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  Joan Aiken and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Foreword




  Joan Aiken was a famous and prolific author of children’s novels and stories, from The Wolves of Willoughby Chase to A Necklace of Raindrops, but she was also an excellent writer for adults. Historical romance, horror stories and thrillers flowed from her prodigious pen, all tinted with the imaginative vitality that makes her fiction so unmistakable, interesting and delightful. 
 



The six novels that have been reissued in The Murder Room belong to what you could call the Domestic Gothic genre. The original Gothic heroine of eighteenth-century novels such as The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe would be a virginal young lady who encounters the supernatural and violent emotions of terror, anguish and love. She takes herself very seriously, and is highly romantic, like Jane Austen’s impressionable Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey, who is gently teased and corrected into a more rational frame of mind. 
 



Joan Aiken shared not only Jane Austen’s initials, but also her sense of humour, and loved Northanger Abbey so much that she gave it to the hero of one of her most captivating children’s books, Felix, in Go Saddle the Sea; he travels from Spain to England, encountering thoroughly Gothic adventures of his own all the way, before realising how funny it is.
 



Yet Aiken also happened to be the mistress of horror, and her ability to convey the feeling of being terrified out of your wits is something she is brilliant at in her own Gothic novels. Aiken’s heroines face being frozen alive, murdered by madmen, burned to death and even eaten by an escaped leopard. Yet they remain dauntless. They all earn their living – usually through writing – and are capable of driving and getting a boiler to function, and seem to be pretty good on the domestic front, too. Though not quite as bold or as rude as Aiken’s immortal Dido Twite (the heroine who takes over in eight of the eleven novels that follow The Wolves of Willoughby Chase), these young women are modern in their outlook and have a sense of their own capabilities. 
 



It’s interesting to think that both Joan Aiken and Mary Stewart began writing their bestselling thrillers just before the feminist movement of the 1960s got going. Stewart was more conventional, more consciously literary and, above all, ladylike. Her heroines may be teachers, actresses or rich widows, but you know that her novels, like Madam, Will You Talk? or This Rough Magic, will end with the sound of wedding bells. They comfort and amuse, but do not challenge. 
 



Joan Aiken, on the other hand, is much more ambiguous. You can’t predict what will happen. Some of her heroines decide on a whim to lose their virginity to a total stranger and enjoy it without a shred of guilt, although they are unlikely to find peace afterwards. Others have been damaged by bad luck or ill health, and may not be moving towards a happier union with a nice man. Far from a tingle of romance being instantly reciprocated, the frail heroine of The Fortune Hunters is told by the archaeologist who saves her that ‘we hardly know each other’. A married heroine, in Died on a Rainy Sunday, fights off a surprising and unwanted advance ‘like encountering a wild animal in its burrow’, and discovers some deeply unpleasant things about her own husband. You can be pretty sure that, in The Silence of Herondale, after the hero has rescued the heroine in deep snow, true love has been found, but the ending of The Ribs of Death is, as far as romance goes, pretty bleak. 
 



An Aiken heroine is observant, shrewd, often witty and always slightly out of place. Unlike the traditional Gothic heroine, she isn’t an innocent – though she is usually vulnerable. Often she is watching the behaviour and actions of people much richer, more flamboyant and more famous than herself, and drawing her own shrewd conclusions about them. She’s naive, but no fool, and when the climax comes, fights back with unexpected courage and determination. She won’t, in other words, be defined by love, but by her own choices and talents.
 



At the heart of Aiken’s stories there is often a question about creativity, expressed in poetry, music, painting or storytelling, and whether it makes someone more or less vulnerable in negotiating the world and its dangers.
 



It’s not much of a stretch to see this as coming from Aiken’s own experience of life. An astoundingly productive author who wrote over a hundred books in a wide variety of genres, she finished her first novel at sixteen and was published at seventeen, with a story about a man who cooks his wife’s head in a pressure cooker. She published her first collection of magical stories for children, All You’ve Ever Wanted, in 1953 but did not begin writing for a living until her husband died in 1955, leaving her with two young children. To make ends meet she joined the magazine Argosy, and then the advertising agency J. Walter Thompson, writing jingles for Dairylea cheese by day and stories by night. The book that launched her into fame, The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, followed in 1963, and from then on she was unstoppable.
 



