julia?’




  Major Blaine rose with alacrity and assisted Persis to collect her handbag and gloves, while Claire Norman watched them with a sudden frown on her white forehead. After a moment she turned

  abruptly to her husband and said: ‘George dear, I asked you to call Lumley.’




  George Norman looked embarrassed and spoke with obvious hesitation: ‘Er – well – I thought perhaps I had better not. He had someone with him.’




  ‘Oh?’ Claire Norman’s soft voice sharpened a little. ‘Who was it? Anyone we know?’




  ‘Anita.’




  ‘Who?’ said Major Blaine, turning sharply. ‘But I thought——’ He glanced at Amanda, but did not finish the sentence, for Persis took his arm and said:

  ‘Let’s go,’ and they turned away together and disappeared through the doorway.




  ‘Anita!’ said Claire Norman. There were suddenly two bright patches of colour in her pale cheeks. Her small mouth tightened into a hard narrow line, and for a moment it was as if the

  frail, pliant snowdrop had been transformed into something made of steel.




  The impression was only a fleeting one, and then the corners of her small mouth drooped childishly and once more the sense of wistfulness and fragility was back, and Mrs Norman was saying in her

  soft, apologetic voice: ‘I think after all that I will go and lie down for a while, George dear. I feel so tired. I’ll see you at dinner Julia — if I feel strong

  enough.’




  She bestowed a faint smile upon Amanda, directed another at Toby Gates, tucked her small hand confidingly through her husband’s arm and moved gracefully away.




  Julia Blaine sat staring after her in silence and Amanda saw with surprise that her face was colourless and her eyes wide and fixed and filled with something that looked uncommonly like fear. It

  was a disturbing expression, and Amanda tried to think of something light and casual to say that would break the spell of that uncomfortable silence. But before she could speak Mrs Blaine stood up,

  pushing her chair back so violently that it overturned on the thick carpet, and walked quickly out of the lounge.




  The ship had sailed some ten minutes later, and Amanda and Toby had gone out on to the deck to watch the garish waterfront of Port Said with its blaze of flame trees slide past them, shimmering

  in the heat haze.




  Feluccas with their squat prows and huge triangular sails drifted by among a clutter of shipping from almost every nation in the world: a British destroyer bound for Colombo and the Far East;

  oil tankers from England, America, Holland, France, Scandinavia; a P & O liner, white and glittering in the hot sunshine; a troopship returning from Singapore; a dhow from Dacca and a cargo

  boat from Brazil.




  They passed the long stone mole where the statue of de Lesseps gazes out upon that narrow ribbon of water that is his memorial for all time. Beyond and far behind the green-bronze figure, a

  fleet of fishing boats lay motionless on the shallow waters that curve away towards Damietta and the Delta of the Nile, their sails ghostly in the haze. A cool breath of wind from the open sea blew

  gently across the sun-baked deck as the ship turned her bows towards Cyprus, and when the white roof-tops and garish domes of Port Said had vanished into the heat haze, Amanda went down to her

  cabin to wash off the dust of the journey from Fayid.




  The long, white-painted ship’s corridor was hot and airless and smelt strongly of food, disinfectant, engine oil and that curious all-pervading and entirely individual smell of shipboard.

  A small but voluble group of people were standing halfway down the corridor and Mrs Blaine’s voice made itself heard above the babble:




  ‘I don’t care, you’ll just have to find me another cabin. I didn’t notice it before, or I would never have let you move my things in. I won’t sleep in there, and

  that’s all there is to it!’




  Mrs Blaine, looking flushed and angry, pushed her way through the group and caught sight of Amanda.




  ‘Really, these people are impossible!’ she announced heatedly. ‘There must be dozens of other cabins!’




  ‘What’s the matter?’ inquired Amanda. ‘Is there something wrong with yours?’




  ‘Only the number,’ said Julia bitterly. ‘It’s thirteen. I won’t travel in it. I’d rather sleep on deck. It isn’t even as if the ship were full. Why

  it’s half empty! And it’s no good just saying that I’m superstitious. I am. Not about some things — like cats and ladders — but I am about thirteen.’




  ‘Well I’m not,’ said Amanda cheerfully. ‘I’ll swop with you if you like. They’ve given me a two-berth cabin all to myself.’




  ‘Would you? Would you really?’




  ‘Of course. I haven’t unpacked anything yet so it won’t take a minute. Mine’s fourteen — right next door to you.’




  The stewardess, a cabin steward, a hovering Cypriot deck-hand and a man who was evidently the purser, expressed voluble relief, and the transfer was accomplished in a matter of minutes.




  ‘It’s very good of you,’ said Julia Blaine awkwardly, lingering in the doorway of her late cabin and speaking in a halting, difficult voice. ‘I know it sounds silly to be

  so superstitious, but – well I’ve wanted to get away from the heat and – and Fayid so badly, and I – I do so want this leave to be a success. But when I saw that number on

  the door it – it seemed like a bad omen, and I . . .’ Her voice trailed away and stopped.




  Amanda smiled sympathetically at her, but Julia Blaine did not return the smile. She was not looking at Amanda. She was staring instead at her own reflection in the narrow strip of looking-glass

  behind Amanda’s head, and her plump, ageing face was once again white and frightened.




  Amanda had tea in the lounge with Toby Gates, and when the sun had set in a blaze of gold and rose and amethyst and the sky was brilliant with stars, they had all dined in the saloon: Amanda,

  Toby, Julia and Alastair Blaine, the Normans and Persis Halliday.




