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      Chapter One

    


    

      I

    


    ‘These damned local trains are always late,’ said the railway official as he got in.


    He was speaking to his companion but the jerk of the carriage as they moved off enabled Norah to nod in agreement. Not that she welcomed the intrusion. All the way from Brecon in this leisurely train she had been lucky enough to have the compartment to herself: the local people divided at her door like water about a rock – she was a stranger and it was enough – but these men had no such prejudices.


    They were both in dark suits, one a good deal the elder and senior in position, so it was only through their conversation that she knew their business. The older one made no attempt to hide it and scarcely ever stopped talking, in a soft Welsh voice, except briefly to pull up the window when the train gathered speed. The younger, a very dark man, thin with sharp bright eyes, glanced at her legs, then up to her face, assessing her, ready to smile if she did.


    She did not, being sleepy and hot and restless after a tedious journey. London to Bristol and Bristol to Brecon was reasonable enough; then across country in this little local train with three carriages and an engine shaped like a bathroom cistern. They had already stopped a dozen times and taken on and discharged a large number of black-clad passengers. She had thought at first there was a funeral; but unrelieved black was apparently the universal best wear of the country people around here, as Welsh was the universal language. She had hardly heard a word of English until the two men came.


    The afternoon sun was streaming in on her, and it was too late to move now. At times the train would take a sharp curve and in the shade she would begin to wake up; but always it twisted back again to bring the sun full in on her face, and back would come drowsiness weighing on her eyelids to the rhythmic clanking of the wheels.


    She almost dozed; and woke to hear the older man saying softly he wanted to kill something. It sounded disturbing at first but what he was saying was that they intended to kill this line as soon as ever they could.


    ‘It’s no good, Tom. You talk about the viability of the railways. They can never be viable while money is trickling away supporting these useless and totally uneconomic branch lines. This is one we would kill tomorrow if we could get government sanction.’


    ‘It’s not at all badly patronized,’ Tom said.


    ‘A few people going to market or visiting relatives. A few school kids in the morning. What’s the use of that, with a whole string of stations to maintain, track to keep up, wages to pay? To make anything at all we’ve got to cut and kill. It’s a surgical necessity.’ There was a quiet rancour in his voice: it amounted to enmity, as if this line – and perhaps other lines like it – had done him a personal and unforgivable injury. They were passing through a wooded valley with steep, rocky sides. Below the line was a placid river with bone-white pebbles and cows standing hoof-deep in the water.


    Tom said: ‘ People round here would miss it. For many it’s the only means of communication.’


    ‘They’ll find others. Cars are cheap. Buses can run. You’ve got to chop off the small arteries to make the larger ones healthy. It’s part of modernization. We’ve got to make the government see that.’


    To Norah, who had come to learn quite a lot about arteries when her father died earlier in the year, the metaphor seemed inapt, but it was not her business. The train chugged on, and mercifully it changed course so that the sun now fell only on her feet. They stopped at another station, and the station-master, a man with a long red nose, was telling the guard the winner of the two-thirty. A hen was picking at the grass between the lines.


    The country now softened into rich pasture land. Perhaps she was nearly there. She had always pictured Althea Syme living among wide lawns and shady trees.


    As it happened she had first met Mrs Syme on a train; but not one at all like this; a great green French boat train two years ago when John Faulkner had been first taken ill, in his Paris flat, and Norah had been sent for. Althea Syme had been in the same compartment, also travelling alone. She was instantly sympathetic and her offer of help, though not accepted, was kindly and warmly meant.


    They had met a number of times since then; in Paris, in London, and then in Bournemouth, where Norah had gone with her father and where the two women had seen a lot of each other. ‘I took to you the moment we first met,’ Mrs Syme said, ‘because you’re awfully like the daughter of an old friend of mine. But since then a rapport has grown up, don’t you think? I hope it’s not misunderstood. It’s – a little unusual between an older and a younger woman – the generations usually have so little in common – but I hope we shall continue to keep in touch. Any help I can offer you, you’ve only to ask.’


