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ONE

It seemed to Gail Partner a significant fact that the very day on which she accepted Bill Cardew’s offer of marriage, England declared war against Germany.

A war! Not only a World War, but a little private war within herself. Because only last night when Bill had made his sixth proposal within the month, Gail had said:

‘What’ll you do if there is a war, Bill?’

And he had flung back that golden, rather arrogant head of his; a familiar gesture with its faint suggestion of scorn, and answered:

‘Be called up, of course. I’m a Territorial.’

She had looked at him a moment, aghast, for the Bill Cardew she had known for so many years, and whose home was only a stone’s throw from her own, was junior partner in a City firm of electrical engineers. And to Gail he had never been anything except an habitually well-dressed young man with the stamp of London on him; interested in his job; mechanically-minded rather than artistic. Fond of tinkering with his old open Lagonda. Faithful to golf in the week-ends, and with his fair share of faults and virtues.

Although he had been in the Territorials since the crisis of 1938, and done his ‘summer camp,’ his occasional training, Gail could never really think of Bill as a soldier. And now she was facing the fact that he would, of course, be called up immediately. And that fact brought to her consciousness a train of memories connected not with Bill, but with another young man, who was in the Regular Army. A soldier born, not made as Bill would be, when he exchanged his striped trousers, his black suit, his bowler hat, for a uniform.

It was a very long time since Gail had allowed herself to remember Ian. (It must be three years, quite, since they had said good-bye in Paris.) During those years she had schooled herself sternly not to wince at the sight of a kilt, the skirl of a bagpipe, pictures of the Lowlands, and all the little heartbreaking things which had reminded her of a lieutenant in a Scottish regiment; a man whom she had once loved.

On the third of September, that Sunday when she stood in the drawing-room with the rest of the family listening to the Prime Minister’s grave announcement, the whole thing seemed to her unreal and fantastic. And although the memory of Ian had leapt back to life and startled her by its very vividness, its potency to stir her to a faint wild thrill of pain, it was upon Bill she concentrated her thoughts.

Gail’s young sister, Anne, still a schoolgirl of fifteen, and affectionately known in the Partner family as ‘Scampie,’ brought the thought of Bill right into their midst. When Mr. Partner turned off the radio, Scampie looked at Gail and exclaimed:

‘I say, Gail … will Bill have to go and fight?’

Gail, still feeling mentally bruised and bewildered by that announcement which must have shocked millions, even while it had been expected, drew in her breath:

‘I suppose so.’

Mrs. Partner, short, plump, grey-haired, but with a charm and vitality which made a young woman of her despite her forty-five years, looked slowly round the room, examining all her family with a mother’s brooding anxiety. She thought:

‘I’ve already lived through one war. Dear God, it’ll be hard to get through another with the added responsibility of these dear ones of mine.’

Her gaze fell upon her eldest daughter, Gail, who was so lovely—much the best-looking of the family. Slender, with small bones like her father, and his delicately-cut features, but with her mother’s colouring. The same burning beauty which had been Mary Partner’s greatest asset in her youth. An almost passionate beauty with that red-brown hair, the sweep of dark lashes, the wide grey eyes with such big black pupils that they looked enormous, the red young mouth with an upper lip which seemed to challenge life. A lovely mouth when she was laughing, a slightly sad one in repose. Ever since her nineteenth year, there had been an almost brooding sadness in the girl which, at times, had worried Mrs. Partner. An absorption into self. As though she had something on her mind. She’d been like that since she had returned from Lausanne where she had gone to study languages. She had never said anything, and Mrs. Partner was not the sort of woman to badger or demand confidence when it was not voluntarily given. And anyhow, lately there had seemed nothing to worry about in Gail. The thing that the family had always wanted was coming to pass. She was going to marry Bill Cardew.

In Mrs. Partner’s opinion, for Gail to get married would be the very best thing that could happen. She was twenty-two now and the right age for marriage. They all knew Bill and liked him. He had a side to him which worried Mrs. Partner sometimes. There was a slight suggestion of the braggart, even the bully, in Bill. But that could be excused, because he was still young. Twenty-four and hopelessly spoiled. The only, idolised son of a widowed mother. But Gail had a forceful character. Yes, there was a lot of spirit and fire in that slip of a girl. Surely she would be able to ‘manage’ Bill when she was his wife! He obviously adored her.

Past Gail, Mrs. Partner’s gaze swept to Anne. Nothing to worry about where Scampie was concerned. Plump, mischievous, crazy about games, gold band on her teeth, glasses because these big blue eyes were a little short-sighted, giggles, hockey, typical schoolgirl humour. And then Mary Partner’s gaze came to rest upon Chris, her only son. And her heart gave a horrid jerk. It was upon him she focused, with all the concentration of her mother-love and purpose.

