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CHAPTER I


BEECHY CARLAND woke up on the morning of April 21st, and found that she had not even heard Eva come in with the tea. The cup was on the table beside her, and the tea had that horrid film over it which showed that it was stone cold. She must have been very tired and sleeping very soundly not to have heard Eva come in, because Eva was the noisiest Austrian maid the Carlands had ever had.


Beechy sat up, rubbed her eyes, yawned, and stretched two very beautiful white arms above a head that was a tangle of bronze-coloured curls—curls that had the tint of beech-leaves in the autumn. When she was a little girl living at Eastbourne, her mother started to call her “Little Beechy Head,” and the name had stuck to her ever since. Nobody ever dreamed of calling her Beatrice, which was much too grand a name for a slim, petite girl who looked eighteen instead of twenty-one; was all soft, delicious curves, and had an entrancing dimple in her chin, and a quite disarming smile. That smile screwed up a pair of grey-blue eyes which looked kindly upon a world that had so far been very kind to Beechy.


There was every reason why she should be tired, because she had danced last night until three in the morning. Her travelling clock showed her that it was now nine o’clock.


Beechy considered the luxury of having her breakfast in bed. Mummy wouldn’t mind. Daddy, who was known in the household as “Poor Papa”, would be already setting out to catch his train for Victoria, and he minded less than Mummy what anyone did. It was a very pleasant, free-and-easy household.


Then Beechy decided against such indolence. She hated breakfast in bed, and she liked talking to the family. The Carlands’ strong point was amiability at the breakfast-table. They were a very united family, and breakfast-time was the hour when they liked to express an opinion about yesterday and decide what they were going to do today.


Beechy slipped a house-coat over a pair of “shortie” pyjamas which she had bought at a sale, combed back her hair until it looked once more a sleek bob instead of a riot, brushed her teeth, and then walked to the little writing-desk in the corner of her bedroom. The portrait of an extremely handsome young man stood beside a bowl of primroses. The Carlands, who lived in Surbiton, very often drove into the country on Saturday afternoons, weather permitting, and picked masses of spring flowers for the house. Beechy picked up the portrait, kissed it, and said:


“Good morning, darling.”


She did this with a happy knowledge that it was the right and proper thing to do, because the said young man, Gilfred Linden, was her fiancé and they were going to be married in a week’s time. The outward emblem of this thrilling fact was the aquamarine, set in platinum, on Beechy’s slim white finger. She adored aquamarines, and this one sparkled like a piece of frozen water in the moonlight. She added a kiss to the ring, and, whistling the strains of “Around the World”, to which they had danced a good many times last night, picked up her diary and studied it.


Heavens, what a day before her!


11.30.—Elise (that meant hats).


12.45.—Ogdens (that meant shoes).


  1.0.  —Meet Gil for lunch, Piccadilly.


  3.0.  —Eve (that meant try on her wedding-dress).


  4.30.—See about trunks.




A programme which might have struck horror in the heart of any girl unless she were a prospective bride. But it all led up to the one big crisis—a wedding. And Beechy was thoroughly enjoying this purchase of her trousseau. It wasn’t to be a very expensive one. Poor Papa, who was an important dentist with quite an important practice in the West End, was suffering, like everybody else, from the present financial depression. But he was being frightfully generous to her. He and Mummy were lambs, and she adored them. Sometimes she really did not know how she was going to bear leaving the family, even to live with Gilfred. That was the one thing Gil didn’t quite understand. Of course he had no family. He was alone in the world and that made a difference. She had often tried to explain what she felt about Mummy and Poor Papa, and Tim, her sixteen-year-old brother, who was still a schoolboy, and Chris, her sister, who was nearly nineteen and in the midst of a secretarial training. And last but not least, there was Rina.


Rina was Mrs. Carland’s goddaughter. She had lived with them since she was a little girl of eight years old. Her mother had been at school with Mrs. Carland. When she and her husband had died, tragically, together, of black-water fever out in West Africa, Mrs. Carland had adopted the little orphan for the sake of the old friendship.


