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TO

CONNIE & WILLIE


ONE

BRIONY MOORE’S small cousin David was, of course, the hit of the afternoon. While they were all finishing tea, his mother brought him downstairs in his page’s suit of pale blue satin with the frills of lace on collar and wrists. With his golden curls and laughing, long-lashed eyes he looked so adorable that everybody stopped eating and drinking, to stare at him.

‘Oh, the angel!’ the two bridesmaids chorused. They were Elizabeth Moore, another older cousin, and Penelope Taylor who was Briony’s dearest friend and who had been at school with her.

Mrs. Moore, family teapot suspended in mid-air, also smiled fondly at little David. He was her nephew’s son and the only boy to be born in the Moore family for a long time, so, of course, he always created a sensation. Mrs. Moore liked him particularly because something about him reminded her of Briony at the same age, although she had always had a decidedly red tint in the gold of her hair. But those eyes, that exquisite skin, short chiselled nose and vivid air of general health and beauty were Moore characteristics.

While the rest of the family congratulated David’s mother, and they all petted him, Mrs. Moore continued to pour out tea. Every now and then she stole a happy look at the bride-to-be.

Briony was her only child and she was going to be a great loss, the mother thought with a sigh. As well as being lovely to look at, she was such a nice girl. Kind and generous like her father and with none of his pleasant vagueness. Briony had a strong will and first-class memory. Geoffrey Moore had been a charming, good-looking young man in the regular Army when Lorna married him. Ill-health—the result of an old war wound—had forced him to retire, but he had bought a partnership in a firm of builders and had done very well here in Reigate, where they had finally settled.

The present-day situation prevented them from being rich but they were ‘quite comfortable’ as Lorna Moore liked to put it and had this nice little house and garden. They had been able to give Briony a good education.

Briony had chosen a secretarial career for herself. She had always been an ardent reader and collected books since she was a schoolgirl. One of her ambitions, she used to tell everybody, laughingly, was to become private secretary to a famous author and so live in the world of books.

Then, just as she had become thoroughly proficient and on the point of advertising for the sort of job she wanted—Clive Dormer came into her life.

Now, in a week’s time, Briony was going to be married to Clive. With something of a shock Lorna Moore looked at her ‘ewe lamb’ this afternoon and thought:

‘This time next week she won’t be sitting here … our Briony. … Her bedroom will be empty. The house will be horribly quiet and tidy, instead of full of the sound of her gay voice, and her young friends. She will be Mrs. Clive Dormer … down in Cornwall on her honeymoon, and Geoff and I will be alone, so very much alone!’

The mother’s heart ached suddenly with the realization of all that she was going to lose once she handed this dear daughter over to the stranger who had come into their midst. She was glad, because Briony was so much in love with Clive. Yet anxious at times because six months ago she hadn’t even known him. She met him at a party in London last Christmas.

They had nothing against Clive. He was an attractive boy—aged twenty-six—five years older than Briony, which was just right. Slight, dark-haired, vivacious, a good foil for Briony’s fairness. He held a Manchester University degree in engineering, and was the only son of a Midlands solicitor. His mother had died when he was born and he had been brought up by an aunt who was now also deceased.

It appeared that when his father died, Clive would have a little money of his own. There seemed every prospect of his getting a bigger job than the small one he held, in the near future. This was not yet settled, and the Moores had wanted Briony to wait for it. But Clive had insisted on a June wedding. Lorna and Geoffrey Moore, like so many modern parents, soon found that they had no real say in the matter. Briony had just come home one day and said:

‘Oh, Mummy, isn’t it terrific? … Clive and I are going to get married the last day of June because it is his birthday and he says I shall make such a gorgeous present so you can just wrap me in tissue paper and hand me to him, tied up with silver ribbon!’

Typical of Briony—eager—gay—impetuous, so very young.

No use suggesting that the couple should wait until they knew each other better. Briony was of age and Clive seemed quite sure that the new job he was after was as good as settled.

He had told Briony last night that he expected to hear at any moment where he was being sent, and when, then they could start looking for a home.