    Another station. The engine was breathing like an old man who had to sit up in bed with asthma. The name was Pant-y-Dwr. Appropriate. In many of these stations the station-master’s house was built into the platform and flush with the booking office. From where she sat she could see directly into one room; a table laid for a meal, spotless cloth, big china teapot, blue pattern plates, a white cat asleep on a chair. Was all this to be changed, disrupted, destroyed – by the railway people themselves, if the government would but give permission?


    A creaking of couplings and they were off again. What was the appeal of Althea Syme? She was a woman who somehow contrived to be good-looking in spite of her features. Spectacled, with a long, clever upper lip, over-plentiful carelessly combed brown hair looped low on her forehead. Not much sense of dress – she always chose things that made her look bigger. There was something luxuriant about her, a bit tropical: the leaves of the tree had grown over-large. But such a quick mind and so youthful an approach to life that Norah never felt she was with a woman in her mid-fifties.


    For Althea was nothing if not enterprising. She lectured all over the place on political economy and hygiene; she wrote gardening features for the Press. She was always travelling abroad. She found time to write to the papers on matters of moment, particularly if they concerned women’s rights, and she had the good fortune to be known to editors, so that most of her letters got in. Where women met, the name Althea Syme meant something.


    She had been a widow nine years, owned an estate and property in Montgomery and Cardigan, and had a son of fifteen to whom she claimed she gave the maximum freedom in all things. Norah admired enterprise and originality and a refusal to conform, and in all these things it seemed to her her friend excelled.


    A month ago she had received a letter:


    

      30th August, 1951
‘My dear,


      I had not heard of your father’s death. Why didn’t you write? Will you take as said the stereotyped expressions of sympathy, which you know I sincerely feel? Your plans no doubt will be vague as yet, but if when things are settled you should like to spend a few weeks with me here, don’t wait for a further invitation, please.’


    


    A week later another letter which, characteristically, had carried on where the first left off.


    

      ‘Or better still. Are you working yet? I imagine not, because you told me you’d not be returning to the job you gave up when your father was taken ill. Well, I want a secretary. Indeed, I need a secretary, as I have just sacked the one I had! It would be of course entirely a business matter, and I would pay the going rates, but how agreeable it would be to mix business with pleasure! A month’s trial (on both sides)? It’s deep in the Welsh mountains. But perhaps you won’t mind that. Do come.’


    


    Another river winking and glinting over the stones. The train at last was going faster, gaining on the down grade.


    The older man said: ‘Like it or not, Tom, conurbations are the thing of the future. Centralization of city, town, village, hospital, school. In the mid-twentieth century we can’t afford to straggle all over the countryside in hamlets and cottages with tiny pubs and churches and women’s institutes and the like. As the population explosion goes on the towns will grow and grow, but the isolated districts of Scotland and Wales and Cumberland will shrivel and die. And on the whole, not altogether a bad thing.’


    ‘Not a bad thing?’


    ‘Well, these are odd districts. I was born here, you know. You Cardiff people who travel up here twice a year haven’t really a notion. You think Wales is civilized. All right then, so it is. But don’t include these mountain districts. And I’m not talking about before the war, boy. Last year I met a farmer who’d lost some sheep, and he was as sure as took no contradiction that someone’d put the evil eye on him.And he knew who it was, too. He’d been to see an old woman who gave him some things in little linen bags that he was to hang over his door … And at the little pub where I shall spend tonight, the wife there had erysipelas for a year and the doctors could not touch it, but she went to see a white witch and in three days it was gone.’


    So they were superstitious, Norah thought. Did it matter? Except for this railway there probably hadn’t been much change to mark a thousand years. In the days when Edward the Elder was driving the invading Danes out of the Severn Valley those mountains would still have been there in the distance, mist-capped and rain-swept, or gleaming like bronze helmets in the sun. There would be this same moss-green valley winding among the sombre hills, and single-storeyed cottages not dissimilar from those now sheltering among the trees. What got into a man that, having been born here, he had such a desire to uproot what the landscape had long since absorbed – this out-of-date little train chuffering past unpainted signal boxes and rusty stations? The sacred needs of British Rail? The peremptory demands of grey-faced accountants?