The young Carlands had accepted Rina as one of themselves, and were as devoted to her as she was to all of them. Certainly they had not seen so much of her lately. She was a brilliant dress designer, and for the last two years she had been living in Paris, where she had a wonderful job.


Beechy had always had a particular affection and admiration for Rina, who was three years her senior and so very clever and beautiful. She was longing to see her again, and awfully pleased because Rina was coming back for the wedding, in spite of the expense, and the fact that her job kept her very occupied.


Only last night, when Beechy had commented rather more often than usual on the fact that she dreaded leaving the family, Gilfred had shown a little jealousy.


“You are going to belong to me in future, and I don’t want you to feel that you need anyone but me, my sweet,” he had grumbled. He had held her very close to him and looked at her in that passionate, possessive way which never failed to thrill Beechy to the core of her being.


She was so thrilled with him that she could not even be cross because he seemed to resent her close affection for the family.


“You know that I adore you, Gil darling, and of course I shan’t want anybody else,” she had answered him.


All the same, she meant to go on seeing a lot of the family. She didn’t know what she would have done if Gilfred had been in the Army, for instance, and she had had to follow him to the Far East, or some outlandish spot. She was most thankful that they were going to live within an hour’s train journey from London and the old home. Gilfred ran an antique furniture shop in the village of Downshott, Sussex. A rather famous antique shop, mainly patronised by Americans. Gilfred knew a lot about old furniture—it was his hobby as well as his work, and he loved it. He always said it broke his heart to stand by and watch some lovely piece of Chippendale or Hepplewhite being shipped to America. But sentiment cannot walk hand in hand with business, and Gilfred had his living to earn. He earned it very cleverly too, so far as Beechy could see, and he had a small private income into the bargain. They were going to be moderately comfortable, and to live in a really glorious old Tudor house which was attached to the shop in the very centre of the village.


Beechy walked into the dining-room and a pleasant glow of spring sunlight, and found breakfast still in progress. Mrs. Carland was the only one who had finished. It was both her pleasure and her duty to breakfast earlier than the others, with her husband.


She was still an attractive woman in the early fifties with amazingly few grey threads in the thick hair, red-brown as autumn leaves, which Beechy had inherited. She had lost her figure years ago, and was much too content with her lot and lazy-minded to attempt to recover it. But none of her children would have had her thin. They liked her ample, flowing figure, and that full, comfortable bosom whereon so often their tears had been dried and their sorrows comforted.


Tim, a good-looking boy with freckles and that same ruddy tint to his hair, was finishing an enormous plateful of bacon and eggs. He had just recovered from an attack of appendicitis, otherwise he should have been back at school. With a mouth full, he looked up and greeted Beechy.


“Here comes the bride.”


“Shut up, darling,” said Beechy sweetly.


“You’re late, my lamb,” said Mrs. Carland, and returned to the Daily Sketch, which she had been studying.


“I’m exhausted,” said Beechy cheerfully, and sat down in her usual place at the long mahogany table. “Pour out my coffee for me, Chris, there’s an angel,” she added.


Christine, taller, thinner, and much fairer than the rest, moved to the sideboard and lifted the cover off an entrée dish. She was not so pretty as Beechy, but had a certain wistful charm and serious blue eyes. She was inclined to be a little graver, more introspective than the rest of them.


“The eggs are cold, Beechy.”


“That won’t matter to her so long as Gilfred isn’t,” said Tim.


“Shut up,” said Beechy for the second time, and tossed her head a little.


Tim giggled and began to sing:


“If no one ever marries me,


     I shan’t mind very much.


I shall buy a little rabbit


     In a little rabbit hutch.”


“I wish you were more musical, darling,” said Mrs. Carland, with a beautiful indifference to what was really going on around her. “You’re quite flat.”


“What’s happening today?” said Christine.


“Trousseau,” said Beechy, attacking her breakfast.


“I bet you’re meeting your young man,” said Tim.


“Certainly I am,” said Beechy haughtily. “And why not?”


“‘What is this—thing—called—luv!’” sang Tim, completely out of tune.


Beechy, who secretly adored her one and only brother, flung a table-napkin at him.


“Little brute!”