‘Thank God our child is so happy,’ Lorna Moore’s reverie continued. Bri really did look beautiful this afternoon, flushed with excitement, her eyes dancing. It had been ‘present-showing day’. All their friends had come in to see the lovely things which Lorna had arranged on the dining-room table. The young couple were doing very well. It had made quite a ‘show’. Briony had already written thirty or forty ‘thank-you’ letters. The cake was ordered. The dress was being sent home tomorrow. She had had a final fitting first thing this morning and looked, the mother thought, so beautiful that it had made her want to weep. Tall and straight and slender in her white bridal gown; red-gold head veiled with the Limerick lace which had been loaned by Aunt Caroline. Lorna’s sister, Caroline Shaw, older than herself, and a spinster, lived up in the Lake District, where she ran a small antique shop. She was coming down from Seascale for the wedding to stay with them. She had always been particularly fond of Briony.

‘Oh, Mummy, what an afternoon we’ve had!’ came Briony’s fresh happy voice. ‘Are you exhausted?’

‘Completely,’ said Lorna, nodding a short-curled head which was only just beginning to grow grey. She was at forty-five still a good-looking, youthful woman.

‘Liz and Penelope are absolute scavengers, they have finished all the cake!’ giggled Briony.

The two bridesmaids protested, joining in the giggle. David snatched a chocolate biscuit which his mother took away from him at once because of the blue satin suit, whereupon he set up a yell, and was carted upstairs again.

‘I hope he doesn’t behave like that on my wedding day,’ said Briony more solemnly, then flung herself back on the sofa and momentarily closed her eyes.

‘Isn’t life superb!’ she added in a rapturous voice.

Mrs. Moore finished her tea and stood up.

‘It’s nice to know that you find it so, my darling, and I wish I had ten more daughters and ten more weddings to organize in spite of the work. They create such a gay atmosphere for everyone.’

Briony unclosed her eyes and smiled dreamily at her mother.

‘I feel more than gay,’ she said, ‘and I must be the luckiest girl in the world. All that we have got to pray for now is that this gorgeous weather will last. Liz … Penny …’ she addressed her cousin and her friend, ‘let’s go out in the garden and have a cigarette. And if that is the postman at the door, Mummy, will you be a darling and hide whatever he brings. I couldn’t open another present today. Keep the parcels for tomorrow when Clive comes down … we’ll open them together.

The three girls walked through the french windows on to the lawn. It was perfect June weather. The lawn looked dry for want of rain but the herbaceous border, which was Mr. Moore’s special pride, was vividly beautiful—full of colour. The first roses were out. The striped deck-chairs under the chestnut tree looked especially inviting. Briony and her chosen bridesmaids retired to these chairs for what they called a ‘good gossip’.

Gay! Briony decided that the word could not really describe her own feelings. They were blissful. It was wonderful to be young and strong and beloved and just about to be married to the most marvellous man in the world. To have that lovely trousseau all packed in a trunk upstairs, ready for the honeymoon … Mummy and Daddy had been wonderfully generous … provided her with all that she needed. Clive had bought the wedding ring, and had it inscribed with the date of the wedding, and something personal, which was to be a secret he said, until he put it on her finger. Their rooms were booked in one of the most glamorous hotels on the Cornish coast. They were to spend the first week there then go on to the Scilly Isles. After that there would be the thrill of coming back, finding a home and furnishing it, and settling down to life as a married couple.

Briony thought with poignant tenderness of Clive. Her heart throbbed with the strong passionate conviction that she was making the absolutely right choice.

It had been a case of love at first sight. Never to be forgotten was that thrilling evening at the Savoy. Penelope was responsible for her meeting with Clive. It had been her twenty-first birthday party. Her brother, Peter, had brought Clive along. Peter was also an engineer. It amused Briony now to remember that when she had first been introduced to Clive and danced with him, she had been rather cool and off-hand with him. He was so good looking and full of charm and she had been so fascinated by him, that it had had the effect of making her hold herself aloof. She was terrified that he would see how strongly he affected her. Now she knew that he (so he said) had felt the same way about her. He had had many girl-friends, but did not intend to marry until he was over thirty. But Briony had ‘knocked him flat’. She had been in white that night, a white spangled net dress ‘off the shoulders’, and with the full crinoline type of skirt. Her hair was arranged in a bunch of red-gold curls over one ear. She had worn long white gloves and silver sandal shoes.

‘My crinoline girl!’ Clive had called her. That Victorian touch of coldness, of shyness, belying the warmth in Briony’s grey-blue eyes, had intrigued him vastly.

After that, he had scarcely missed a week-end in the Moores’ Reigate home, and not long afterwards he and Briony had become officially engaged.