Yet as the daughter of the famous Conrad Aiken, Pulitzer Prize-winner and Poet Laureate of America, with an elder brother and sister who were both novelists, she knew more about the writer’s life than most. ‘I don’t aspire to be the second Shakespeare. I want to be the first Carreen Gilmartin,’ says the young playwright in The Silence of Herondale, and the bestselling Tuesday in The Ribs of Death is also not content to rest on mere precocity. Although Aiken published so much that she makes creative writing seem easy, Tuesday comes closest to what actual writing is like when she complains that ‘if you think it’s not hard work scraping out your thoughts from inside you and putting them on paper, that just shows how crass you are’.
 



If writing is hard work, so is finding the right person to love. Aiken’s Gothic novels put her heroines through a variety of ordeals, from escaping a killer wielding a pair of garden shears in Died on a Rainy Sunday to plodding through deep snow in The Silence of Herondale, but in the end she must both solve a crime and know her own heart. The right men prove themselves to be such largely by paying attention, and, in their unromantic way, being romantic heroes who are calm and kind rather than fabulously handsome, rich or glamorous. They are, effectively, the antidote to the Gothic hero, much as the sensible Henry Tilney is in Austen’s Northanger Abbey.
 



The landscape and weather through which Aiken’s heroines travel are always bound up with the plot. Fans of The Wolves of Willoughby Chase will recognise her fictional Yorkshire village of Herondale as the same remote place where Bonnie, Sylvia and Simon hole up after the cousins’ escape from the terrifying orphanage. More often, heroines go to Cornwall, where Aiken lived and often holidayed herself, and are exposed to its changeable weather and storm-lashed cliffs. The mood is always one of threat and gloom, even on the rare occasions when, as in the funniest of these novels, Trouble With Product X, the sun shines; ultimately, it’s the damp that does for everything, whether it’s a top-secret formula or a serial killer. 
 



This very British version of pathetic fallacy is one of the things that make Aiken such fun, as is the familiarity of the ordinary struggle to stay warm, dry and fed. The buildings her heroines run from are not the Castle of Otranto, but the cold and hostility render the damp country cottages and middle-class family homes nasty enough. Tim in Hate begins at Home (Dark Interval in the US) recognises almost too late that his own home has contributed to his wife’s nervous breakdown, with its ‘miasma of despair . . . behind the well-remembered smell of moulting dogs, dry rot, stagnant flower-water, decaying leather upholstery . . . How could Caroline ever have recovered in this house?’ 
 



The essential struggle of an Aiken heroine is always to hang onto her kindness and innate sense of who she really is. We follow her through thick and thin because the author’s deceptively fluent, witty, atmospheric style tells us a good deal more about human nature than we expect, while never forgetting to give us a thoroughly entertaining story.
 



Amanda Craig 
 

London, February 2015
 

  





  Introduction




  As well as writing children’s books, beloved by generations and still avidly read today, Joan Aiken also quickly established herself in the 1960s as a witty author of

  adult suspense with the ability to keep readers of all ages on the edge of their seats. Too inventive to stick with a formula she nevertheless revelled in the atmosphere of Gothic parody and was

  often compared with Mary Stewart. In the tradition of Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey Joan gave her long-suffering heroines a set of literary references to support them through their

  frightful ordeals, and usually a quirky sense of humour, making full use of her own extensive literary background.




  In true Gothic style these hapless heroines would become embroiled in a series of events not of their own making, and were usually possessed of many stalwart characteristics

  – not least a literary education – if not always endowed with obvious physical charms. And they were, of course, always a version of Joan herself: small, slightly gap toothed, and red

  haired, extremely enterprising, physically intrepid and fearless to the end. She loved to share episodes from her own life, and those who knew her also became accustomed to the dubious pleasure of

  discovering (albeit disguised) episodes from their own lives in her books – although told with such warmth and humour that she was swiftly forgiven!




  What she could also guarantee were indefatigably sinister villains, mounting and finely controlled tension, complex plots, and hair-raising climaxes, often with an unusually

  high body count. As she confessed, ‘I often have more characters than I know what to do with.’




  Admired and enjoyed by many of her crime-writing contemporaries such as John Creasey, H.R.F. Keating, Francis Iles and Edmund Crispin, Joan Aiken’s adult novels of

  suspense have lost none of their charm, and their period settings are sure to appeal to a new generation of readers who grew up on her children’s books.




   




  Lizza Aiken, October 2014
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  Prologue




  Harry Lupac was waiting for the girl he was going to murder. He was on edge with expectation, like a bride before her mother-in-law’s first visit, glancing at himself

  nervously in the mirror, emptying an empty ashtray, rubbing needlessly at a spot on the table. He had never planned a murder before, and planning made him fretful, it was not his way to work things

  out beforehand: only sheer necessity was making him do it now.