“Children!” said Mrs. Carland, still in the depths of the Daily Sketch.


Christine moved to the door.


“I must get on to my class. I suppose you can’t lunch with me, Beechy?”


“Terribly sorry, darling, I’m lunching with Gil.”


“You’ll make a man sick of you,” said Tim. “You’re never out of each other’s sight for ten minutes. It gives me indigestion.”


Mrs. Carland murmured a gentle reproof. The girls ignored him. Beechy knew that this form of humour was also a sign of Tim’s affection.


Christine said in her soft, rather melancholy voice:


“Oh dear—well, I suppose we can’t expect to see much more of you now, Beech. It’s awful to think you’ll be gone next Thursday.”


Beechy’s face—a very charming face with its tip-tilted nose and exquisite skin—suddenly puckered. There was always this dread of separation from the family which spoilt things, just a little bit. Only a little bit, of course, because she was terribly in love with Gil, and the idea of marriage with a man you loved was frightfully thrilling and satisfying. What a pity one couldn’t take one’s family with one when one got married!


“I’m so sorry, Chris,” said Beechy contritely. “But I did promise to lunch with Gil, because we want to fix up about our hotel and lots of details which we can’t leave till the last minute. And you see, he’ll be in Town today because he’s going to a sale at Christie’s. There’s a Queen Anne bureau that he wants. I’m getting most fascinated with this antique furniture cult and I shall soon know heaps about it.”


“Well, everything in this house is pretty antique,” said Tim. “I’m the only young thing in it.”


“You’re a little horror,” said Beechy, and returned to her sister. “You’re not going to lose me, Chris—in fact, I shall see lots of all of you. We’ve got two spare rooms down in the country, and I have told Gil I shall ask you all to stay, and I know he won’t mind. And Rina’s going to come over from Paris and stay, too. It’ll be rather lovely to entertain you all in my own home.”


Mrs. Carland looked up. She had heard this last speech. She looked at Beechy; at the beautiful colour which was spreading down to that milk-white throat which was one of Beechy’s chief beauties; and a maternal pang suddenly assailed her mother. She knew what Beechy was feeling. How thrilled she was with life and her lover. She was not at all blasé or spoilt, and had a most sweet and affectionate nature, and was not likely to make a hash of her marriage like a good many modern young people. Mrs. Carland had been married twice, and was perfectly content in this, her second attempt at matrimony. But her first husband, although an attractive man, had been incapable of fidelity. Only too well did she recall the hour when she had gone to him as ecstatically, as trustfully as Beechy was going to Gilfred. But the trust had been betrayed and the ecstasy had ended in bitterness. His death had been a relief rather than a regret.


With all her heart Ella Carland prayed that Beechy would never be disillusioned in Gilfred. She wanted her always to be as happy as she was today. There were bound to be little frictions and difficulties. There could be no normal marriage without them. But she did not want her pretty, affectionate Beechy ever to know the bitterness that her first husband had caused her.


There was no reason why it should be so. Gilfred Linden was a thoroughly reliable person—they were all certain that he was as straight and decent as he was charming. Such a relief to the family. Such a piece of luck that they had met him, six months ago, when they were all up in Scotland on holiday.


When Mrs. Carland had had one of her “little talks” with Beechy a few nights ago she had warned her not to expect too much.


“Men are only human, you know, my dear,” she had said, and she had said it just because she did not want Beechy to start out on the course of matrimony—surely the most difficult of all careers for a woman—with too many ideals and in too much ignorance.


Mrs. Carland, having been extremely happy with Arnold Carland—a kindly, gentle husband—for the last twenty-six years, had come to the conclusion that life was a mixture, and that you must take the bad with the good and be reasonable about it.


Beechy had assured her that she did not intend to make impossible demands upon Gilfred.


“So long as he loves me and I love him—I shan’t mind what happens,” she said.


Christine went off to her secretarial classes. Tim betook himself to the garage. He was making himself a new wireless set, and was allowed to tinker about out there as much as he liked.