Chris, aged sixteen, due back at his public school at the end of the month. Safe enough now. Like Scampie, mad about games. A cricket enthusiast and in the Eleven. Could she ever forget how proud the family had been when they watched his innings—the white-flannelled hero of that summer’s day! Darling Chris with his rough red-brown head, the same colour as Gail’s. A snub-nose, freckles, and the fact that he was on the short side only just saved him from being too conspicuously handsome.

How long would this war last? In two years, Chris would be eighteen. In the last war they had taken the eighteen-year-olds.

Mrs. Partner crossed the room and stood beside her husband trying to steady her nerves. He had worn khaki in that other war. And she had been a nurse with a Red Cross on her apron when she had met him. Dear Charlie! After twenty-four years there was nothing much left of his figure or good looks. At fifty, he was bald and tired, an overworked solicitor who had had a struggle to make life what he had wanted for his family. But he had achieved it. And here they were in the big sunny house on Kingston Hill, full of the treasures they had collected together. At the back a good-sized garden and tennis court. They had had so many jolly week-end parties here, and considered themselves so lucky. A happy united family.

And now—war!

Mr. Partner looked up at his wife and smiled. He had a slow, reassuring smile. Twinkling eyes, comforting her over the rim of his glasses.

‘Well, Mogs, I don’t suppose they’ll take me in the Army now. What about that Red Cross uniform of yours? Would it fit still, d’you think?’

‘Certainly not. I’m much too fat and I got rid of it long ago.’ She laughed. And she thought how foolish and sweet it was to be called ‘Mogs’ at her age, the mother of a grown-up family. The sound of her pet-name from Charlie, and his matter-of-fact speech, dissipated some of her dreads concerning Chris. Not that there weren’t other terrors. The fear of air-raids! Not for herself but for these young things who were just beginning life …

‘Mum,’ said Scampie, ‘can I cut out some more black paper for the windows?’

‘Yes,’ put in Chris, ‘you’d jolly well better not show any lights tonight.’

‘We’ll get busy on it directly after lunch,’ said Mrs. Partner.

Then Gail turned to her mother.

‘I must ring up Bill,’ she said breathlessly.

‘Are you going to become engaged?’ asked Scampie with a child’s tactlessness.

Gail answered without looking round from the door. She said:

‘Married, I expect.’

The family broke into a hum of discussion as she left.

She only got as far as the hall. Bill had just opened the front door, letting himself in with the air of one who was privileged to walk in and out the house as he wanted.

She looked at him. She remembered that they had been going to play tennis this morning, if it was fine. But he had not brought a racket. He wore grey flannels. She liked him in those better than in his dark City clothes. They made him look younger, more appealing. Sometimes Bill was so cocksure of himself. ‘Bossy,’ Scampie had once called him when he had annoyed her. And Gail never cared for him in his bossy moods. But this morning she saw him only as Bill who would shortly be joining up, and who might be swept from her, suddenly, into the vortex of a dreadful war.

She could not look at him through ordinary eyes. Everything had changed in this last hour since the Prime Minister’s speech. Their whole world, that happy, secure little world in which they had all been living in Kingston, was rocking on its foundations.

Gail was over-excited, thrilled, afraid, a great many things rolled into one.

Somehow she found herself walking straight into his arms.

‘Oh, Bill,’ she said.

The touch of superiority which always marked Bill Cardew’s entrances and exits, vanished entirely from the young man’s face as he held her. It was the first time she had ever allowed him to do more than kiss her cheek or touch her hair, her hands. But now her lips were warm and yielding, and he kissed them with an intensity which had always been within himself waiting for Gail.

‘At last,’ he thought. ‘It’s taken a war to shake Gail into my arms …’

He said:

‘Darling, I’m crazy about you. And you’re going to marry me. At once. I’m not going to wait. I’m chucking the office and going straight into the Army. And you’ll go with me as long as I’m on British soil, I hope’

She did not answer verbally. Her hands were clasped about his neck. She looked at him with eyes full of tears. She could not possibly have explained her sensations in that moment. Only one thing was clear to her, her love for Bill. He had always attracted her in a way with that very golden head of his, the well-shaped mouth under the slight, fair moustache, the healthy glow of skin, the blue eyes which could blaze with temper or be soft and passionate as they were today. And in this hour she believed that she loved him and it was no use holding back any longer. No use allowing that other love to chain her, or any memory of Ian to creep like a destructive shadow across the eager fire of her imagination.

Ian was a ghost. She would never see him again. She didn’t even know where he was. And, anyhow, he didn’t even love her. But Bill did. And she wanted to be loved. Wanted to be taken out of her loneliness, wooed from repressions, from inhibitions, lulled into the acceptance of a concrete devotion such as Bill had shown her for the last three years.