  The saloon was far from crowded and Amanda caught sight of the ginger-bearded painter of spiritual aromas dining at a small table with his companion of the afternoon, who had changed her linen

  suit for a short, strapless dinner dress of scarlet lace.




  Amanda had exchanged one cotton frock for another, and Julia Blaine had not bothered to change at all. But Claire Norman was looking cool and ethereal in white chiffon and pearls, while Mrs

  Halliday, despite the heat, had elected to wear gold lamé and some astonishing emeralds. The glittering cloth brought out the gold lights in her copper hair and the emeralds turned her eyes

  to a clear, shining green. She looked stunning and knew it, and was amusing herself by flirting outrageously with George Norman.




  Alastair Blaine was sitting next to Amanda, but Claire Norman, seated on his right, monopolized most of his attention, and for once Julia’s acid tongue was silent. She was watching her

  husband and Claire Norman with a furtive and almost frightened intentness, but if Alastair was aware of this he certainly paid no attention to it. Major Blaine, for the first time since Amanda had

  known him, appeared to be the better — or worse — for drink. His face was unnaturally flushed and his blue eyes overbright, and he appeared to be slurring his words a little.




  They were half-way through the meal when Claire leant across and spoke to Amanda:




  ‘Alastair tells me that you’ve never been to Cyprus before, Amanda? — I may call you Amanda, mayn’t I? Are you staying long?’




  ‘Only ten days,’ said Amanda regretfully. ‘It doesn’t seem nearly long enough. Ten days is such a little time.’




  ‘Oh, but it’s a very little Island. Where are you staying? In Kyrenia?’




  ‘No, I’m afraid not. I’d much rather have stayed somewhere near the sea, but my uncle arranged for me to stay with some people in Nicosia.’




  ‘Army people I suppose. They’re nearly all stuck in Nicosia, poor things.’




  Amanda shook her head. ‘No. They’re something to do with wine. People called Barton.’




  ‘Barton! You can’t mean Glenn Barton?’




  ‘Yes, I think that must be it. Glennister Barton. Do you know them?’




  ‘Yes, of course I know them; but you can’t possibly be staying at the Villa Sosis. Why—— ’ She stopped suddenly and bit her lip.




  ‘But I am staying with them,’ said Amanda with a laugh. ‘Did you think they were away?’




  ‘No. I mean—— ’ Once more Claire Norman did not finish the sentence. She laughed instead; a light tinkling laugh that somehow gave Amanda the impression that she was both

  disturbed and angry. ‘Oh well — we shall see. It will be very interesting. But personally I should have thought that Glenn would have had more respect for the convention. He is such a

  stickler for propriety.’




  With which cryptic remark she turned her attention to Toby Gates, and Amanda had no further opportunity of reopening the subject, for it was at that point that the artistic Mr Potter and his

  companion rose to leave the dining saloon and paused beside their table. Amanda, looking round, saw the painter pull at the woman’s arm as though he would have hurried her past, but she

  disengaged herself deliberately and spoke in a clear high voice:




  ‘Hullo Claire. Hullo Mrs Blaine. Alastair! — fancy seeing you here again!’




  Alastair Blaine stood up quickly. He was swaying a little. ‘Hullo Anita. What are you doing here?’




  ‘As if you didn’t know!’ mocked Mr Potter’s companion. ‘However if you don’t, you soon will. Claire will see to that. Won’t you, Claire?’




  Claire Norman stiffened where she sat. She turned slowly and it seemed a full minute before she spoke:




  ‘Hullo Anita. I’m not sure that I expected to see you here either. I should have thought—— ’ She broke off with a shrug of her white shoulders and gave her tinkling

  little laugh: ‘Oh well, it’s no concern of mine, is it? Hullo Lumley. You remember Major and Mrs Blaine, don’t you?’




  She made no attempt to introduce the woman she had addressed as Anita, but turned instead to the three men at her own table: ‘Do sit down, darlings. There’s no need for you to stand

  around while your food gets cold. They’re just going.’




  Mr Potter’s face, which had acquired a fiery glow that reduced his beard to luke-warm proportions, turned an even richer shade of puce and he said hurriedly: ‘Yes, we – we were

  going on deck. Come on Anita.’ He grabbed his companion’s arm and almost dragged her from the dining-room.




  ‘Say, who was that dame?’ inquired Persis, interested.




  ‘Just someone we have the misfortune to know,’ said Claire in a small, cold voice, and instantly changed the subject.




  Persis raised her eyebrows but did not press the question. And presently they left the table and went up to drink coffee in the lounge, and later someone turned on a gramophone and they danced

  on deck under a blaze of stars.




  It was almost eleven o’clock by the time Amanda went down to bed, and except for a passing Cypriot deck-hand the long brightly lit corridor was silent and deserted. Her cabin was hot and

  stuffy after the cool night air on deck and she was pleasantly surprised to see that a thoughtful stewardess had placed a brimming frosted glass, with ice and a long strip of lemon peel floating in

  it, on a small stool near her berth. A moment or two later she realized that the drink must have been ordered by Julia, and placed in error in the cabin that Julia should have been occupying: she

  would have to take it in to her, but as she had already removed her dress it could wait until she was ready for bed. She put on a thin silk nightdress, washed in cold water and removing the pins

  from her hair, brushed out its long, shining length.
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