  He stared out of the window at the track up which she would come.




  Nobody yet.




  Would she be pretty? He didn’t know. It would be odd if she were. At this thought, which had not occurred to him before, intent as he was on the bare details of the operation, a sort of

  excitement took hold of him and he walked across the room and looked at himself in the glass again, pulling somewhat complacently at the dark green tie complemented by the pale green shirt. He had

  a long, mobile face, airily haggard; red, pouting lips; hazel eyes; a lock of hair fell over his forehead constantly, and was constantly thrown back.




  “My dear young lady,” he said to the mirror. “How do you do? I am so sorry that our first meeting must be our last. I regret it especially now that I see you are a lady of so

  much beauty and charm.” He began to giggle, and then stopped, scowling at the sound of his voice in the empty cottage, crossed to the window, and consulted the silent road again. Of course he

  would say none of these things.




  There was no sign of her. Reassured, he threw himself on to a chair, cocked his legs on the table, and went on, gazing at the ceiling.




  “But as you have to die—and this, I am afraid, is quite essential—is there any little celebration, any treat that would sweeten your last moments, mmh? It would be the

  least I could do for you. A martini? And let me pin this bunch of violets on your lapel.”




  There were no violets but he removed a scabious from a rather charmingly arranged bunch of wild-flowers in a vase and flourished it at his invisible companion. “What is this you say? You

  don’t see the necessity for dying? You don’t understand? Ah well, in that case, let me explain. It was that truly unfortunate occurrence, you see, last Sunday . . .”




  But the real beginning had been much, much longer ago than that.




  She was running through the woods stealthily, like a hunted thing; she looked over her shoulder as she ran, and warily all round her, and paused sometimes to listen for

  footsteps. She would have seemed conspicuous enough, had there been any observer, for an unseasonable April snow had flecked the whole valley with white. Bare oaks, and birches with only a scanty

  covering of green stood silhouetted, white tracks crossed and diverged like scars on the steep tree-hung slope, and the solitary running figure was plainly visible for hundreds of yards. But her

  tracks were obliterated behind her by the falling snow; she took comfort from this.




  Half her caution was a delicious pretence—for it was not really very probable that her mother or sister, let alone Cousin Flora, would be found up at this end of the valley in such

  weather, even when exercising the dogs—but half was real enough. Suppose they did find out? What would the reactions be? Anger, outrage, malicious amusement? Wincing from the thought she fled

  even faster through the dazzle of white and green. Her progress was like a graph drawn at lightning speed from one point of cover to another: diagram of a young girl running to meet her lover.




  Quick as she had been, Tim was there before her.




  At the head of the Tebburn valley a disused railway emerged, briefly, from a tunnel, to cross the snowy, wooded depth on a viaduct and disappear again into the nearer hillside; by the tunnel

  opening stood an abandoned signalman’s cottage. Tim’s old motor bike was already tucked in between the woodpile and the wall, camouflaged with a bit of snow-furred sacking. No one was

  likely to pass here, but she had begged him always to hide it and, laughing at her, ruffling her short hair, he had promised.




  Now, silent as a drifting flake so as not to let him down by exercising less care than she had demanded of him, she stole along the wall until she could look in at the little parlour window.

  Most of the panes were cracked, all were grimed with dirt, but she could just see him; her heart gave a great joyful bound of love and astonishment because during each time of separation she found

  it impossible to believe that ever again in her life would she have the prodigious luck and happiness of seeing him again.




  But there he was.




  The little front room was dark and damp because of the overhanging hillside and crowding untrimmed trees, but they had managed to make it comfortable. Aghast at her own daring she had slipped

  off to an auction of secondhand furniture in Bridpool, missing a piano lesson (old Mr. Monsell would never think of ringing up to inquire where she was) and, with money Tim had given her, bought

  two chairs, a battered table, and a roll of moth-eaten old carpet, bright pink roses on a green ground.




  “Just right for a love-nest,” Tim had teased.




  “Oh, Tim, don’t call it that! Love-nest’s a horrible expression. This is a refuge—no, a sanctuary. I wish we dared light a fire, though.”




  “Never mind, the oil stove does a perfectly adequate job.”




  He had the kettle on it now, she saw; a thread of steam wavered from the spout. He must have been quite a long time ahead of her, long enough to spread out his books on the table and become

  engrossed in work. He had not seen her yet, he was frowning with concentration, his head propped on one fist, fingers pushed up through his hair. For the first time, as she watched him, a strange

  maternal pang touched her—he seemed so young and vulnerable, absorbed in his studies. Hitherto she had always looked up to him as a protector. “Don’t fret your head, Carinney,

  I’ll fix it somehow,” he used to say, over some problem that seemed to her desperate and insuperable. But now, like anguish, the thought struck her: he has so much to worry about, his

  finals, and his father’s illness, and the family business—is it fair to load him with the burden of this concealment as well?