They stood in a soundless embrace for a few moments, murmuring to each other between their kisses. Bill said:

‘You really mean it? You aren’t just carried away by Mr. Chamberlain and this idea that I’m a hero going into battle, and all that?’

She laughed and shook her head.

‘No. I know my own mind. I’ve been a long time making it up, but I know it now. I love you, Bill.’

‘It’s grand to hear you say that,’ he said, then took one of her small white ears between his fingers and pinched it a little. ‘And about time too, young woman …’

At any other time that gesture, those words, would have annoyed her. They were just slightly patronising. Bill was like that at times, and if there was one thing Gail hated, it was being patronised. But this morning she laughed. She was carried away on a tide of enthusiasm for him and for marriage with him. If that ghost of Ian lingered at all to refute the statement she had just made when she told Bill that she loved him, she banished it once and for all. Just as she had long since banished the memory of a foolish, very young Gail, crying, crying desolately … on the deck of a cross-Channel steamer, for an Ian who had just said good-bye to her.

She clung to Bill in bliss, listening to his plans for an immediate marriage. His mother would be delighted, he said, and he knew that her people would give permission. They couldn’t afford to wait in these times. Financially they were all right. He had his father’s money. It was time that was dear and precious. They must save every scrap of that in case he got sent to France at an early date.

She was happier, more content than she had felt for a very long time. It was good to be treated in this possessive manner; to be held and kissed and adored and dictated to by Bill. And she wanted to agree to all his suggestions. Yet it seemed unreal, still, like the thought of the war.

Nothing had really changed her, so far, in this home wherein she had lived for the last sixteen years and where both Chris and Scampie had been born.

In this very hall everything was the same. That big oil painting of Daddy’s uncle, with his scarlet face, his side-whiskers, in Dickens-like collar and cravat. The stand with Daddy’s hat on it, and Chris’s school scarf, Scampie’s old mack, Mummy’s umbrella. The semi-circular table up against the wall, bearing a china bowl of flowers. The family clothes-brush which was never there when Daddy wanted it.

Ever since Gail could remember, they had had to chase that clothes-brush before Daddy went to his office in the morning. And either Chris had it up in his room, or Scampie had been using it to brush the rabbits which she kept in her home-made cage at the bottom of the garden.

The sight of the familiar things was comforting to Gail. Like the close pressure of Bill’s arms; the roughness of the little fair moustache against her lips.

‘Darling, darling Bill,’ she murmured.

‘Come back with me and tell Mother,’ he said abruptly, releasing her.

‘Let’s tell the family first.’

‘All right.’

They walked arm-in-arm into the drawing-room. Gail’s eyes swept round the room, challenging her family, gay, proud, pleased.

‘Mum. Daddy … all of you. Bill and I are going to be married.’

There was a rush, Scampie knocking off her glasses in the effort at a frenzied hug. Mr. and Mrs. Partner quick with kisses and congratulations for their eldest daughter, with handshakes and congratulations for Bill. Only Chris refrained from any energetic display of enthusiasm. He stuck his hands in his pockets and gave a quick, frowning glance past his sister at the arrogant, fair young man beside her.

‘Congratters,’ he said, muttering to himself rather than voicing his emotions aloud.

Gail took no notice of that lukewarm response. She knew Chris did not care for Bill, and that Bill was not on the best of terms with her young brother. They just did not ‘get on.’ But what did that matter? The rest of the family liked Bill enormously.

Mr. Partner went down to the cellar to find a bottle of champagne. He had one or two put aside for family celebrations.

Gail and Bill were toasted, and the possibilities of a hasty marriage discussed. And after that Bill took Gail down the hill to his mother’s house.

When she emerged from it, an hour later, flushed and smiling, it was with Mrs. Cardew’s blessing, and a diamond ring—one of Mrs. Cardew’s rings—on her finger.

The first day of war marked the first day of Gail’s brief engagement to Bill. An engagement which was to last barely a fortnight before her marriage to him, and his obtaining a commission in the Territorials, soon to be classed as one with the whole Army.

But on the very day of her wedding Gail was troubled by the old searing memories of Ian. Memories that not even the feverish excitement of this precipitous marriage with Bill could destroy.


TWO

Gail was not a person who cared much for ostentation or fuss. And because of the past she would have liked a very quiet little wedding, after which she could just creep away with Bill for their honeymoon and give herself up to the peace and happiness of this new and concrete devotion which he had offered her.

But Bill had other plans. In his masterful fashion—he was exerting that arrogance of his rather more strenuously now that they were officially engaged—he demanded what he called ‘a good show.’

‘I wish to let the world know that you’re mine,’ he said, ‘and even if it is war-time, we’ll show Kingston what we can do.’

Gail felt that too much of a celebration was not only undesirable to her personally, but rather hard lines on her parents who, like everybody else, were financially hit by the times. But Bill was not to be put off.