As she sat talking with the other girls, it struck Briony that one of the most amazing things about an engagement was the fact that although the two concerned seemed to know each other intimately, they did not really know each other at all. They were bound to discover all kinds of new and wonderful things about each other after they were married. Some of them unattractive perhaps! He would produce faults … inevitably … since he was only human, although at the moment she could find absolutely nothing wrong with Clive except that he was unpunctual and a little inclined to exaggerate. Once or twice she had thought, too, that he was on the vague side, and liable to forget some of the important things he said, or meant to do. However, he never forgot to tell her that he loved her! That was what counted with a girl in love. And he was oh! so charming and so clever. She was sure he would succeed at any job he took up. Daddy, himself, said that Clive was very intelligent. He was always nice to Mummy, too, and he played wonderful tennis and was a marvellous dancer. What more could a girl want? They would not be frightfully well off to begin with but few young couples of their age could expect to be, at first. And if matrimony meant cooking and housework and all the rest of it … what did it matter, Briony thought, if one had a husband like Clive?

Mrs. Moore called playfully from the french windows.

‘Am I to hide a letter from Clive as well as your parcels?’

‘Don’t you dare!’ cried Briony, and darted out of her deck-chair and rushed to her mother.

‘This will be to say what time he is coming down tomorrow,’ she added breathlessly.

Mrs. Moore smiled and began to clear up the tea things. What it was to be in love! Even though it was over twenty-two years ago she could remember feeling the same feverish happiness at the sight of a letter in Geoffrey’s handwriting.

Then she turned her head quickly and looked at her daughter. Briony had given a sharp exclamation. The mother saw that all her lovely rose pink colour had drained from her cheeks. She was milk white. Mrs. Moore put down the tea-tray.

‘Bri! What on earth is the matter, darling?’

The girl did not answer. It was obvious that she had received some kind of a shock. Her eyes which had been so full of happiness a few minutes ago had gone suddenly blank, with dilated pupils.

‘What is it, darling?’ repeated her mother, terrified.

Briony shook her head. She seemed unable to speak. The muscles of her throat worked. Mrs. Moore saw that the slim body was shaking. Then blindly Briony held out the letter that she had just read.

Mrs. Moore found her glasses, put them on and hurriedly glanced through the letter.

Her heart sank as she took in its meaning. She, herself, was conscious of shock. This was calamity. She could hardly believe what she read, but it was there in black and white … in Clive Dormer’s small rather cramped handwriting … there to be seen and believed, shocking and incredible though it was.

Briony, my darling, how much I hate to write this letter I can never tell you. I have already written three letters and torn them up. I wondered if it might be better to come down as arranged tomorrow and tell you the news myself. Then I decided that I could not face you, for if I did I might break down and revoke my own decision. I love you so much. I can hardly bear it. Yet the decision is one I have got to make for both our sakes.

Briony, we can’t get married next week. We must cancel the whole thing. I know it is leaving it pretty late. It means sending back all the presents and that sort of thing. It’s pretty awful but it has got to be done. I have already cancelled my part of the arrangements because I am leaving England on Monday. Briony, it’s my job. My whole career is at stake. From the bottom of my heart I beg you to forgive me and try to understand. It isn’t that I have stopped loving you. I’ve never met any other girl that I wanted to marry and you are wonderful and I still want you to marry me if you don’t mind waiting. But it means a three years’ wait for both of us. It’s pretty grim when you think of all our dreams and plans. I can’t allow myself to remember Land’s End and all I am going to miss next week. But there it is. Oh, Briony, try to forgive me and tell me you understand. …

Mrs. Moore skipped through a few more paragraphs of this (as she afterwards described it to her husband ‘nauseating stuff’), and went on to facts. There was one salient fact that stood out in the whole letter. Clive had been offered a wonderful job in the engineering world, but it was open only to an unmarried man. It was to be abroad, and it carried a big salary—magnificent prospects. Fine for Clive! Tempting bait for any ambitious young man and Clive was ambitious. Briony’s father had recognized that fact. But none of them had imagined that so overmastering was his desire for fame and fortune that he would put it in front of his marriage.

A positively devastating selfishness leaped nakedly from the four pages of Clive’s letter. It was meant to be a form of apology—he continually reassured Briony that he loved her. But it was in fact the revelation of a man’s absorbing interest in himself to the exclusion of anybody or anything else.