    ‘And mind you, there are many other things go on in these parts besides the charming of braxy. On more than one occasion when I was a lad …’ The train went under a bridge. ‘… Some say malicious gossip, of course, but I can tell you, boy, it was nothing of the sort …’


    A long tunnel; but when they came out of it the sunshine had gone. It was as if they were in a twilight world. The train slowed to a stop, and just for a moment it seemed to her that the two men had climbed out and that her father got in and sat in the seat opposite her. He was wearing strange grey clothes which gave off a peculiar smell, and he looked thin and pale and drawn. Her father hadn’t liked Mrs Syme. He had thought the friendship unhealthy. Perhaps he had even been jealous. Now, sitting opposite his daughter in the carriage, he took her hand in his icy hand and seemed to be speaking a warning, which was drowned by the shrill whistle of the train.


    She just managed to choke back the beginnings of an exclamation as the younger railman turned to look at her. The train was slowing. This was a station of more importance; new houses about, a timber yard. The two men were really going now, rising, picking up their briefcases, hands on the carriage door. She rose quickly also.


    ‘Excuse me. Is this Morb Lane?’


    ‘Llanidloes,’ said the older man pleasantly. ‘Your station is two stops farther on.’


    

      II

    


    ‘Miss Faulkner?’
A big dark man in a chauffeur’s uniform. Althea had said she
would be met.


    Morb Lane seemed pretty much the end of the line. The empty train was shunting off towards a cluster of points and a few old small locomotives which had apparently been put out to grass. In the distance a clump of fir trees were grouped like the spires of a cathedral.


    ‘I’m Timson, miss. This is all your baggage?’


    A surly face, over-square, obstinate, and cropped hair that bristled about the back of his neck. They made no conversation on the way, which first was on a fair tarmac road, then through two villages leaving clouds of dust behind them, with farm hands leaning on pitchforks. They turned up a road with an AA sign Impracticable for Motorists and soon began to climb. The big car filled the narrow way. Potholes developed, with here and there ridges and outcroppings of rock.


    The country here was wild: moorland and hills with this track winding through. An old mine of some sort, and then Timson had to open a gate and had some difficulty in keeping a flock of sheep on the other side while he drove through. She offered to help, but he said politely, thank you, no, he was used to this.


    They drove into an even more barren area, with mounds of shale and ruined empty cottages; then a deserted church with stones piled against the gate, and beside it a house that might have been the vicarage, with frameless windows and a gaping roof. Perhaps the railman’s prediction of dehabitation was already in process. The minor arteries did not need to be cut, they were shrivelling away.


    The sun was low now, the hills in shadow. They turned into a shaly valley with two ruined engine houses beside the road. A tall battlemented cloud peered down it, pink-tipped. Mountains all round. Then she saw the house.


    Not the expected. This house might have been stolen from the Cotswolds, being of good mellow stone but straggling, with different cambered roofs of grey tiles sloping up towards the ornamental brickwork of various grouped chimneys. It was a big house, of only two storeys but with a few attic windows in the roof, and the windows at one end uncurtained. If she had not known it to be only a hundred and twenty years old she could have mistaken it for Elizabethan.


    And its north-eastern end was built almost flush against a precipice which rose fifty feet and then sloped away for perhaps three times that height to a great granite rock. The cliff would offer protection from all the cold winds but some danger, one would have thought, from falling stones. Very surprisingly no garden was visible, only this bumpy road which led through gateposts across a field which itself ran up to the foundations of the house like a green tide.


    Getting out of the car while the chauffeur took out her two bags, Norah looked back to see the long valley in the premature twilight of its guardian hills. They stood out over it, here swelling gently, there craggy and dark. You could see one old mine building and some ruined cottages. In the background on the right the bulk of a much larger mountain was outlined against the bright sky.


    Then she heard the door open, and turned to be greeted by Althea Syme.


