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      Chapter One

    


    Two people were watching a young woman sitting in the shade at the foot of a massive lotus-headed pillar. Her eyes were shut and she was leaning against the stone as relaxed as though it were made of something soft, comfortable. A sharp-edged shadow lay over her and so she had taken off her hat, letting it lie in her lap.


    One of the watchers was a man in a long, pale blue gown and dusty turban, who squatted unblinking in the shade opposite her, intent as a lizard waiting for its prey. He was waiting until the patch of shade, which had been slowly changing shape as he watched, moved far enough for the sun to reach the woman. He hoped that she would start and stumble up. With luck she would drop her bag or her camera or forget her hat.


    Although she was very thin, he thought that she was rich, even beyond the usual, incomprehensible richness of all the foreigners who came to walk about the ruins. He had noticed the way the others had treated her with deference and allowed her to move away from them and be alone. He always watched the foreigners and rarely misjudged their resources.


    The woman was dressed in a white drill skirt and a loose shirt of fine linen caught in at the waist with a wide belt of polished blue leather. There were white canvas shoes on her narrow feet and the hat she held loosely on her knees was made of local straw with only a simple blue ribbon round the crown. But her watch was gold and so was the heavy bracelet on her other wrist, and there were pearls around her slim neck.


    Her name was Mary Alderbrook and she was English, single and thirty-one years old. To her friends, among whom she would have counted the other watcher, she was known as Ming.


    The man waited patiently, ignoring the shrill cries of the other foreigners at the far end of the temple.


    Ming heard them, but she ignored them too. There was a luxurious pleasure in sitting alone, feeling and thinking and not having to be polite. She had a guide book in her bag and had already read the description of the place, so she had a framework of facts into which to fit her own observations.


    A sudden warmth reached through her skirt to her bare thigh, and she opened her eyes to the pale dazzle of the sun and smiled. Of all the places where they had stopped, Kom Ombo was the one she most liked.


    Perched on a low promontory above the river, the temple was much less oppressive than the others she had seen on the stately voyage up the river, and the reliefs on its pale golden walls were clearer and more accessible than most of the others.


    A white-sailed felucca slid into view against the low green trees on the farther shore. Ming watched it until it had passed out of her line of sight and then tilted her head back against the pillar, staring upwards at a broken section of the temple roof. She had not looked at it when she had chosen her shady seat and was amazed to see that it was not only carved but brightly coloured, too. The turquoise and black paint on the great outstretched wings of the eagles was fresh and clear, even after thousands of years.


    So much had survived, she thought, and yet it was all so very dead. She had hoped vaguely that by coming so far and by searching the relics of a civilisation so utterly alien she might arrive at some knowledge or even intuition that would help her to find her own way, but so far nothing had happened. She had recovered her health in the astonishing air and revelled in the dry heat that seemed clean and invigorating after London’s grubby dampness, but she had come to no conclusions about herself or her life.


    With the others from the boat, Ming had marvelled at the tombs and temples, relished the clarity and colour of the wall paintings, smiled at the optimism of a religion that portrayed all its gods as young, beautiful and happy, tried to decipher some of the hieroglyphs, and been interested in everything she saw. But the things that had moved her had been incidental.


    A group of children playing on the edge of the river and risking bilharzia had caught her eye one day and she had watched them for at least ten minutes as the boat cruised slowly past their little beach between two fields of sugar cane. There had been both boys and girls there, and the girls were dressed in ragged gowns of bright cotton. The pinks and greens, purples and oranges of their clothes lit the monotonous landscape of dirty-green water, grey-brown earth and dull green palms as brightly as the children’s smiles illuminated their thin, brown faces. Ming had stood on the top deck wondering how those girls must feel when they reached the end of their childhood, when their hair was covered with black veils and their bright cottons were exchanged for the ubiquitous long black gowns the adult women wore.


    The second watcher, a tall dark-haired woman with a very straight back and a commanding manner, saw that Ming was properly awake and moved forward out of the deep shadows cast by the temple forecourt.


    ‘Ming!’ she called. ‘Ming, are you there? We ought to go back now. The boat’s due to leave in fifteen minutes.’


    ‘Coming, Connie,’ said Ming a little wearily as she stood up, clasping her bag and hat and camera. The hat slipped just as Constance Wroughton appeared between the vast pillars, and Ming left it where it had fallen as she moved forwards. There were two patches of golden dust on the back of her skirt and her thin shirt, but she ignored them. The man who had been waiting moved as quickly as any lizard, picked up the hat and followed her. He reached Ming just as she realised that she was missing something and turned. Her gentle face hardened as she saw what had happened. The man offered her the hat and for a moment she refused to take it. Then she shrugged, reached out for the hat and waited for the familiar words and action. The man held out his cupped hand in a gesture that ought to have been supplicating, but to Ming expressed a predatory threat.


    ‘Baksheesh,’ he ordered.


    Ming understood the customs of the place and knew that compared with the men who held out their dusty, calloused hands wherever she went in the country she was rich beyond any dream of avarice, and yet she hated being coerced into endless tipping. Throughout her life she had done everything that was expected of her and buried the few rebellious feelings she had allowed herself to recognise, but suddenly her temper snapped.