It must have taken Clive hours to concoct. It twisted and turned. He seemed conscious of his own guilt; ashamed of it. Euphemistically he talked about ‘only postponing the wedding’. After his three years’ term was up, he said, he would find a way of getting Briony out to him. Or, perhaps, before that he would find a bigger and better job which would enable him to send for her.

It ended with an appeal to her to forgive, but never to forget him, and to assure her that he was ‘hurting himself’ far more than her by this decision. But the said decision was irrevocable. He finished by begging her to send him away with her good wishes and still to wear his ring.

Mrs. Moore finished the letter and looked at her daughter, her whole being flooded with resentment against Clive. She could see what the letter had already done to her darling. The girl’s face was a mask of pain and bewilderment. Her teeth chattering, Briony now spoke:

‘He can’t ever have loved me as I loved him. He can’t or he couldn’t have done this to me. Oh Mummy, we were going to be married next week. Everything is arranged. Mummy, tell me it is not true!’

Mrs. Moore shook her head dumbly. Sensible woman though she was, this was too much. She was at a loss to know what to say or how to comfort her girl. But somewhere at the back of her brain a small voice was beginning to remind her that right from the start she had mistrusted Clive. He was too good looking—had too much charm, not enough stability. He had been spoiled by that aunt who had brought him up in place of his mother and who, along with his silly doting old father, had always let him have his own way. He had never really been good enough for Briony. Her loyal, honest, deeply affectionate Bri, who would have died rather than do a thing like this.

Briony was speaking again in an anguished voice which cut the mother to the quick.

‘I can’t understand it … I can’t. He was just as thrilled as I was about our marriage when I saw him the day before yesterday. I suppose he had not had the job offered him then. And he hasn’t even waited to talk things over with me. He says he has cancelled everything. He’s going abroad on Monday and without me. For three whole years. Oh, Mummy …!’ Suddenly, wildly, Briony called to the two girls who were laughing and chatting under the chestnut tree

‘Hi! you two … Liz … Pen … you had better come and help pack up the wedding presents. They have all got to go back. I am not going to get married after all. Isn’t it a joke?’

Her voice cracked. The other girls started to come across the lawn, their faces bewildered. Briony turned and rushed out of the dining-room and up the stairs. The house reverberated with the sound of a door banging. Her bedroom door.

Lorna Moore stood very still, holding Clive’s letter in one hand, the other pressed against her lips which were quivering. She felt quite sick. It seemed impossible that anything like this could happen to Briony … to any of her family. They had all been so happy always and especially today. All those presents in there … little David in his page’s suit … Briony’s wedding dress … over one hundred guests invited to the church; the reception all arranged. Oh, how dreadful!

Then she pulled herself together and tried to answer the questions the two girls were hurling at her. Yes, something had happened … she could explain now … yes, the wedding would not now take place … poor Briony was very upset, naturally … but she didn’t want anything said to anybody in the district. Please go home now, dears, she told them, but don’t take anything for granted or start any rumours. Briony would telephone them and tell them more later on. …

So Elizabeth and Penelope left. Full of disappointment, anxious for Briony—they left the house which a short while ago had been so full of bliss. There now hung over it a black threatening cloud.

David and his mother also left. Nobody knew anything except that the wedding was ‘off’, because Briony had had bad news. The birds went on singing merrily in the green trees and the close of the beautiful June day was tranquil and heavenly. But from Briony’s bedroom came the sound of heartbroken sobs. And the girl who had thought that she was going to get married next week to the most wonderful man in the world, lay face downwards on her bed, drenching the pillow with the most bitter tears she was ever likely to shed.


TWO

‘YOU had better have a strong drink before I tell you the news, Geoff,’ said Lorna Moore as her husband entered the house and greeted her with the usual kiss and genial smile.

‘Glorious day——’ he began.

She broke in and told him exactly what had happened about Briony and Clive.

The smile was wiped from Mr. Moore’s face. He did not have the ‘strong drink’ but he had a long soft one and while he sat in the cool sitting-room, drinking and listening to what his wife had to say, the most bitter anger and resentment on behalf of his young daughter welled up in him.

‘Well, I’m blowed!’ he exclaimed. ‘But I never liked that young man, never. There was always something about him that I didn’t like. I accepted him because Bri wanted me to.’