At twenty minutes to eleven, Mrs. Carland and Beechy prepared to start out on their arduous round of shopping. Beechy looked absurdly young for a prospective bride in a blue tweed cardigan suit, a cream silk shirt, and a blue beret pulled at a rakish angle over her red-brown head.


“Gil likes me in this suit,” she said as she joined her mother in the hall, “and it’s so nice and warm, I don’t think I shall want a coat, do you?”


Mrs. Carland did not answer for a moment. She had just opened a letter which had come by the second post. Then she looked up at Beechy with eyes that were bright and pleased behind the horn-rimmed glasses.


“Darling! Such news! Rina’s coming home.”


“For my wedding!”


“For good, my dear! She says that Maison Pacquille want her to work in their Bond Street place. They’ve offered her a big salary and she can live at Surbiton with us. Won’t it be lovely?”


“Heavenly news,” said Beechy.


She tucked an arm through her mother’s, and they walked out to the car which was waiting in the front drive. On expeditions of this kind Beechy drove to the station and they left the car there in the garage and took a train to Victoria. It was useless having the car in the West End, because there was nowhere to park it.


“Now you’ll have Rina at home to take my place when I’ve gone,” said Beechy.


“Nothing will take your place, darling; although it will be lovely to have Rina.”


“I’m just dying for Gil to meet her. He’s sure to like Rina, isn’t he? She’s so frightfully smart and pretty.”


“Of course he’ll like her,” said Mrs. Carland. “Besides, she’s just like one of the family.”


“Yes, and I must tell him today, poor darling,” said Beechy merrily, “that in marrying me he’s practically marrying the whole family!”




CHAPTER II


“DARLING,” said Beechy as she walked into the Berkeley Grill beside Gilfred Linden. “I’ve got all sorts of exciting things to tell you.”


“Well, first of all,” said Gilfred Linden, “let me tell you that you look a perfect picture. Your eyes are like stars, and your cheeks are as pink as the japonica which grows outside my cottage door, and I’m very much in love with you.”


“Hooray,” said Beechy. “You may now sing a song song—you can sing in tune, which is more than poor Tim can do—and your song shall be: ‘The japonica round the door, makes me love Beechy more.’”


“It’s a bit hard on a man that we’re in the middle of a public restaurant and I can’t kiss you,” said Gilfred.


They followed a sleek waiter who, with right hand uplifted, led them towards a table at the other end of the room. A quiet corner table, for no doubt he saw the way the pretty, sparkling girl and the tall, distinguished young man in his well-cut grey suit were looking at each other. He was a sentimentalist, and had a soft spot in his heart for true lovers.


Beechy and Gilfred sat down at the table and found it hard to distract their attention from each other even in order to examine the menu. However, Gilfred being a man of action, chose the lunch, then returned to his enraptured scrutiny of Beechy.


“Now, darling, what’s your news?”


“Rina’s coming home for good.”


“Rina? Oh, yes—that’s the girl who lives with you?”


“Yes—Mummy’s goddaughter. She’s just like one of the family. You know, Chris is younger than we are, so Rina and I have always been great friends. We were tremendous pals at school, and of course she spent all her holidays with us when we lived in Eastbourne, then later at Surbiton.”


“What’s she like? Has she got eyes more grey than blue, hair the colour of beech-leaves, and a mouth like a cherry? If she has, beware! I couldn’t remain faithful to you if I saw your double.”


Beechy giggled delightedly.


“You are priceless, Gil. Well, Rina isn’t a bit like me—she’s a brunette and frightfully beautiful and very clever.”


“I look forward to meeting her, but she can’t be half as beautiful or as clever as my future wife.”


“H’m,” said Beechy, and when she recovered from the thrill of that compliment, added: “It will be lovely to have her at home in future, but I rather envy her her two years in Paris. It must be gorgeous.”


“I don’t know that I care for Paris,” said Gilfred abruptly, frowned, and sipped the cocktail that the waiter had just set in front of him. “Here’s fun, angel.”


“Here’s all my love,” said Beechy, with sweet gravity. She was thinking that Gilfred was streets ahead of any other man in this crowded room. She liked his lithe, athletic figure and the healthy brown of his skin, the clearness of the hazel eyes, and the darkness of the hair which had just a suspicion of a curl which he remorselessly flattened out with wet brushes every morning.