‘What I want, I get,’ appeared to be his motto, and his mother had no say in the matter at all.

Mrs. Cardew was kind and sweet to Gail and kind and sweet to Bill. An elderly, rather stupid woman, who had had her son late in life, and now, nearing sixty-five, was insanely devoted to him. She encouraged him to think himself a young god, and would have been shocked if Gail had expressed an opinion that he was anything less than god-like.

Bill ruled her with a rod of iron, and there were moments when Gail disliked to see any woman so completely under a man’s thumb. But rushing headlong into this marriage, she was given little or no time to analyse her feelings or dissect them in the cold clear light of reason. There was a war on. Bill might be killed. They might all be killed in air-raids. She, who had been quiet and introspective for so long, was flung into a state of neurotic excitement, and she allowed Bill to sweep her along on the tide of his particular enthusiasms.

They were married at the Kingston Church at which the Partner family worshipped. Gail had no time to deck herself out in white satin and orange-blossom, but she found a long chiffon dress of lovely mistblue, and a little hat which was nothing but a handful of blue flowers perched on top of her red-brown curls, a soft veil across her face. Bill sent expensive pink tiger-lilies for her bouquet. She did not like tiger-lilies and had expressed a fancy for more simple flowers, but he had said:

‘They are rather exotic. I like you to be exotic. It amuses me.’

That sort of remark gave her a curious mental chill, but at the time she forgot it. There was so little time for thinking in the rush and excitement of getting her clothes and preparing for the ceremony.

When she finally stood at the altar beside Bill and took the solemn vows, she tried also to offer him her whole heart and to blot out that other love and stamp it for ever from her memory.

But she could not. It was a dreadful fact that the ghost of Ian was there again in the very church, close to her, looking at her with dark, reproachful eyes. She hardly heard the little sermon which the vicar was giving them. She felt faint, weary, anxious that it should all be over. And when at length she walked out of the church beside Bill into the sunshine she breathed a sigh of relief.

There was a rush from Scampie to shower her with confetti and rice. Cheers from the little crowd which had assembled, eager to see a war wedding. The bride was an exquisite girl. Bill looked handsome and glamorous in his new uniform. An old woman called out:

‘God bless you both …

Gail said:

‘Thank you so much,’ with a catch in her voice.

But Bill frowned and said:

‘What cheek these people have!’

In the car, driving back home where the family had a big white cake and champagne ready, Bill took his wife in his arms and kissed her repeatedly.

‘Mrs. William Cardew,’ he said between the kisses. ‘Well, you belong to me at last, my darling, and I enjoyed every moment of that wedding. Didn’t you? Look at me. Tell me you’re glad that I’m your husband.’

She looked at him, feeling slightly dazed.

‘Of course …’

‘Kiss me, Gail.’

‘Darling, wait … you’re crushing my dress … my flowers …’

He drew back with a little laugh.

‘Better not crush them, perhaps. They cost a packet.’

That jarred her. She found herself instinctively thinking:

‘Ian wouldn’t have said that. He never spoke about money. He couldn’t.

No! Ian had bought her so many flowers in Paris. She had never been without them. But what they had cost did not matter. Anyhow, he preferred the simple flowers, as she did. Violets … Dear God, why must she remember that day when she had worn violets which he had sent, and when they had met he had held her close, so close, and when she had warned him to take care of the flowers, he had answered:

‘What does it matter! I’ll buy you some more.’

‘Yes, I enjoyed every minute of the ceremony,’ repeated Bill, sitting back in his corner of the car, stroking his little fair moustache, and adding in a very soft voice:

‘“With my body I thee worship …”’

She sat still. Unable to make any kind of response. But her heart was jerking and she knew that it was not with excitement and happiness, but with fear. Fear of these strange, unaccountable feelings which were sweeping over her within ten minutes of her wedding with Bill. Terrified because something had leapt like a menace out of nothing and nowhere to make her ask herself why she had done this thing. She ought to react rapturously to what Bill had just said. To the look in his eyes. To the touch of his hand. But a coldness had come across her which made her tremble as she sat there even though the warm September sun was beating through the thin chiffon of her bridal dress.

‘With my body I thee worship.’ That was how Bill felt about her. That was how she ought to feel about him. Yet she didn’t like the way he had said it. And if those same words had been whispered to her by Ian, her heart would have leapt in sheer ecstasy.

She began to pray dumbly, furiously, that this feeling would pass from her. Otherwise she had made the greatest mistake of her life in marrying Bill today. She began to pray, too, that Bill would be at his very best and draw out the best in her, as he had done on that day that war was declared.

But he was not at his best. Once they got back to the house and he had drunk some champagne, he was flushed and overbearing in his manner toward everyone.