    

      III

    


    Inside, the house was hard to evaluate. It seemed not so much a house built to a plan as a collection of oak-panelled living-rooms put together arbitrarily to suit different tastes. The rooms were dark and mostly large, low-beamed but pleasant, with a lived-in look about them; some good Swansea porcelain, plenty of books, but too many family portraits which didn’t seem to have much merit as paintings. Leading the way upstairs Althea explained that the house had originally been built to accommodate two quite separate families, so there was a tendency to duplication.


    As you mounted the first flight you came to a wide landing with three doors and two passages leading off, with, at one side, eight stairs leading down to another short passage (‘ our bathrooms,’ Mrs Syme explained, ‘ grouped together, I’m afraid, and shockingly inconvenient’), and at the other a staircase leading up. These stairs were narrower, thinly carpeted and steeper. At the top was a heavy oak door hinged back on a chain, and beyond a square passage with two doors.


    ‘I always thought to put you up here if you came,’ Althea said, breathing deeply with the effort. ‘If you don’t like it tell me at once and come down to the next floor. Miss Harris, my previous secretary, was down there. But if you do decide to stay here you can have your own little flat and do what you like with it. And there is a bathroom of one’s own, which is an advantage. A trifle primitive by London standards but …’ floorboards creaked under her weight, ‘this,’ opening the door, ‘is your bedroom.’ She padded across it and opened a door beyond. ‘And this, if you decide to stay up here, can be your sitting-room. It’s a mess and only half furnished at present, but some of the rooms downstairs are so overcrowded you can take your pick of anything except the grand piano. You could even have that if Gregory were not taking lessons – and incidentally making very smart progress.’


    ‘I’m looking forward to meeting him,’ Norah said.


    ‘There’s one slight problem up here. As you can see, we don’t have electricity, but there’s coke-fired central heating on the ground floor and in a few of the first-floor bedrooms. If the weather turns cold you might be driven down.’


    ‘Not now, certainly.’


    ‘No, not now. And of course the heat does tend to rise.’ They stopped and looked at each other. Althea smiled and said: ‘ Well, my dear, how are you?’


    She put her arms round the girl, and they kissed.


    ‘Fine,’ Norah said. ‘Absolutely fine.’


    ‘I can see that. And as pretty as ever. You’ve lost weight.’


    ‘A bit.’


    ‘It suits you … But tell me seriously, within yourself. You’re better? I mean after your father’s death?’


    ‘Yes, fine. But as you know, we were pretty close, so it’s just taking a bit of getting used to.’


    ‘I know that. I know … I think it’ll do you a lot of good here. I know it’ll do me a lot of good to have you.’


    Norah laughed. ‘Well, thanks. You’re – very kind. Honestly, I …’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Well, I’m very glad to be here, Althea. I’ve been looking forward to it. Thanks for your thoughtfulness.’


    They looked at each other again, then the older woman sighed and blinked. ‘I’ll leave you before we get emotional. Dinner’s at seven-thirty. I have an elderly cousin staying here at present, so there’ll be just the four of us.’


    ‘What kind of dress?’


    ‘Oh, cocktail sort of thing – a little smarter than daytime. It’s a pandering to suburbanism I encourage because it prevents general slackness. In the country one can so easily get into squalid habits.’


    She went to the door, and Norah turned to open her case, but Althea stopped.


    ‘And Robert?’


    ‘Oh that,’ said Norah, and hesitated. ‘It’s over.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Absolutely … A major break. We – ran into a complete dead end.’


    ‘Are you sorry?’


    ‘Well … I think maybe sorry’s the wrong word. Licking my wounds.’


    ‘As bad as that?’


    ‘Well … Naturally one doesn’t emerge without a few flying splinters.’


    Althea stood with her hand on the door. ‘Tell me about it sometime.’


    Norah smiled. ‘I don’t know …’


    ‘As you please, my dear. I can tell you my own feelings are a bit mixed on the subject. I only met him a couple of times. But there was something that suggested to me that you were neither of you particularly right for the other. I’d never have said so; but if it is over I can say so now.’