“I left Mummy at Scott’s,” said Beechy. “She was meeting Aunt Agatha for lunch, and then we’re going to meet again at three for a most important item.”


“What’s that?”


“To try on my wedding-dress,” said Beechy softly.


Gilfred’s hand slid under the table-cloth and found hers.


“My sweet! Only another few days—God—I can’t believe my luck—to have you for always—down at Olde Cottage, helping me run the old shop—you can’t imagine what it will mean to me after having a cook-housekeeper and nobody else to look after me.”


“I only hope I shall look after you as well as Mrs. Topping does,” said Beechy.


“And I only hope that you won’t be bored with my antiques.”


“The more I know about them the more interested I am.”


“I shall never forgive myself if you’re not happy,” said Gilfred earnestly.


“I shall be divinely happy. You know the only thing that worries me. Leaving Mummy—Chris—all of them. But I can have them to stay often, can’t I?”


“They can come and stay with us sometimes, of course,” said Gilfred.


But he wondered if he was quite as enthusiastic as Beechy wanted him to be. The thought of “the family” worried him, as well as Beechy, but for different reasons. He liked them all immensely. They were perfect dears to him. As a mother-in-law Mrs. Carland was not to be dreaded, and he liked Arnold Carland. They were both old Westminster men, and got along well together. But in Gilfred’s estimation it was a little trying to be in love with a girl who was so wrapped up in her own people. He really did not want to marry the whole family, nice as they were. He wanted his wife to himself. He must try and make Beechy understand that. But bless her, she was so adorable, he could not bear to distress her—to deny her anything.


Towards the end of the meal they discussed their honeymoon. They would drive in Gilfred’s car down to Cornwall, and stay at King Arthur’s Castle Hotel, Tintagel. In the middle of planning it all, Beechy said irrelevantly:


“Last night when you kissed me good night, Gil, darling, I suddenly thought to myself how glad I was that I’d never been in love before—that there’s never been any man but you.”


“I’m glad, too, darling.”


“Have you ever been in love with anybody else, Gil?”


Gilfred Linden sat back in his chair and busied himself with a packet of cigarettes.


“Darling, a man’s life isn’t quite like a woman’s. I mean—well, I’m twenty-eight, and I’ve knocked about the world a bit. I used to go abroad with my father, who was a famous antique collector; and then I’ve been over the Continent one way and another, on my job. I mean to say——” He broke off. His healthy brown face was reddening a little, Beechy gracefully came to the rescue.


“That’s all right, darling. I don’t want to delve into your murky past. I don’t mind anything so long as you love me now.”


“You know that I do—better than anybody in the world,” he said with passion and sincerity, then added, with a twinkle: “My past hasn’t been too murky, I promise you, sweet.”


“Well, I should hate to have to meet or talk to any woman that you’d ever held in your arms—I know I’d be jealous—dreadfully so.”


Gilfred laughed and handed her a cigarette.


“My sweet—you are adorable! But you needn’t be jealous of anybody, and you needn’t meet any of the ‘women’ that I’ve held in my arms. If you want the truth—put it in the singular—call it ‘woman’. There’s only been one other, besides yourself, and that was a very brief affair which I’ve always rather regretted.”


“Why?” said Beechy, feeling horribly jealous already.


“Ah! This is where we change the subject. Tell me what the wedding-dress is like.”


Beechy, being entirely feminine, would far rather have heard what the woman of Gilfred’s first affair was like. But she conquered curiosity and switched off on to the subject of clothes.


Gilfred only half listened to the soft, gay voice while Beechy let him into one or two secrets about her trousseau. A wave of depression had come over him. It was not that he could ever be really unhappy in Beechy’s company. He was so much in love with her. She was a sympathetic companion as well as a charming lover. But the thought of that “first affair” never failed to trouble him a little when he allowed it to enter his mind.