He ignored his own mother who hung round timidly, waiting for him to say a word to her. He had little to say to his new father-and mother-in-law. He paid attention only to two people in the room, beside his wife. To Sir Reginald Pakin who was the one man he knew with a title; the head of his old firm who had condescended to attend the wedding. And to Gail’s godmother, old Mrs. Latchett, who was supposed to have a great deal of money and who the Partner family had once said might leave Gail a bit of it.

Gail had had a restless night with little sleep and she was tired before the day commenced. Now she felt exhausted. Curious, for as a rule she was strong and alert. She did not want any of these people who were gathered here. She only wanted her own family. She longed to take Mummy into a corner and talk to her, or to wake her brother Chris out of his ‘mood.’ Christopher didn’t like Bill. There was no doubt about that, and neither did he like the wedding. And Scampie was in tears. She was a mischief-loving little girl and she had played an innocent practical joke on her new brother-in-law. She had fixed up a device so that when he entered the room an old slipper fell upon him. It was a soft one, but it had not produced the laugh and the compliment which the child had expected. In front of everybody he had icily snubbed her, showing his disapproval.

At one time during the party Gail heard her young brother say to Scampie:

‘I shouldn’t cry over him if I were you. Don’t let him see you care. He’s a conceited prig, anyhow.’

The colour stung Gail’s cheeks and she moved away rather than let Chris know she had heard. ‘A conceited prig.’ Was that true? Certainly Bill wasn’t showing up in the best light just now. But she sought desperately to make allowances.

‘When we’re alone, it’ll be all right. He isn’t so good in a crowd,’ she tried to console herself. ‘And he is so thrilled over me, he can’t think of anybody else’s feelings.’

(But Ian would have thought of those things. Ian was so extraordinarily sensitive, where Bill was blunt. Bill took things as his due. Ian, never. She knew that if poor little Scampie had tried that joke on Ian he would have roared with laughter. What a gorgeous sense of humour he had had! A way of flinging back his head and laughing when he was amused. And he adored children. She used to talk to him about Scampie, and he had often said how much he wished he could meet her little sister. He would have been interested in Chris, too.)

The strange wedding day came to an end.

Gone was Kingston, now, the old home, the family and the friends. Gail was alone with her newly married husband. Anxious to please him, longing to be pleased. Ready to make excuses for his early blunders. Striving her uttermost to get into real touch with him … into tune and sympathy.

She could hot help being as thrilled as any girl about her new status as a wife. It was fun being ‘Mrs. Cardew’; calling this young, khaki-clad officer ‘my husband.’ A thrill to share the big double room in the lovely hotel by the river which Bill had chosen because he was fond of rowing and wanted to show her what he could do with the oars.

The weather was kind and the late summer had become suddenly perfect as if in defiance of the dark shadow which had spread across Europe. There was every chance that they could bathe, spend long, delightful hours on the river, and enjoy that beautiful garden which sloped to the water’s edge.

Gail wanted passionately for this marriage to be a success, and her idea was to spend this first night alone with him, wandering across the bridge in the moonlight maybe, or in a punt, drifting down the starlit river, just holding his hand.

But Bill had other ideas, and he was not long in showing Gail that it was his ideas which counted and not his wife’s.

When she was unpacking he saw a new evening dress in her trunk. Emerald-green with a wide sequin belt. He picked it up and said:

‘Ah! This ought to suit you. Put it on, darling, and we’ll go and dance in Maidenhead. I’m going to show you off.’

Her heart sank a little.

‘Darling, let’s just be by ourselves, and—’

‘Oh, nonsense,’ he broke in, pulling her ear (already that habit annoyed her), ‘you’ll be fine after a drink or two. I want to show my wife to the world.’

Gail bit her lip. Show! Show! Must it always be ‘show’ with Bill? Could he never do anything without an audience to tell him how good he was at everything?

She began to protest:

‘But, Bill, darling …’

He cut her short with kisses. He was in a high state of excitement and intent upon having his own way. To please him she gave in, put on the green dress, and they danced until Gail looked so white that even Bill noticed it.

‘I’m going to take you home now,’ he said.

He was astonished when she burst into tears in the taxi.

‘Good Lord, you can’t cry on our wedding day. What on earth’s the matter?’

She knew that her nerves were getting the better of her and that if she couldn’t get some rest and quiet she would scream. She tried hard to control herself. Between her sobs she said:

‘It’s … nothing … just … sheer … exhaustion.’

He was all concern and patted her on the back.

‘I know what it is, my darling. Just a little nervy like any bride would be. Poor darling! But you know you’re O.K. with me. I’ll be good to you.’

She relaxed in his arms for a moment.

‘Oh, Bill, I hope you will …’

‘There’s no question about it,’ he said in his haughty manner.

But in Gail’s mind there was a very serious question as to how far that ‘goodness’ went with Bill. She had always known when they were friends that he was wrapped up in himself, but it took marriage to prove just how far his crass egotism could go.