  At that moment he looked up and saw her and smiled; the effect was like a sudden burst of sunshine in a rocky landscape. In two strides he was up and had the sagging door open; she ran through

  into his arms.




  “What were you doing standing out there in the snow, you old silly? Why didn’t you come in?”




  “I was sending waves of love through the window.”




  “It feels better in close-up,” he said, pressing his cheek to her dark hair. “You’re terribly late; what kept you?”




  “People came to lunch—”




  “Friends?”




  “We haven’t any friends,” she said. “No, people who wanted to buy a deerhound. I had to stay and lead the dogs about; I thought I’d never get away.”




  “Never mind, you’re here now.” Already they had settled into their usual position; he in his armchair, half his mind back among the textbooks, the other half encircling her

  with love; she settled on a cushion on the floor, leaning against his chair, silent in her happiness.




  “I’ll make tea in a minute,” she said presently.




  “Not just yet—let me finish this—” He was lost again, wrestling with symbols that were incomprehensible to her, but she did not mind. She was proud that she did not

  distract him, that he could work so intensely in her presence. “It helps, having you there,” he said once. “You’re a catalyst.”




  At last he surfaced and shook off the entangling formulae of his problem and smiled at her. She returned his look seriously, and then jumped up and began to move quietly about, taking mugs out

  of a damp cupboard, and a teapot, and a tin of tea.




  “I brought a cake.”




  “Good,” said Tim. He stretched. “Concentrating makes me hungry. I’ve done a lot. Shan’t be able to work nearly so hard back at Oxford.”




  She turned away from him, bending over the kettle so that he shouldn’t see the anguish that made her face haggard at the thought of parting. Every term when he went away it was worse; this

  time she really didn’t see how she was going to bear the deathlike darkness of life without him.




  “Cheer up, Carinney,” he said, gently, turning her chin towards him with a finger. A tear sparkled on her lash; shamefacedly she wiped it away. “Only two months, remember? And

  then, if you really don’t want to brave your mother—”




  “No. No!”




  “—We get a special licence and disappear off to Weston-super-Mare or Walton-on-the-Naze—”




  “Stow-on-the-Wold.” She achieved a shaky smile.




  “Somewhere they’ll never think of looking, anyway, and get married and send a postcard to say so, and I’ll find a job in Azerbaijan or Chimborazo, and next time your dear

  family sees you you’ll be a sophisticated matron with a tropical tan and a habit of clapping your hands for the butler and calling ‘Ho! Chota-peg! Brandy-pani-da!’”




  “Ass! I’d like to see Hudson’s face if anyone clapped their hands for him. He’d just about have apoplexy. Actually, after living with the way Mother treats servants, I

  never want to have any as long as I live.”




  “I’m afraid you’ll have to get used to a whole retinue,” Tim warned her solemnly. “Or the other memsahibs will think you are letting down the dear old

  flag.”




  “Oh goodness, must I? I’d much rather do the work myself, I’d soon learn. I wish your job wasn’t likely to take you to such true-blue outposts of empire. —No I

  don’t, I don’t care where we are, or if I have to boss around fifty servants, as long as we’re together and away from here. I can always mend your socks.”




  “Terylene,” Tim said, grinning. “Never go into holes. Better play house now, while you have the chance.”




  “Here, then.” She pushed his books to one end of the table and spread a cloth over the other, before laying out plates and mugs. “I even remembered to warm the pot.”




  “Did you put any tea in?” He peered sceptically and nodded to her suddenly anxious expression. “Cordon bleu standard by the time I’ve done my finals.”




  “No chance to practise while you’re away,” she said mournfully.




  “You could come up here on your own. Or with Hilda.”




  “Oh no, I’d hate to. This is our place, not anybody else’s.” She looked round her with love, thinking: I’ll never be happier than I am in this fusty little room

  with the pink roses on the floor and the mildew patches on the walls. If I live to be a hundred and spend every day of my life with Tim, still I’ll always remember this.




  No premonition touched her; no warning of another day, not far distant, when she would sit in this homely room eating and drinking not with Tim but with an enemy, a smiling stranger who was

  calmly and ruthlessly planning her destruction.