The mention of Paris was a sure method of reviving a memory which he would give much to obliterate. One could do such foolish things in a reckless moment. And one regretted for so much longer than a moment. It was over a year since he had seen Manon—in Paris. Since that parting they had had no communication with each other. They had said good-bye by mutual consent. But Gilfred knew perfectly well that Manon had cared much more than he, and had felt the parting more keenly.


They had met on a Channel crossing—on the night-boat from Newhaven to Dieppe. He had had the luxury of a cabin that night. Standing on deck, he had noticed her when she came on board. A strikingly pretty girl, dark-haired, dark-eyed, red-lipped; with that look about her which somehow inevitably and at once conveys to a man a certain sensuousness—a feeling which turns his thoughts to sex rather than platonic friendship.


Later he had noticed her with a man older than herself, and they were having what appeared to be an altercation. She had looked white and frightened and almost in tears, and he had a bullying air.


Gilfred had not been surprised at what followed. He had been standing outside his cabin, smoking a last cigarette before turning in, when she rushed along the deck towards him, and asked for his protection. Attracted by her beauty and the slight air of mystery and adventure which surrounded her, Gilfred had taken her into his cabin and talked to her. He learned that she had had an affair with this man who was now trying to force her to go away with him. She had hoped, when she left London, to escape him.


Gilfred, who was going over to Paris to look at some furniture of the Louis XVI period, found himself being drawn into an amorous adventure which could only end one way.


He gave this girl, whose name was Manon Delafold, his cabin and his protection, and by the time they reached Paris, his pity for her developed into passion.


She preserved her air of mystery, and refused to say much about herself or what she was doing. She only told him that she had business in Paris, and that she was independent and unmarried.


At the end of forty-eight hours, Gilfred’s infatuation, which had been a fierce flame, died as quickly as it had burnt up. The girl was young. He was not in love with her and had no intention of marrying her. He thought it unfair to continue with the game, although she seemed keen enough to go on playing it. He was ashamed of himself, and decided to be honest with her, and so when his fortnight in Paris came to an end, he also brought the affair with Manon to an end.


He had never heard of her again. Sometimes he wondered what had become of her. Some men would not have worried and would scarcely have remembered the brief, tempestuous affair. But Gilfred regarded the relationship between a man and a woman more seriously. He was not likely to forget Manon. Now that he had met Beechy, and was going to be married to her, he would have given anything for that foolish, reckless adventure not to have taken place.


When he walked out of the Piccadilly with Beechy he was once more light-hearted and pleased with life. Manon was forgotten.


He stood a moment talking to Beechy, enjoying the fresh air and sunlight of the April day, after the heat of the restaurant. Then he saw a man with a tray of violets. Immediately Gilfred bought a bunch of the dewy, purple blossoms, and gave them to Beechy to pin on to her coat.


“So like you, my Gil,” she said, and her eyes held that look of passionate appreciation which he loved to see in them.


“They are like you,” he said, “all sweet and fresh. Spring incarnate.”


“You do say lovely things, Gil.”


“I’ve got such a lovely sweetheart.”


“I hope she’ll be a lovely wife, too.”


“She couldn’t help it.”


“Do you really love me?” she asked absurdly.


“For the lord’s sake,” said Gilfred, “how can I answer that properly in the middle of Piccadilly? I adore you. And now I must go to Christie’s. There’s a beautiful walnut bureau which I want to buy—not for the shop—for our sitting-room.”


“Oh, Gil! How gorgeous. I wish I could come with you. But I must go to Eve’s and try on my wedding dress.”


“When am I going to see you again, sweet?”


“Can you come to Surbiton for tea and dinner on Saturday?—Rina will be home.”


“That will be nice, but I shall come to see you—not Rina.”


“Oh, darling, but you must keep a corner of your heart for the family.”


Now, Gilfred was very much in love, and he would have done almost any ridiculous thing to please Beechy just for the sake alone of seeing that starry, blurry look of love come into her grey-blue eyes. But it was on the tip of his tongue to say:


“Damn the family.”


Instead of which he pressed Beechy’s little gloved hand and murmured:


“Very well. I will. Bye-bye, honey.”


“Good night, darling,” she whispered.