She wanted someone to hold her gently, to lull those jumping nerves of hers to sleep, to woo her cleverly and slowly into acquiescence, into a state when she would respond, and offer a grateful surrender.

But that night was to be a revelation which shattered any hope which she might have entertained that Bill would ever understand her—or any sensitive woman. His love-making was as crude as his methods of approach. He was exacting and insatiable and her tears roused resentment rather than understanding.

Finally he said:

‘I don’t understand you. Anybody would think you weren’t in love with me.’

With all emotion dead in her now, and her only desire to sleep, sleep and cease doubting and endeavouring, she whispered:

‘I’ll be all right … tomorrow. Forgive me, please.’

He liked people to apologise. He accepted Gail’s apology and added:

‘I’m sure you will. But honestly, Gail, you’re lucky to have me for a husband. You were always temperamental, but I know you so well, I understand you, my darling!’

And then he was completely shocked and upset because Gail burst into hysterical laughter.

Later when he was asleep, she lay sleepless. She watched with reddened eyes the pale light of dawn creep into the room, and knew something akin to despair. The complete failure of her marriage at its very outset appalled her. She had wanted so much to give heart and soul to Bill and with his blundering, his arrogance, his insensitiveness, he had placed an impassable barrier between them. But the ring was on her finger, and the vows she had taken were vows before God, so she must make the best of it. And she must blame herself as well as Bill for the debacle.

But it was impossible that she should see this dawn break without remembering that other dawn … In Le Touquet with Ian, her heart’s love, her first love. Ian who had understood and shown her the magic of love and passion as shared between perfect lovers.

Now, she did not even seek to banish memory. She let it flood upon her, enduring a hot, searing anguish of spirit. It was Bill who was blotted out, Bill her husband, this room, and this awakening. And Ian and the past lived again.


THREE

She had written it all down in her diary and kept it under lock and key until last night. Last night, her wedding eve, she had torn the pages from that book and burned them without allowing herself the luxury of a tear or a regret. She had resolved so firmly to do her best to be happy with Bill.

But now every word that had been written was there in her mind, just as though she could see it written across the dawn-lit curtains of the window facing the bed. Extracts from it jogged her memory. Took her out of herself, out of this room, out of this country.

To Paris. Paris in that spring after her last term at Lausanne where she had been learning French.

‘When Simone asked me to stay with her in that lovely house in the Boulevard Suchet, I thought it a glorious opportunity not only to see Paris but to see life. It was grand exchanging my old clothes for the latest dresses, for chic little hats and high-heeled shoes. André, Simone’s brother, says I have a ridiculously small foot. I only take a three. André is a little épris with me, I think, but I only like him as a friend. I couldn’t ever kiss him. I have never met a boy yet who has really made my heart beat faster …’

That was the beginning of the diary. But soon there was another entry:

‘Yesterday I met Ian Dalmuir. It’s difficult for me to describe my feelings on first seeing him. He is six foot two, strikingly handsome. He has the most marvellous eyes, dark, sad, Celtic. Yet he is amusing, and when he laughs his eyes are brilliant and his mouth is gay. He has a faint, soft burr in his voice, the blackest hair, the most vivid imagination. When he looked down at me his first words were: ‘Aren’t you a little girl?’ and then he took my hand. The electricity that ran between our fingers was something I have never before experienced.

‘He was at Cambridge with André. Now he is a soldier. He told me he had just passed his Staff College exam. and was waiting orders for India. It is queer that he should be a soldier because he is at heart a poet and artist. But on talking to him I learned that the Dalmuirs set their heart on him being in the Army. I’m sure he’s a good soldier because he’s not a man who would do anything by halves. It’s obvious he’s heart and soul in his job.

‘When I was in bed tonight, Simone came and told me that Ian told André he had quite ‘fallen for me.’ He said I had bewitching eyes and hair like the polished chestnuts in the trees on the Bois. I don’t believe it. But I want to believe it.

‘He attracts me too, violently.’

After that the diary held pages of reminiscences of those days with Ian. and Simone and André. Descriptions of the parties, the dances, the operas. Little intimate dinners, shopping in the Boulevards, picnics at Versailles, and long, lovely drives to Fontainebleau. Pages steeped in the careless gaiety and glamour of that poignant spring.

Then one outstanding page:

‘I’m in love with Ian. I know that I am. Perhaps some people would say it is just because I’m young and it’s my first affair, and Paris is intoxicating in the spring. But it’s more than that. It’s something deep down inside me. Something that makes me tremble when Ian comes into the room and feel a chill when he goes out of it. Something that catches me when he looks at me with those brooding Celtic eyes of his, or I hear his sweet, husky voice call me by my name.