‘Same here,’ said Briony’s mother.

She had recovered from the shock of Clive’s letter, but not from the knowledge that Briony was still upstairs, locked in her bedroom, crying her eyes out. Her child’s hurt was hers. It all seemed so humiliating as well as miserable for the poor darling. She had virtually been ‘jilted’! That ‘wait for me’ business with a three years’ limit was a lot of bunkum.

Mr. Moore agreed. He had much more to say and said it vigorously.

‘Young whippersnapper! He can’t do this to our girl. Where’s our ABC, Lorna! I am going to see and settle Mr. Clive.’

That was where Briony came in—she had entered the room so quietly that her parents did not notice the door handle turn. They looked at her. She was very pale and her eyes were red rimmed but she was quite calm now. Her lips were a tight line.

‘No, Daddy. No, thank you,’ she said. ‘You are not to do anything of the sort.’

Geoffrey Moore approached her, his kindly face puckered and his heart torn at the sight of her face. She was so sadly changed from the radiant Briony whom he had seen at the breakfast table this morning. His lovely girl! Lovelier even than her own mother had been at the same age, and Lorna had been hard to beat, he thought. Dammit, why must one live to see one’s child broken up and tortured? If he could put a bullet into Clive Dormer at this moment …

Then Briony gave him a touching little smile and patted his shoulder.

‘Don’t look so worried, Daddy. I’ll work this thing out my own way. I am not the first girl to be jilted, you know.’

‘Won’t you let me go and see him?’

‘Absolutely not. He’s sailing on Monday. Let him sail.’

The father’s heart swelled. The child had pride. Briony added:

‘And no waiting three years for me. If Clive had loved me he would not have asked me to wait all that time, nor walked out on me at the last moment. It’s … it’s just hellish …’ her voice broke but she instantly recovered herself.

Mr. Moore sighed. Lorna Moore said:

‘Well, I am glad you look at it like that. I should hate you to wait for him. Now I suggest that you go up to Aunt Caroline’s until the gossip blows over.’

‘No,’ said Briony, red-gold head tilted high. ‘No running away for me. I shall stay here and look for a job and just tell everyone that Clive and I parted … by mutual consent. …’

Mrs. Moore looked doubtful. Mr. Moore approved. The shadows on the lawn lengthened. The June day drew to its close. An agonizing close for Briony. She had many letters to write … explanations to give to friends … wires for Mummy and herself to send … cancellations of the church service and other things for Daddy to do. (Don’t look at that shining new trunk full of new clothes. Don’t think about the honeymoon in Cornwall. Try to put it all in the background and forget … call it a bad dream … wake up to reality no matter how hard. But oh, Clive, Clive! …)

It was horribly difficult to forget that attractive, charming person with his winning smile and strong arms, and all the passionate love that had existed between them. How incredible to find that he loved her so little that he could leave her for money and ambition! No matter what she suffered, she felt that she would die rather than eat humble pie at Clive’s hands and let him think that she was willing to sit down and wait.

She wrote to him. Posted the letter with red-hot pain searing her heart but an indomitable determination to abide by what she had written.

It was just Good-bye, Clive. She made no attempt to try and make him change his mind. She was too sensible for that. She knew that his request that she should wait had been just a feeble effort to soften the blow. He would sail on Monday, whatever she said.

I wish you the best of luck, Clive. That was how she ended the letter.

After posting the letter she walked back into the house through the soft June night and felt that she never wanted to see the stars, smell the roses or think of summer in her life again.

The next few days were hard … much harder than she had imagined they could be. For a while there was much to do packing up presents and cancelling preparations. She was kept busy. Despite her mother’s protests and father’s anxiety, she wore herself out, physically, in the endeavour to dull the mental pain. Monday came … the day on which Clive was to sail … that was another black day with remembrance piercing her heart. He was going … out of her life. It was hard to carry on—be proud, wear a façade of indifference for the world to see.

Clive did not answer her letter. Perhaps it was as well. It did at least show her that she had been right to break entirely with him and not lay herself open to further insult and disillusion.

But breaking point was bound to come. And in the end, a much thinner Briony retired to her bed with a temperature. The doctor called it ‘summer flu’, but her mother knew that Briony’s illness was more of the mind than of the body. Devotedly she nursed her daughter. She said to her husband:

‘It is so awful that Briony hasn’t got anything really to do to take her mind off that abominable young man. It is so quiet for her here with just us. What she wants is a big cheerful household. One can’t afford to go abroad nowadays, otherwise I would have taken her to France or something, the poor sweet. I wish we could persuade her to go up to Caroline. The sea air would do her good and she was always interested in the shop and knows a lot about old glass and china.’