    ‘We were right and we were wrong,’ said Norah. ‘ It’s probably the most dangerous mixture.’


    ‘Don’t I know,’ said Althea Syme.


    When she had gone Norah reflected that the last sentence had been spoken with some feeling, and that she had in fact heard little of her friend’s own marriage. That was a confidence that had not come yet; Althea usually talked only of her life since she became a widow.


    The girl looked out of the window. The front of the house might be without a garden but the land at the back sloped away from the house and the cliff in a high degree of cultivation, with steps and rocky eminences and sunlit grassy levels, towards a small ornamental lake bordered by flowering plants and fringed with reeds. As the last sun faded behind the hill the lake mirrored every detail of tree and sky and rock.


    She looked about her bedroom. Her coming had obviously been the occasion for some re-furnishing. The chocolate and cream chintz curtains looked as if they had been hung that day and matched the counterpane on the bed. Two white rugs on the floor smelt new. Yellow roses in a vase. The furniture was Victorian but shone with polish.


    The sitting-room was about the same size, but renovation had not extended this far. As Althea said, it was rather a mess: horse-hair chairs, a sagging sofa in worn velvet, a rocking-chair, much scratched; even a rocking-horse. The whole room smelt musty and neglected. There was a bookcase full of formidable old books: Darwin’s Descent of Man, Crockford’s Chemical Dictionary for 1916, The Metallurgy of Lead by J. Percy; and on a dark side-table was a frame with big beads on rails such as children once used for learning to count. These must be long pre-Gregory, surely Edwardian at the latest.


    She thumped the window open – the smell was rather unpleasant – and went to take a bath. In a room which clearly had been a boxroom the bath stood on tall crabbed feet in one corner as if left there temporarily while the plumbers went to lunch, but she tested the tap marked ‘hot’, and found it as good as its word.


    

      IV

    


    Forty minutes later something rattled in the depths of the house, and Norah put down her book, tightened the belt of her frock, flipped at the upstanding collar tips, and went down the two flights to where a maid, called Alice, was waiting to show her into the dining-room. Only Althea was there, in regal purple, newly powdered and smiling.


    ‘That’s nice. I’ve not seen it before, have I? Warm yourself before the fire. The evening’s turning chilly.’


    Norah murmured a compliment about the room and Mrs Syme said: ‘The picture over the mantel is Watts’s painting of my grandfather. It was his father who built this house, at the time when the valuable lead mines were extending all around the district. Jonathan Syme and Daniel Nichols owned three mines in this vicinity and between them they built this house to accommodate their increasing families. Jonathan had eleven children and Daniel eight – it was a vigorous age. Jonathan’s eldest son, whose portrait that is, bought the Nichols out and made the two houses into one. Of course the mines are long since derelict. If I wanted to sell the house I could scarcely give it away, but it suits me well. Ah, Gregory darling, come and be introduced to Miss Faulkner.’


    She had learned a lot about the boy from the talk of a doting mother; so reality was a shock. He was like an unflattering replica of her friend: the same largeness, the look of clumsiness about the feet, the dull opacity of skin, the shag of coffee-coloured hair, the spectacles; but all exaggerated so that, while his mother in spite of all had distinction and looks, he was almost ugly.


    ‘How d’you do, Miss Faulkner.’ His voice had broken late, still cracked as he spoke. When she took his hand it lay in hers like a dead animal, and she had a moment’s revulsion, which she was careful not to show as Althea was watching her.


    He was like his mother physically but seemed the reverse in temperament. While she was assertive and outgoing, ever talkative and extrovert, he was ingrown, quiet, closed off from the world, stood with shoulders bent and hands clasped listening, listening. The spectacles pointed the contrast. Mrs Syme’s small, alert, friendly eyes were always visible, her glasses were a pane through which she observed everything more clearly. Gregory’s were a wall. Lenses twice as thick cut off his eyes from the outer world, caught the light and reflected it, never let it through.