  “Dee—Hilda’s home again, did I tell you?” she remarked. “There was a frightful row when she suddenly arrived two days ago; you know she’d been a sort of

  paid-companion-cum-kennel-maid to those titled people in Scotland? Mother’s furious because she got the sack for kissing the laird’s son behind a haystack.”




  “Poor Hilda. Why couldn’t she marry him?”




  “I suppose he has to marry money, or someone respectable. Our family’s hardly adequate. Mother was in a fearful rage; she said if Hilda couldn’t play her cards better she must

  just stay at home and help now, she washed her hands of trying to get her launched in decent society. And Hilda said she’d sooner go on the streets than try to climb into decent society by

  way of its kennels. She was savage. She loathes being back at home.”




  “Is she taking it out on you?” Tim said gently.




  “A bit.” She looked away from him, out of the window. “Never mind. Don’t let’s think about my horrible family. Tell me about yours. How is your father—is he

  any better?”




  Tim’s young, plain face looked suddenly drawn, and ten years older. Troubled, noticing again the nervous tic that had begun to affect him lately, she put a hand against his cheek.




  “No, he’s not too good, actually. In fact, the specialist was pretty frank last time he came over—they don’t have much hope that he’ll make a full recovery. Which

  might mean that, instead of being able to flip off and get a wildcat job in Cotopaxi, I have to buckle down and go into the old firm a lot sooner than we’d expected.”




  “Oh, darling!” Dismay and concern moved equally in her face. “Your poor father! How awful. And here I’ve been, selfishly talking about my troubles—”




  “Don’t worry, my precious love. Perhaps it’s not as bad as they think. The old boy’s devilish tough really, like me. I expect he’ll pull through.”




  “Oh I do hope he does. I do hope he’s better by the time you do your finals.”




  By the time we run off and get married, she did not say.




  “Is there any more tea?”




  “Masses.” When she brought back his cup he took her hand, drawing her down until she knelt by him and he was able to put his arms round her.




  “Don’t be frightened,” he said. “I’ll always be around to look after you, whatever happens. We’re so fantastically lucky to have each other—”




  She glanced up, wondering why he had stopped short, and heard the creak of the door, felt a cold draught lift the tiny hairs on her skin.




  Tim’s face, looking over her shoulder, went suddenly blank, with the taut, guarded look of one who sees a pile of masonry topple and waits for the crash.




  “Well, well! Two lovebirds in their nest!”




  The husky, scoffing voice of Lady Trevis cut between them like a fretsaw. Neither spoke, and she went on, “So this is where you get to in the long afternoons, Caroline? No wonder

  you didn’t want to be a Brownie leader. —Don’t you think my daughter’s a trifle young for this sort of fun-and-games, Mr. Conroy? It is Tim Conroy, isn’t

  it?”




  Tim’s hand slipped from Caroline’s shoulder as she slowly turned, rising, and faced her mother, who stood leaning against the doorpost. Lady Trevis was halfway through her forties

  and just on the point of letting her appearance go hang; but at the moment, wearing narrow trousers and a yellow silk shirt, put on for the benefit of the dog buyers, she contrived to look almost

  within range of elegance—sportingly indulgent of the childish squalor in which she found her daughter.




  As always in her mother’s presence all Caroline’s self-confidence evaporated; her hands hung awkwardly, she stood mute. Tim was astonished at the change, seeing his love who, when

  alone with him, seemed almost airborne, incandescent with happiness, transformed to a sulky juvenile. For the first time he became fully aware of the justification behind her desperate wish to get

  away from home.




  “Well?” Lady Trevis repeated on a rising note. “Neither of you anything to say? Cat got your tongue, Caroline?”




  Then they both spoke at the same moment. Tim said, “It’s not the way you—”




  Caroline said, “Tim’s working for his finals. It helps him to concentrate when I’m with him.” She spoke in a low voice, looking at the floor.




  “Oh yes, I’m sure!” Lady Trevis, bored with the minor key in which the scene had been played so far, made a sudden theatrical switch from sportswoman to fishwife. “I can

  just about imagine the sort of concentrating that gets done here. You must think I’m a fool.” Her glance, destructive as a flame thrower, swept about their dolls’-house

  paradise. Stridently she demanded, “Where’s the bed? Or do you make do with the floor?”




  Tim was pale now, but keeping his temper well in control.




  “Lady Trevis, you’ve got it all wrong. I promise you I haven’t seduced Caroline—” He felt, too late, the pomposity of the phrase, and saw Caroline wince as if a

  screw had tightened.