Mr. Moore agreed. And the time came when Briony also agreed. She could no longer stay in Reigate. She knew too many people. It was so hurtful to meet her friends and read the sympathy in their eyes and realize that she was an object of pity. Everybody was kind but there must always be the not-so-kind. Heaven alone knew what rumours were going about as to why the bridegroom had walked out on the bride at the eleventh hour! Perhaps, she told herself with wry humour (thank goodness she still had a sense of humour) they whispered that Clive had found out just in time that she drank, or that there was insanity in the family, or some vile thing. People would say anything. She must get away.

So the day came when Briony took the train up to the Lake District. There was a double incentive now to go up to dear Aunt Caro who had written to say that she had a bad attack of asthma (from which she suffered); so bad indeed that she had had to close down the ‘Treasure Shop’. And it was just at the height of the season when there were many visitors to Seascale. She really needed someone to help her out.

If Briony came, Aunt Caro said, she might look round for a permanent job. She knew her proud independent young niece and was quite sure that Briony would not want to stay at home after this catastrophe.

Her parents, always understanding, bade Briony good-bye with all their love and told her that the house would be lonely without her but she must do just what she wanted. They only wanted her to find peace and happiness.

As Briony travelled up north and looked out at the fair English countryside (they were enjoying a perfect spell of weather) she wondered what life could offer her now. By this time, Clive was well on his way to Nigeria. She would never see him again. That was all over. But in her heart it wasn’t over, because although he had proved unworthy, she was not a person who could transfer her affections easily, or who loved lightly. She felt, as she put it, when she had talked to Penelope, ‘all withered inside’.

Pen, trying to be comforting, had replied:

‘You’ll meet someone else one day, darling. You are much too pretty and attractive to stay alone long.’

But Briony thought that Pen was wrong. All her life she would be haunted by silly little memories of Clive. The way his greenish hazel eyes crinkled up when he laughed … a trick he had of smiling at her slantways … of brushing her lips with his just before he kissed her … of flicking the ash from his cigarette with the tip of his little finger … all his individual fascination … all so unforgettable … and unrepeatable. Of that she was sure. She would never find such another lover and never love again.

But she was glad she had been persuaded into going up to Seascale once she got there. Auntie Caro was just the right person for her to be with. She was not quite a sentimental as Mummy. She had been hurt, herself. … Briony knew all about Aunt Caro’s one big affair which had ended in her fiancé being taken from her in the First World War. She had been a good-looking girl then and he in the Navy. He had been brutally murdered—machine-gunned by the enemy whilst floundering in the water after his ship had been blown up. And that, thought Briony, must have been pretty good hell for Aunt Caroline who had never put anybody in his place. But at least he had not run away from her. He had died a hero’s death. Briony began to see that death could be kinder than desertion.

Aunt Caro was a sensible, friendly person. No longer attractive—grey-haired and angular, she wore thick stockings, awful clothes and comic hats. But she had a heart of gold and a wide knowledge of antiques. Everybody in Seascale knew the ‘Treasure Shop’, and Miss Shaw who ran it. And she knew exactly how to deal with heartbreak like Briony’s. She ignored it. She was delighted to see her. Briony was definitely her favourite, and old Alice who had been Caroline’s cook-housekeeper for the last twenty years had nursed Miss Briony when she was a tiny baby and was also very fond of the girl.

Briony was given a great welcome by the two elderly women, with a merciful absence of sympathy or pity. Miss Shaw said:

‘Glad you’ve come, child. Now you can open up the shop for me and get those Yanks to buy up my stock and fill up my coffers. They are pretty empty what with taxation, and my poor ‘divs.’ falling right and left!’

Briony settled down remarkably well in the little ivy-covered Victorian house which was close to the sea front. Many of her school holidays had been spent in Seascale. She liked the sea and she used to adore the lakes. On a beautiful day she used to cycle to Wast Water—her favourite—and climb Scafell Pike, where the scenery was wild and splendid. She had had her bicycle sent up this time and planned to do some cycling while she was here.