    They sat down to dinner at a long table. This did not encourage easy conversation particularly because of the two oil lamps down the middle. Althea was at one end and Norah at the other, and in order to see her hostess she had to bend her head to one side and peer past the lights.


    Nor did Althea’s cousin, the Reverend Rupert Croome-Nichols, add to the occasion. He was tall and thin, with one of those jack-knife bodies that always seem to be either folding or unfolding, grey silky hair growing in a peak low on his forehead, and a face deeply indented with ravines so dark that one speculated whether soap and water had recently penetrated them. Throughout the earlier part of the meal he was silent, but when his hunger had been appeased he turned to look at Norah and asked her if her father had been to Oxford. Surprised, she swallowed hastily and answered, yes.


    ‘Ah, I thought you looked as if your father had been up. Can usually tell in the children. I hope when you have children you’ll send them there.’


    Other conditions favourable, Norah thought it possible.


    ‘Ah, I was up in 1911–12. Vintage years, those. Lassiter was up with me. Not that I approve of this movement he’s founding. All these movements: Buchmanism, Toc H, Salvation Army; they all take people away from the Church proper. What good does it do? Prior was up at the same time, too. Bishop Prior. What year was your father up?’


    Norah couldn’t remember.


    ‘Ah. ’11, ’ 12 and ’13 were good years. A lot of good people up at that time. Most of ’ em wiped out, of course. All fine young chaps. Remaking the world. Never had a generation like it since. And – er – hm …’


    ‘Gregory,’ said Mrs Syme, ‘is going to Oxford. Aren’t you, duck?’


    ‘Yes, mother.’


    ‘If he can get in,’ said Mr Croome-Nichols. ‘All these examinations these days. Often keeps out the right sort. I was a Westminster boy. Westminster and St John’s. It always tells.’ He put a large forkful of food into a deep corner of his mouth and reluctantly withdrew the fork, turning his eyes up as he did so. ‘But there’s a lot of favouritism in the Church – always has been. Your father a clergyman, did I hear?’


    ‘No. He was in NATO.’


    ‘Ah. The Church isn’t what it was. Panders too much to public taste, tries to keep up with the latest fads. Panders. The lower classes are well catered for. What I say is, after all, the upper classes have souls. It’s the Church’s duty to cater for them. I told the diocesan conference so last time. Didn’t please the bishops. What did your father die of?’


    ‘His heart.’


    ‘You should have written,’ came Althea’s voice from behind the lamps. ‘I mightn’t even have heard.’


    ‘I have pains at my heart sometimes,’ said Mr Croome-Nichols. He put another large forkful of food deep into a corner of his mouth. ‘Have often thought I ought to see a doctor about them. After all, sixty-three is sixty-three. But chief trouble is my chest. Get phlegm in the mornings. Cold weather doesn’t suit me. I dread the cold.’


    ‘It’s mild here generally,’ said Althea, ‘but sometimes we have frightfully hard weather for a short time. This is now mainly a sheep-farming district, and last year one farmer lost fifty sheep in the snow. It’s interesting to see how well some of my half-hardy shrubs survive these cold spells. I’m convinced with such shrubs it’s very much more the quality of the ground they are in than the air temperature. Round the lake at the back of the house there’s an acre or more of fine loamy soil, and almost anything will grow there.’


    ‘I saw it from my bedroom window. It looks lovely.’


    ‘And all done in six years,’ said Althea Syme. ‘Seven years ago it was a wilderness of bracken and birch saplings.’


    ‘Simon will be surprised,’ said Mr Croome-Nichols. ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if he were astonished. And – er – hm …’


    His habit of ending sentences this way was disconcerting. It was as if a sudden impulse of discretion had just stepped in to prevent him saying something he should not: Conversation was left in the air, suspended over a precipice.


    Alice relieved them of their plates and set the dessert in front of them. Norah looked up to find Gregory’s shining round spectacles turned speculatively towards her, but after a quick stare he looked away.


    ‘Simon,’ said Althea, ‘is my nephew. We’re expecting him on Wednesday. He’s been abroad for some years and won’t have seen the improvements. I’m sure he’ll like them.’