‘A circle of enchantment is closing around me and I don’t want to get out. I love him. I believe he loves me. All my life I shall never smell French coffee, or taste chestnuts without thinking of Ian and all the heavenly fun we had together.’

The morning following:

‘Was there ever a girl so happy in the world as myself? For now I know that I’m loved just as much as I love. Ian took me to the opera. It was Madam Butterfly. We both loved it. I heard it once before in Lausanne and cried when poor little Butterfly was deserted by her lover. The music is so sad and lovely, and the theme is dear to every woman’s heart. But last night I didn’t cry. Ian took one of my hands and kept it fast locked in his, and I sat there close to him in the dark Opera House, feeling half suffocated with emotion.

‘In between the acts we disregarded the gay crowd. We just drank in each other’s eyes, and each other’s voice. We told each other all that we hadn’t already told. Ian now knows exactly what sort of a girl I am. The sheltered sort of life I’ve led. All about my family at Kingston. And I know all about him and his ambitions. He is ambitious, and he comes of a strict family full of Scottish tradition and convention. People, not rich, but who have given up everything in order that he should be in his present position. I know that one day he will come into money because he is heir to an uncle who has a fortune and a castle in the Lowlands. I have listened to so many stories of Scotland, of Edinburgh where he was born, that I feel that I know the places. I can see the Castle, and Holyrood Palace, and Princes Street. I love it because it is his home, the background of his boyhood.

‘When the curtain fell on the last act, I was conscious of his nearness to me—I mean we were very near to each other in spirit—not merely physically attracted.

‘We walked out together into the soft starry night where the velvet darkness was bejewelled by the glittering lights of Paris. Ian found a taxi and ordered the man to drive … just to drive on and on.

‘Then he kissed me. And I can’t, I can’t describe what that first long kiss was like. It was so blinding, so wonderful, and such a revelation.

‘Locked in his arms, I realised that I could never be the same Gail Partner again. I would never more belong to myself, but only to him.

‘That night he said nothing about the future. We neither of us did. We were just drunk with love. Later on we got out of the taxi and wandered along the Seine, hand in hand, enraptured with Paris and ourselves:

‘Oh, God, I love him so …!’

A week later:

‘What am I going to do? How am I going to bear it? I’ve got to go home. Mummy’s written to say Daddy can’t afford for me to stay over here any longer, and I can’t go on taking hospitality from Simone’s people. It means good-bye to my Ian.

‘Ever since that night when we heard Madam Butterfly together, I’ve been dreading that this would happen. Why, why, should I have fallen in love with a man who isn’t in a position to marry me? Oh, Ian, it’s so hard! And you’ve been so honest. You’ve never deceived me. You’re only twenty-seven, and a subaltern and you’ve nothing but your pay. You’ve explained to me that in the Regular Army no marriage is recognised nor allowance granted until a man’s thirtieth year. To marry now when he is doing so well would mean ruin for Ian. I understand that. He explained to me that his family wouldn’t even consent to an engagement, and his Colonel would be dead against his marrying. He’s got to go to India as a bachelor. It’s hopeless for us to consider letting this love-affair go on. We’ve got to say good-bye finally and absolutely. Because we both realise that if we continue to meet, we would neither of us be strong enough to resist. Last night he said he felt like throwing up the Army and everything and marrying me. I can’t do that to him. I can’t.’

There were pages and pages of that sort of thing. A girl’s heart poured out on paper. The echo of that futile and bitter struggle against the strongest thing that had ever entered her life. And she, the young inexperienced girl, had to try to be strong enough for them both.

Then, two days before she left Paris:

‘I’ve done the maddest thing. And Simone is my ally. She has added to the temptation by making things possible. I’m supposed to be crossing the Channel tomorrow, but instead I’m going down to Boulogne with Simone, then Ian’s driving me on to Le Touquet for the night.

‘We’re going to have twenty-four hours together. Madness! I know it. And he knows it. But I just can’t resist. Perhaps I may never see him again. And I know that whatever happens I shall never regret having loved him, having known the heaven of his love.

‘He’s so different from other men. We have such glorious times together. We understand each other.

‘Yesterday we spent the whole afternoon in the forest at Fontainebleau. We picked wild flowers like children, laughing, chasing each other in and out the trees. We had a divine picnic. Ian had brought lobster, chicken-pâtés and a bottle of red wine. And grapes, little purple juicy ones. I lay back on the rug, my arms laced behind my head and he threw grapes at me and I had to catch them with my lips. How we laughed when I missed them! That lovely sort of laughter that ends in a kiss, a sob of passionate surrender. The blood seems to drain out of my body, when Ian’s heart beats close to mine. I can’t think. I can only feel, and adore him.

‘He told me that afternoon how he longed for the time when he could settle down and marry and have children. And he wanted me for his wife, and my children.