  “Seduced!” Lady Trevis jeered. “My, my, what a big word to use!” She added coarsely, “D’you expect me to believe that? D’mean to tell me you got this

  place all fixed up just to study in? That’s just a bit too good to be true!”




  “All the same it is true,” Caroline muttered.




  “Very likely! If it’s true, why come all the way up here to Whistle Cottage? Why doesn’t Tim ask you to his home? Why hasn’t he ever been to Woodhoe? I suppose

  you’re ashamed of us? You’ve been mighty secretive, I must say—still waters certainly run deep! I hardly knew you were acquainted with Tim Conroy, let alone popping into

  bed with him in this charming little—”




  “We are not—” Caroline began angrily. In the same breath Tim said,




  “We’re going to get married. As soon as I’ve done my finals.” He heard Caroline’s sharp breath as Lady Trevis retorted,




  “Oh you are, are you? May I remind you, miss, that you’re a minor and need my permission before you jump into matrimony. And I can tell you this—you’re not

  going to get married after Tim’s done his finals”—she raised her voice as Tim moved forward protestingly—“you’re going to get married next week, so you

  can put that in your pipe and smoke it. I’m not having any bastard grandchildren, I can tell you that. The people round here are toffee-nosed enough as it is. And you may think yourself lucky

  I don’t take you before the courts, Tim Conroy!”




  “For heaven’s sake,” Tim said, holding on to his reasonableness with an effort, “Caroline’s nearly eighteen, she’s an adult—”




  “Ho, Caroline an adult? Don’t make me laugh! She’s still wet behind the ears. You’ll have your hands full with her when you’re married, I can tell you

  that—secretive, obstinate, sulky—”




  “We can’t get married right away!” Caroline burst out. “Don’t you understand, Tim’s got to work! This is his last term, he’s got his final examinations

  coming up, and his father’s ill too—it’s out of the question.”




  “You should have thought of those things before you started messing about, my lady! It’s a bit late now! I must say, this is a fine gratitude for all that classy, expensive

  schooling. It’s just as well your father’s dead and doesn’t know—”




  Here, remembering, perhaps, the circumstances of her husband’s death and realising that this was hardly a felicitous line of reproach, Lady Trevis came to a halt.




  Tim said gently, “Very well, we’ll get married next week. I’ll see about a licence straight away. And I’ll find some digs for us both in Oxford. And now perhaps you

  wouldn’t mind leaving us alone for a little private conversation—”




  Suddenly he felt sorry for Lady Trevis, poor stupid woman, trying to batter her way into the enclosed circle of their happiness. There she stood, with her triumph round her ears, like a child

  that has broken another’s toy in grabbing, and is left with only scattered beads and bent wire. She seemed suddenly much older, tired, blowsy. She snapped,




  “Your college airs don’t cut any ice with me, my boy. I’m not having the two of you putting your heads together behind my back and planning how to get out of it.

  Caroline’s coming home with me this minute.”




  “No I’m not,” Caroline said quietly. She looked white, sick, and drained; Tim was appalled at the damage the scene had done her; yet even his love and pity could hardly

  comprehend how completely her self-respect and security had been shattered. But he dreaded the effect of a further half hour’s tête-à-tête with Lady Trevis, walking home

  through the woods. Thank heaven at least the other daughter had come home, he thought, to act as a buffer. . . .




  “I’m bringing Caroline home on my pillion. I’ll take care of her, I promise,” he said, putting a hand on Lady Trevis’s shoulder and propelling her gently out of the

  door. For a wonder she submitted, even gave him an arch, flirtatious look and said,




  “I suppose you think you can get round me with your smooth Irish tongue, Tim Conroy. I know your ways! But I warn you, I’m a tiger where my daughters’ interests are concerned.

  I’m going to see that you do take care of her!”




  Tim winced at this roguishness. He waited until she had whistled up a couple of Sealyhams, who burst out of the snowy bushes, and taken her way downhill before he went back into the cottage and

  shut the door.




  Caroline had not moved. But when Tim came in she began to wander slowly about, collecting the cups and the teapot, dull-eyed and listless, like a person in shock.




  “Well, one thing, that’s over,” Tim said, trying to make a joke of it. “No blood shed, but she’s got a fierce tongue, hasn’t she, your mother!” He put

  his arm round her, holding her with her head under his chin to avoid the tragedy in her eyes. “Don’t look so stricken, Carinney, maybe it’s all for the best. I can see it

  certainly will be a good thing for you to get away from her. —What’s the trouble now, don’t you want to marry me after all?”




  “No, but”—she spoke into his chest, her anguished words were partly muffled by corduroy jacket—“now you’re saddled with me whether you want me or not.