    ‘No one knows what Simon will like,’ said Mr Croome-Nichols. ‘Not even Simon.’


    ‘What time is he coming?’ asked Gregory.


    ‘We haven’t heard. Probably in the evening.’


    They went on talking for a few minutes, but now between the exchanges there were silences which did not stem from Mr Croome-Nichols.


    After dinner she was shown some of the rest of the house, but still didn’t get a very clear impression of its layout. There were too many portraits in all the principal rooms, and on the whole they were not an engaging flock. A part of the house, Althea explained, was no longer used, for it was simply too big to keep it all up, and this accounted for the uncurtained windows.


    Bed early; and up in her own rooms stare down through the casement window over the sloping roof towards where the lake had borrowed tinsel from the stars. The bulk of the mountains gloomed behind.


    The depression that had been quietly waiting to pounce all day suddenly fell on her like a kidnapper’s cloak. She struggled with it, knowing from the experience of the last few weeks that it must be fought off before it could gain a proper hold. This invitation of Althea’s was only for a month’s trial. If, in spite of Althea, one found her environment too depressing it would be easy enough to make an excuse and leave.


    But come. Why make decisions and then regret them? Her hostess was as likeable and as kind as ever, and, thank goodness, being a woman, understanding – the rest of the company could well improve with a little effort. It was early days yet. A month would pass in a flicker. Must try to get to know Gregory. Tomorrow the sun would be shining. Gorgeous country! One hardly imagined anything left so wild and untouched in this crowded world.


    She turned into the sitting-room. It was a peculiar smell, the one attaching to this particular room, half stale, half antiseptic. Probably the furniture. More than ever it contrasted with the freshness of her bedroom. The lamp she had set down on the table when she came in was not far from the rocking-horse, and so the rocking-horse cast a giant shadow on the wall behind. As she turned from the window some trick of her eyes or of the light deceived her, so that it looked as if the horse and its shadow were moving slightly. Very slightly the shadow seemed to move on the wall.


    She picked up the lamp and all the shadows lurched about like drunken men. She went back into her bedroom, stared a moment closely at herself in the mirror, fancying a blemish on her cheek, then seeing it was not. She searched her face for signs of the self-doubt that she thought she detected in her character. Heavy-lidded thoughtful eyes stared back at her. Weakness, indecision? How did they show? She began to undress, hanging her frock, folding her underclothes more carefully than usual, as if to delay the moment of nakedness.


    Where was Robert now? It all stemmed, of course, this depression that hovered, it stemmed from her loss not of one man but of two. Her father’s wise, urbane companionship, his elegant good humour was something she would be short of for the rest of her life. ‘I am not resigned to the shutting away of loving hearts in the hard ground.’ Who had written that? An American: Milleis was it? Well, she was not resigned. ‘Lovers and thinkers, into the earth with you …’ To Hell with life.


    But the choice had not been hers. Robert was someone she was going to miss, differently but distinctly, if not for the rest of her life, at least for a while yet. All very well to be flippant with Althea, talk of flying splinters. But it was more than that. And the choice in this case had been hers …


    

      Had it? Was there a true element of choice in rejecting his complete unreasonableness? That was, if she wanted to remain a person in her own right. Unreasonableness on her side too? He thought so. But this was no lover’s tiff. The gap was unbridgeable. She was sick of men and their ways. To Hell with them too … Young men anyhow. Why were older men so much more understanding? Had they too been impossible when young?


    With a shiver, avoiding sight of herself in the glass, she dropped her nightdress over her head. And her other friends? Margery and Daphne living it up in their bedsitter. Olga doing her usual tour of the theatre agencies. Pete playing New Orleans jazz. Mark tuning his car.


    A last look out of the window, then she went to the door to see if there was a key. There wasn’t. Nor to the door leading to the sitting-room. Although it was not important to have a key to either she would, illogically, more have preferred to cut herself off from her sitting-room than from the house downstairs.