She opened the ‘Treasure Shop’ up for Aunt Caroline and did quite a brisk trade the first week, at the end of which her aunt had recovered sufficiently to ‘take over’ again.

Briony at least reached one definite conclusion. She would not go back to Reigate—to the south which was filled with memories of Clive. She would try and find a good secretarial job up here. Perhaps even a residential post because although she knew she was welcome in her aunt’s house, it might be better to be independent, and for her to live away from the family.

On her last day alone in the ‘Treasure Shop’, she busied herself by cleaning one or two pieces of Georgian silver while she waited for closing time.

She loved this tiny shop with its little leaded-light window in which Miss Shaw displayed her rarest treasures. Americans, of course, adored the place. It was old and oak-beamed—a wing, in fact, of a Tudor house, the rest of which was a café. Miss Shaw had the two small rooms; one at the back which was used as a small office and stock room.

There was a bit of ‘junk’ lying round, but most of the stuff was lovely … Miss Shaw often went to sales and travelled quite a distance in order to pick up treasures. There was one large showcase full of exquisite china and Waterford glass. Antique bureaus and tables were covered with rich china bowls, plates and jugs. There were books, pieces of tapestry, one or two Persian rugs, embroidered shawls, Bristol glass, carved boxes, a colourful variety of things to delight a connoisseur.

Into the shop this afternoon suddenly came a tall man. He was so big that his presence seemed to blot out the sun. He crashed the door … so that the little bell jangled … in rather an uncivil, rough way, Briony thought.

She glanced up disapprovingly. Then what colour she had acquired since she arrived in Seascale, vanished from her cheeks. Her heart gave a nervous jerk.

The customer was exactly like Clive. Seen thus in half shadow with his back against the sunlight, he might have been a taller, broader Clive. The same thick brown hair with the suggestion of a wave in it. The same narrow handsome eyes and straight proud nose. Then he spoke … and the colour slowly stole back into Briony’s cheeks. Her heart beats slowed down. Of course he wasn’t really like Clive. And now as he drew nearer, she could see that he was without Clive’s charm. He scowled. Curtly he said:

‘What sort of books do you sell? Got anything by Peter Fleming?’

She found herself stuttering:

‘No … nothing modern at all … only a few old rare editions. We don’t really stock novels … I mean biographies … so sorry. …’

(That trick of resemblance to Clive was still there to hurt, to worry her … and she felt so nervous that she dropped the piece of silver she had been cleaning on to the counter.) The man frowned harder as though irritated by the noise. Briony apologized.

He turned round and almost knocked over a little pie-crust table, clutched at the Toby jug which stood on it as he steadied it, and muttered:

‘No room to move in here!’

‘Surly boor,’ she thought. Clive would have smiled and apologized. Who was this man? A visitor, presumably. She had never seen him in Seascale before. Now he cast her a quick glance and grunted:

‘I haven’t seen you here before. …’

She told him that the ‘Treasure Shop’ belonged to her aunt, Miss Shaw. Then she asked if he was a visitor, or did he live here?

No, he didn’t live in Seascale, he said. He hated the place. He had driven here from a lonelier part of the district. He hated crowds, hated the fact that he could not move in this shop and was annoyed that she had not got the book he wanted. Grunting ‘Good evening’, he left as abruptly as he had come. Briony closed down the shop and walked home, shaking her head and telling herself that she had seldom come across a more surly individual. How ridiculous that he should look at all like the man she had loved and lost; and how aggravating that he had ever entered her shop because that chance meeting had upset her … shown her that she was still all too vulnerable to hurt.

Then she forgot about the rude man who wanted a book by Peter Fleming. She spent the evening searching the local newspapers to ascertain if there was any kind of job that she could consider.

She answered two advertisements—each asking for a resident secretary; one in a hotel which she really did not fancy, the other from a private house near Wasdale Head. Well, Wast Water at least was her favourite lake, the loneliest, the loveliest of them all. She hoped the advertiser would be interested in her letter.

The morning brought her news from Clive’s father. An unexpectedly kind and sympathetic note. Disapproving of the way Clive had let her down just before the wedding; in fact deploring the whole thing.