  The whole thing’s ruined from the very beginning. Oh, God, how I hate her for doing that!”




  “Heavens, what’s a couple of months?” Tim said easily over her head. “And, you know, I was never too keen on all this cloak-and-dagger concealment—” He felt

  her quiver and hurried on, “Just concentrate on our being together for good. I’ll find rooms with some cosy old landlady, and you can fry me eggs for breakfast and see I get off to

  lectures in time. You’ll like that won’t you, mm?” She nodded piteously, a faint life beginning to move behind the frozen mask of her face. “And once we’re married you

  need never see your mother again if you don’t want to.”




  “That’s true.” A long, trembling sigh broke her immobility. She added with resolution, “And what’s more, I never will. Oh, Tim—I’ll make it up to you, I

  swear, for your having been forced into a shotgun wedding. I won’t be a worry to you, or keep you from working.”




  “I know you won’t, Carinney,” he said quietly.




  She leaned against him in defeat, knowing that she should have found the strength to set him free from this tangle, knowing that she never could. Presently she sighed again, turning her head to

  look for the last time through the green, grimed panes of their window, and said in a childlike, pondering voice, “How ever in the world did she think of coming up here? It’s not like

  Mother to go for long walks by herself. I wonder what put it into her head . . .”




  They had a suffocating day for the wedding—which did not, after all, take place until June because Lady Trevis decided that Caroline and she could not be rigged out

  fittingly as bride and bride’s mother in under a month.




  It seemed as if all the damp heat of that miserable summer had gathered itself together into one steamy, torrid, twenty-four-hour space. Caroline, who had submitted to her mother’s

  dictates over clothes and wedding arrangements in silent, uncaring passivity, was sullenly glad that the costume Lady Trevis had decided on as suitable for her was too hot; she accepted her

  discomfort as a deserved punishment from the gods.




  They had a registrar’s-office wedding in Bridpool; Lady Trevis’s fierce, long-standing feud with the vicar had put the Woodmouth church out of the question, and Caroline was glad of

  that too; a penance must be severe for real atonement and surely this dusty, impersonal ceremony was penance enough to placate avenging Providence for the fact of her marrying Tim too soon, too

  young, and perhaps against his better judgment She trembled superstitiously when the Registrar, a woman (“How very odd!” Lady Trevis had whispered, much too loud, “Can it be legal

  to be married by a woman? I shouldn’t fancy it!”) said to them, “How lucky you both are to know your minds so young. I’m envious of you two!” She meant it, too;

  Caroline crossed her fingers and hoped the Fates hadn’t been listening.




  Mrs. Conroy, Tim’s mother, had of course been invited but sent a telegram of excuse; Tim’s father had had another stroke the day before and she was spending every minute by his side

  in the nursing home. Tim’s eyes, in general so quietly confident, had a look of strain, his skin, stretched too tight over his cheekbones, was grey with the pallor of exhaustion. But he held

  Caroline’s hand close in his the whole time and that was a small comfort, a crumb of reassurance.




  Since neither Caroline nor Tim had suggested inviting any of their own friends, all the guests were Lady Trevis’s choice, a random selection from her theatrical past, and the wedding

  lunch, hectically gay, took place at the Nabob Hotel, Bridpool’s biggest, before the whole party went on to complimentary matinée seats at the Playhouse. Often, afterwards, Caroline

  wondered what play they had seen.




  When it was all over and Lady Trevis, lachrymose and rather tipsy, had been put into the hired car, had leaned out of the window and cried for the last time, “Mind you take care of her

  now, Tim, remember she’s my baby!” and the rest of the revellers had gone off somewhere else, Tim and Caroline stood exhaustedly in front of the hotel.




  “What shall we do now?” Tim said in a flattened voice.




  “What would you like to do?”




  “I don’t know—I promised Mother I’d ring the nursing home at six; it’s only four now. I hate Bridpool on Saturday afternoons, don’t you? It feels like a dead

  place.”




  “Let’s go to the movies.” Caroline surprised herself by the immediacy of her decision. She knew it was really only a postponement; what she dreaded was the arrival in Oxford,

  the need for integration with Tim’s life there, the thought of his finals next week. An interlude in the cool, cushioned dark would stave it off a little longer.