    She slipped into bed. Good sheets. She had expensive tastes in sheets and used them extravagantly at home. A cool fresh sheet was halfway to a good night’s rest.


    She thought she heard something move in the sitting-room. Silly. She had just been in there herself, and floorboards often reacted after being stepped on. She blew out the lamp and lay a few minutes looking up at the dark. As her eyes adjusted themselves the square of the window lightened and let in an oblong foot width of night sky between the parted curtains.


    This had all obviously once been someone’s nursery. Many young Symes. Generations of them, growing and fading. Girls and boys hurtling up and down the narrow stairs. Clear young voices. Childish cries, childish ailments, childish fears. Childish deaths. Climbing on and off the rocking-horse. Laughing and quarrelling, sulking and dreaming. The patter of little feet. She must remember to ask Althea all about it tomorrow. Why did the thought of little feet pattering in the room next door seem vaguely disturbing?


    It was not until she was on the verge of dozing off that she thought she recognized the peculiar smell in her sitting-room as the same smell her father had brought into the railway carriage in her dream on the train.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    

      I

    


    Gregory said in a querulous voice: ‘How long is he coming for? Everyone is so close about these things.’


    ‘I can’t enlighten you, boy. No concern of mine. And – er – hm …’


    ‘I think it’s a concern of us all! If he intends to come and settle here and upset everything …’


    ‘Simon’s not the sort to settle. You’ll see. He’ll be off back again in a few weeks. He’s never been able to stick it here. Not since the war.’


    ‘Mother’s so pathetic at times; she still treats me like a child. As if I didn’t know all about her anxieties.’


    ‘Then you know more than I do, boy … Look, these declensions will never do …’


    A firm hand closed on Norah’s shoulder. She started as Althea Syme said: ‘I see you’re looking in on my dear infant’s studies.’


    Norah went red. ‘I stumbled on them. I can’t find my way round this house yet. Where is the library?’


    Althea laughed and led her across the passage. ‘ You’re not the only one. When I first came here as a girl I was for ever walking by mistake into the downstairs lavatory. Come and see my garden.’


    It was the second day. Unfortunately there had been no sun yesterday, a fine drizzle had set in early and they had all stayed indoors and it had been very depressing. But this morning, Wednesday, was brilliant, the rain had washed the atmosphere, and the mountains had a Mediterranean clarity.


    So for the first time they walked around Althea’s well-publicized garden, the one that served her as copy for so many of her articles. Norah suitably admired, and not disingenuously. She liked gardens, and she esteemed someone who knew so much about, and was so passionately concerned in, their creation and upkeep. Her friend talked learnedly but amiably about telopeas and aralias and mahonias, and they wandered down to the lake.


    ‘The nyssa sylvatica is nothing much yet, but in a month if the weather holds, it will be the most brilliant thing in the garden … It may have occurred to you to wonder, my pet, why it is that I, whose married name is Syme, should appear to claim the family as my own.’


    ‘No, it hadn’t …’


    ‘In fact it is my own. I happen to be the only child of Henry Syme’s fourth daughter. My husband, Captain Syme, was also my cousin. So I can’t escape, you see.’


    ‘What I have wondered,’ said Norah, ‘is why in the first place the house was ever built so close to the cliff.’


    Althea smiled. ‘So close to Cader Morb? For luck of course. Cader Morb is supposed to be lucky, and financially at least he’s done his stuff.’


    ‘Wouldn’t the luck have held good if the house had been built twenty yards farther away?’


    ‘Jonathan and his partner were superstitious men. In winter sometimes they say Jonathan used to go out by himself and talk to Cader Morb.’


    Norah stared up at the sharp cliff surmounted by the jutting cone of bare rock. ‘Yes, I can understand that. You haven’t, by the way, even mentioned yet what I have to do.’


    ‘What you have to do?’


    ‘As your secretary. Typing and things. When d’you want me to start?’


    ‘Oh, that. No hurry at all. Settle in first. Explore the countryside while the weather lasts.’

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
B ‘(\K« L

From the acclaimed author of Poldark





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