“We won’t have to say that much longer—at least, it won’t mean that we’ve got to leave each other.”


That was such a heart-shaking thought that Beechy turned quite pale. Very breathless and big-eyed, she looked up at Gilfred’s face, and when she saw how he was looking at her wished that they were miles and miles from this crowded street—alone, and he forgot all about the family and thought:


“Gosh, what a lucky fellow I am”—and went his way.




CHAPTER III


ON Saturday afternoon Gilfred Linden’s blue sports car sped up the drive of the Carlands’ house in Surbiton, and was met at the door by Christine, who was emerging from the house wearing a white tennis dress and carrying a racket.


“Hallo, Gilfred,” she said. She greeted him a little half-heartedly. She liked her future brother-in-law, and thought him awfully nice and awfully good-looking, but he was going to take darling Beechy away from the family, and that made her feel just a little hostile towards him.


Gilfred answered her greeting cheerfully.


“Marvellous day. Almost like summer. Warmer here than it is at Downshott, I think. You playing tennis?”


“Just going to have a knock-up with Tim. Beechy’s in the garden somewhere with Rina. You’ll probably find them ‘matting’ in the summer-house.”


Gilfred divested himself of coat and hat, pulled a cigarette-case from his pocket, and gave Beechy’s young sister an amused look.


“What the dickens is ‘matting’?”


“Oh, heart-to-heart talk. You take somebody on the mat for confidences. So it’s called ‘matting’ in the family.”


“Saints preserve us,” said Gilfred piously. “Well, I’d better find my future wife, and get a bit of matting in, myself.”


He strolled down the gravel path which led along an herbaceous border to the summer-house, wherein all the young Carlands had gathered and played for the last twenty years. Gilfred felt a little sentimental about it when he thought how sweet Beechy must have looked when she was a little girl with a mass of red-brown curls and those large, melting eyes.


Then he saw a woman coming towards him. A tall, graceful girl, who was exquisitely dressed in a pale yellow dress of heavy linen with a short coat to match, and a belt round her slim waist. She looked soignée, with just that touch of Parisian chic which one did not expect to find in a suburban garden. Gilfred stared. Then his heart gave a terrific jolt. He stopped dead and the blood seemed to rush to his eyes. He saw her face and recognised her instantly. It was a face not easily forgotten; very pale, with dark, passionate brows, rather long-shaped brown eyes, and sleek, dark hair brushed off very small white ears which had pearl studs in them.


The very sight of the pearl stud earrings gave Gilfred a sick feeling of shock. Once—not so very long ago—he had kissed the little ears in which the pearls were gleaming. Once, for two crazy weeks, he had held that beautiful, lissom body in his arms, only to learn the meaning of the words “sad satiety”.


He wrenched his thoughts from the past to the present. She had come close to him and was looking at him with a queer, almost sardonic smile.


“Well—Gilfred.”


“Manon!” he said hoarsely. “For God’s sake, what are you doing here?”


She looked round her quickly. Nobody was in sight. From the tennis courts came Tim Carland’s lusty voice:


“Double fault!”


“Ssh! My name isn’t Manon here. It’s Rina.”


Gilfred’s heart was pounding. The palms of his hands were wet. His cigarette had dropped on to the path.


“You are Rina.”


“Yes. My name is Rina Delafold. I’ve lived with the Carlands since I was eight years old. I told you I was Manon because I use that name in France for all my designs. ‘Manon’ is quite a famous dress designer, you ought to know that!”


He scarcely heard the last, lightly uttered sentence. He was staring down at her with that feeling of shock and horror which blotted out the sunlit garden and made the world seem dark about him.


“My God—you—Mrs. Carland’s goddaughter—the great friend Beechy is always talking about——”


“Yes.”


“You must have known—Beechy must have written and told you of our engagement.”


“She did.”


“And you knew—that it was I——” He broke off, stammering.


“I knew,” said Rina coolly; so coolly that nobody would have dreamed of the tempest of passion that tore at her inwardly, now that she stood face to face with this man who had been her lover a year ago. She had not realised until he left her how much he had meant—how much more than the other man. For in Paris there had been another man.
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