  “Good idea,” Tim agreed relievedly, and they turned into the Metropole without even bothering to find out what was showing. Something about the Himalayas, Caroline thought; she half

  dozed against Tim’s shoulder while the film ran its course, avalanches thundered and blizzards raged. At six they wandered out again, back towards the Nabob: “We seem to have spent the

  whole day on this bit of pavement,” Caroline said. “We might as well build a log cabin and settle down here.” “What you need is twelve hours of sleep.” Tim turned for

  the first time to survey her concernedly. “You look like a ghost.”




  Caroline thought with a pang, “He isn’t my lover any more. I’m a weight round his neck now, a responsibility to be worried about.”




  As he opened the door of the telephone box she stepped a pace or two away.




  “Don’t you want to come in?” he said. “There’s room—” But she shook her head, certain that he would not want her distracting him just then.




  She saw his face tighten as he listened; then he turned away from her; there was another brief interchange. When he came out and looked for her she moved forward.




  “Oh there you are,” he said unsmiling. “Thought you’d wandered off.”




  “Is it—how does—?”




  “He’s sinking. I’ll drive over to Reading right away. The problem is, what do we do with you?”




  Trying to combat the feeling that she was being rapidly walled up in a cell of ice, Caroline said, “I’m coming with you.”




  “I don’t think—”




  “Oh, not to see him.” One does not—unless gifted with consummate self-assurance—ask to meet one’s reluctant father-in-law for the first time on his deathbed.

  “I’ll just stay around somewhere—I suppose they have waitingrooms—or sit in the car.”




  “I’d much rather you didn’t,” said Tim and plainly meant it. “Haven’t you anywhere I could take you—any friend?” She shook her head. “This

  may be all night, you know—it won’t help to think of you shivering on some damn bench.”




  From somewhere she found words.




  “Look, darling, we’ve just promised to share everything, haven’t we? What sort of a wife would I be if the very first time you have to face something like this I run away and

  hide under the blankets?”




  “All right,” he said briefly. “We won’t waste time arguing. The car’s still in the Nabob car-park—are you coming with me to get it?”




  But when they were driving out along the A.4 he leaned over at a traffic light and gave her a quick kiss.




  “I’m sorry this is being so bleak for you, darling. Not an ideal wedding night.”




  “Oh, Tim!” she burst out. “Why do you have to behave so well?” With an effort she kept herself from adding, “When you know his stroke is probably a direct

  consequence of our wedding.”




  “Well,” Tim said with chilling matter-of-factness, “it wouldn’t help if I cursed and wept, would it?”




  They finished the drive in silence. In silence he parked beside the laurel-girt, red brick nursing home and ran up the steps. “I’ll wait here for now,” Caroline called, but he

  was already inside.




  Searching for distraction—he had taken his keys, and all their luggage was locked in the boot—she found a technical magazine in the glove compartment and settled down to read.

  “Most of the high melting-point body-centred cubic metals such as iron, molybdenum, niobium, and tungsten show a sudden transition from ductile to brittle behaviour as the temperature is

  lowered . . . A material that is normally ductile at room temperature can become completely brittle after irradiation. . . .”




  “You’ve got a letter from Caroline, dearie, isn’t that nice? I told you it would be a good thing to write to her for their first wedding anniversary. Now we

  must persuade her to come home for a visit; it’s high time that silly old quarrel with your mother was tidied up. What does Caro have to say?”




  Cousin Flora, who never let herself be impeded by any false delicacies, sat back and attentively watched every movement as Hilda spread marmalade on toast, drank some coffee, and finally opened

  her letter. Flora had the annoying habit of getting up and breakfasting before the rest of the household at Woodhoe; as she then remained to observe them eat and extract any interesting matter from

  their mail, the air of virtue she assumed for her early rising seemed hardly justified. She was in her early seventies, small, pixyish, with a head of snowy curls, an innocent pink-and-white

  complexion, unusually large feet, and serene, guileless eyes which gave no clue to the strong vein of practical sense beneath.




  She had come to live at Woodhoe House three years before Caroline’s marriage, on the death of an aunt whose dutiful companion she had been for many years. The income from the resulting

  legacy would have been sufficient for independence in a labour-saving flat, but Cousin Flora was symbiotic, sociable, and also had a horror of fire: “I prefer to be in a nice big house with

  plenty of doors and windows,” she explained frequently, without adding that she also preferred the status of residence in a baronial mansion, however tumbledown. “And I’m

  accustomed to making meself useful; I like to think that besides paying my whack I can be a help to your dear mother in plenty of little ways.” She made a confidante of Hilda, since Lady

  Trevis, while not despising nine extra guineas a week, generally received Flora’s attentions with something less than grace. Hilda was a realist, and sometimes found it useful to avail

  herself of her elderly cousin’s wish to please.
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