That, of course, reopened the old wound thoroughly. She had met Clive’s father and had not particularly liked him. Clive’s looks and charm must have been inherited from his mother. William Dormer so far as she could remember had been a dried-up little man who wore a beard, and had rather a pettish fussy manner; he had seemed to her as dried up and dreary as his office. But he had shown quite a lot of interest in Briony, his future daughter-in-law. He had been nice to her. And he was obviously shocked by his son’s behaviour. The gentle tone of his letter to Briony reduced her to tears.

It also made her realize, all the more, how much she wished to escape from sympathy. She must harden up. She must, in fact, get down quickly to some strenuous absorbing work.


THREE

WHEN the answers from the advertisers came for Briony, Aunt Caroline advocated the one from the local hotel.

‘Certainly not the other!’ she declared.

‘The other’ was a terse, rather untidily written note from a man who signed himself H. G. Vanner. The address was Monks Farm, near Wasdale Head. He required, he said, a first-class shorthand-typist; temporarily to ‘live in’, as he was engaged on an important book and wished to work at all odd hours. His housekeeper, Mrs, Berry, would look after her and provided they got through the requisite amount of work, she could have every evening and Sundays to herself.

To Briony this sounded interesting. Had she not in the good old days always wanted to work for an author? But Miss Shaw had nothing good to say for Mr. Vanner.

‘He is a mystery man. I’ve heard of him. Hew Gordon Vanner. Personally I have never met him, but my friend, Mrs. Scott—you know, our dentist’s wife—once met him. Mr. Scott took a tooth out for him. Raging toothache may have accounted for his rudeness, but both the Scotts thought him impossible!’

‘Perhaps it’s my surly stranger who came into the “Treasure Shop”,’ suggested Briony.

Aunt Caroline went on to say that nobody in the Lake District knew much about Mr. Vanner, except that he had recently returned from abroad and bought Monks Farm which was a derelict old farmhouse. He had done it up rather patchily. He went nowhere and had no one in his house.

But Aunt Caroline might have saved her breath, for whatever the snag was in the post offered by Mr. H. G. Vanner, it intrigued her niece because of its very mystery.

Aunt Caroline had a friend who ran a local garage. This kindly gentleman volunteered to drive Briony to Monks Farm for an interview, the next morning.

The moment she saw the place she was further intrigued but a little depressed. True, the fine weather had broken and it was raining, and what is more mournful than one of the lakes in bad weather? Half-way down a hill overlooking the wild wonderful Lake Wast Water which could be so beautiful in the sunlight, stood a low-built, grey stone house with a white portico over which clustered a profusion of tangled creepers. The architecture was early Georgian. At one time it must have been a wonderful place, Briony reflected, but now it looked in poor repair. The paint was peeling off windows and doors. The garden, which was laid out in a succession of terraces leading down toward the lake, was utterly neglected. Flowers, vegetables, fruit bushes rioted together.

Smith drove Briony up to the front door. The garden was encircled by a brick wall. The house was almost obscured from the main road by tall trees. In the dripping rain, it presented a grim spectacle. The old woman who opened the door to Briony was as grim as her surroundings, Briony thought. Gaunt-looking, with snow-white unkempt hair, and small eyes, blinking in a face like seamed brown leather. Grudgingly, she admitted Briony and showed her into a small cold room. The furniture here was good Briony decided, and some of the glass and china on the shelves better than anything in the ‘Treasure Shop’. But nothing was well arranged. The whole place had an air of neglect, of decay which struck chill at Briony’s soul.

‘The job is off!’ Briony mentally decided. ‘I should go mad here!’

Then the door opened and—as she had suspected—in walked the man whom she had already met and who had been so uncivil in the ‘Treasure Shop’ yesterday.

This morning more than ever, his resemblance to Clive was startling. But he was not as well groomed. Mr. Vanner wore old grey flannels and a blue sports shirt. His dark hair fell untidily across his forehead. His brown powerful arms were bare. Briony noticed that at least he was clean. His hands were well kept and his tanned cheeks had been well shaven. The shabbiness did not so much matter. He returned her scrutiny with some irony.

‘Oh—so it’s you!’ he said.

‘Yes,’ she said with a slight flush, ‘and it’s quite obvious that you won’t want me as your secretary any more than I shall want to come.’

He raised his brows as though this direct statement was a challenge.

‘May I ask why?’

She answered and with a bluntness which further challenged him. He could not stand the meek or servile and this girl obviously had spirit. He was even amused when she informed him that he had shown, by his abrupt manner in her aunt’s shop yesterday, that he had no use for her.
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