‘“You’re so little and lovely, Gail. I want to take care of you always. I’d give my soul to be able to run away with you now.”

‘But I didn’t dare let him speak like that. I had to tease him out of the serious mood and make him laugh again. He’s a very alive creature, my Ian, and terribly strong. A born leader of men. Yet so gentle and tender. Just before our afternoon ended, he thought I had a headache and he put my head on his knees and stroked my brow with his fingers. (Ian has incredibly nice hands, brown, slender, vital.) The touch of them drove all the pain from my forehead. It’s strange that a man can take all pain out of you in one way, and yet break your heart in another.

‘My poor Ian! He didn’t mean to break my heart. It was the force of circumstances. And we were both to blame.

‘After the sun went down, we walked until I was tired. And then he carried me back to the car which we had hired in Paris. I shall always remember that walk. Ian with his superb height, his muscular, tireless body. And myself rather like a small girl, weary, curled up in his arms. I knew beyond doubt and reason that I could never leave France tomorrow without stealing those twenty-four hours with Ian Dalmuir.’

There were only a few chapters left in that diary. The final poignant words wrung out of her pen. A mixture of honey and anguish:

‘We’ve said good-bye. I’m writing this on the deck, watching Boulogne fade into the sunshine and wishing that I were dead. That I’d died last night in Ian’s arms.

‘From the time we left Simone in Boulogne to the time we left the hotel in Le Touquet and returned to Boulogne, I’ve been in a kind of daze. Not in this world at all. It’s all been so glamorous, so intense, so gloriously happy and so hopelessly unhappy, that it’s indescribable.

‘Yet everything is clear to me and I believe that I shall live all the moments, the hours again, again and again, as long as I live.

‘We left Simone in Boulogne. She had a girl friend there with whom she was to spend the night, and who was also ‘in the know.’ When I kissed Simone, her plump, charming face was a little solemn. She said:

‘“Are you sure you’ll be ‘okay,’ cherie?”’

‘(I loved the way Simone used to say ‘okay’ with her delicious accent.)

‘I hugged her and said:

‘Indeed I shall and it’s sweet of you to do this for me. It’s all understood, isn’t it? If your parents or André phone, you’ll say I’m in the bath or something and take a message, then phone the Royal Picardy where we’re staying.’

‘She nodded.

‘“Tout comprendre … etc. Maman and Papa won’t telephone. They think we are together with Marie-Louise here. They’ll never dream. It was understood we girls were having a party. And André is with my uncle on the Loire, attending to his vines.”’

‘I said:

‘“Oh, Simone, I love him so, my Ian. Do you think me terribly wicked?”

‘She shook her head.

‘“No. It is mad, if you like, but what is life if we cannot be a little mad? It would be different if the handsome Scot could marry you. Mon Dieu! what a country is yours, chérie, if an officer may not marry until he is thirty. It would not do to be so in France.”’

‘I said:

‘“It isn’t altogether true to say he must not marry, Simone, but that he is not encouraged to do so, and gets no allowances, and in Ian’s case, his regiment particularly discourage it. Besides it would be a great blow to his people.’

‘“And even an engagement is impossible?”’

‘“Yes,”’ I answered. And I spoke with conviction then, because Ian had convinced me. He could not even ask me to wait for him. It would mean a lapse of three or four years while he was on foreign service in India. It would be unfair to me, he said, and to himself. Too great a tax on us both, because we were young, pleasure-loving, passionate people, and he considered it a frightful mistake for such people to be tied down, when thousands and thousands of miles apart. His wish was for us to remain friends and see, later, what life had in store for us. And as for that night … well, we both chose to snatch it “from annihilation’s waste.”’

‘Simone’s last remarks encouraged me.

‘“You remember the talks we used to have in Lausanne, trés chère. We used to discuss the unhappily married people we came across. My own parents, for instance. My poor Maman was madly in love with a young chasseur who was penniless, and, at her father’s command, made a manage de convenance with Papa who is a darling, but do they get on? Ppf! No! They fight all day. And look at our mutual friend, Therese, who married as an innocent girl, and was shocked on her honeymoon—so shocked she never recovered from it. Did we not always say, Gail, chèrie, that experience was worth gaining. I do not believe you will regret what you are doing tonight.’

‘I answered in full agreement. And I wanted Ian of all men in the world to give me that experience, however mad and foolish it was.

‘I ought to have thought of Mummy and Daddy and the others at home. I ought to have remembered all the creeds Mummy had taught me to believe, but I was not quite sane that day, and I confess it. Ian and I were both swept away by something stronger than ourselves.

‘We drove together from Boulogne to Le Touquet. The long drive in brilliant sunshine was heavenly. We hardly dared look at each other, but sat with our hands locked, looking at the fresh green of the budding trees, the spring flowers and the fruit blossom which was making France so fair a sight.
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