    ‘Imshi!’ she said almost viciously and let her hand drop to her side, leaving him with the hat. The man looked at her as though he could not believe what he had heard. Ming turned away and began to walk fast towards the shore. Constance opened her bag, found a suitable note, and handed it to the man who gave her the hat and went muttering back to the shade.


    ‘I’m sorry, Connie,’ said Ming when the other woman caught up with her. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’


    ‘It doesn’t matter at all,’ answered the older woman. ‘But do put your hat on; the sun’s hot.’


    Ming obeyed.


    ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with me,’ she said hopelessly. ‘I keep getting furious for no reason at all.’


    ‘The perennial demand for baksheesh is terribly.…’


    ‘That’s not what I mean.’ Ming sighed. ‘It’s not just out here. It was happening in London, too, although I usually managed to hold it back. Poor man!’ She laughed sadly. ‘It’s rather unfair that the dam should have burst over him.’


    Connie slid her hand into the crook of Ming’s elbow and urged her forward, thankful that the first crack had appeared in her defences.


    ‘Come and have tea,’ she said. ‘We mustn’t miss the boat.’


    ‘I don’t think I’ll bother with tea,’ said Ming. ‘I think I’ll go and lie down. I must be what Nanny used to call “over-tired and fractious and silly”.’


    They walked along the dusty yellow path, screwing up their eyes against the sun’s brilliance, until they reached the boat. As they crossed the rickety gangplank that connected it to the shore, Connie said:


    ‘Don’t you think you’ve rested enough, Ming?’ There was kindness in her voice but a certain implacability, which the other woman heard with an odd combination of dread and relief.


    ‘Perhaps,’ she said with her usual polite deference. ‘But I still seem to get so appallingly tired all the time. The doctors warned me I would.’


    ‘Come and have tea,’ said Connie again as she led the way to the upper deck of the boat. It was furnished with long cane chairs and cheerful striped canvas awnings. Several of the other passengers were already installed on the far side of the deck and Connie chose a pair of chairs well away from them all.


    Ming lay back in one of the chairs and closed her eyes. Connie ordered tea from the smiling waiter on duty and sat back in silence, lighting a cigarette. As she drew the smoke into her lungs, she watched the still face of her friend with its fine bones, charming nose and slightly short upper lip. It was an extraordinarily pretty face but recently it had become lifeless, as though it was no more than a mask for an unhappiness that had been growing worse for a long time.


    A different waiter appeared with a tray of tea and Connie tipped him. Accepting the money he said, in an accent so strong as to make the words barely comprehensible:


    ‘You are sisters?’


    ‘No, not sisters,’ answered Connie as patiently as though it were not the fortieth time she had answered that question since they had embarked at Cairo.


    ‘You are her mother?’


    Connie shook her head and waved him away, almost losing patience herself. She was only twelve years older than Ming, and they were not related at all, although they shared a brother-in-law. After Connie’s sister, Diana, had died her husband had married one of Ming’s sisters and the two families had merged.


    Hearing the waiter walk away to the opposite end of the deck, Ming opened her dark blue eyes and smiled at Connie with the familiar sweetness that seemed to express both attentiveness and a charming acquiescence. It was a smile that had attracted innumerable people over the years and it was backed by a gentleness that had kept them enslaved. Only Connie and a few other deeply concerned friends had begun to suspect that it was a gentleness that was also keeping Ming herself enslaved.


    ‘Shall I pour?’ asked Ming, swinging her slim legs over the side of the chair. ‘You mustn’t pay any attention to me,’ she added as she handed Connie a cup of tea and poured out her own. ‘It’s only a bad case of self-pity, and I’ll deal with it. I‘m miserably discontented and yet I have everything anyone could reasonably want.’


    ‘I’m not so sure about that,’ said Connie as she stubbed out her cigarette.


    Ming looked up at her, surprised.


    ‘I have friends and family, and since my godmother died enough money to make me independent of everyone else,’ she said, adding in an attempt at lightness, ‘I am as free as anyone could ever expect to be.’


    Ming paused and drank some tea to control her slightly quivering voice.


    ‘I’m healthy enough now and I’ve no grounds whatsoever for complaining or being angry. I ought to be happy.’


    The boat’s engines started up their familiar, comforting throb, the crew unhitched the ropes, and the boat slid out into the middle of the river again. Ming put down her cup and turned to Connie, unaware of the other tourists on the deck.


    ‘But I’m not. What am I going to do? What’s wrong with me?’


    ‘There’s nothing wrong with you,’ said Connie with an energy in her voice that startled Ming. More slowly she added: ‘And as for what you ought to do, I’d say: “Be a bit selfish. Say what you actually think occasionally. Cause trouble.”’


    At that Ming laughed and all her intelligence and humour showed through the distress.


    ‘Oh, I don’t need any urging to be selfish.’


    ‘I think you do,’ said Connie seriously. ‘Not only do you always try to make peace between warring factions, which is admirable enough I suppose – although I suspect sometimes people want to go on warring for a bit …’


    Ming managed to smile at that.


    ‘But you also expend most of your energies suppressing everything in yourself that you are afraid will upset someone else. Don’t you think you ought to use your brains and your strength for something a bit more constructive?’


    ‘Such as?’ Ming was taken aback at the thought that she could be so much criticised for something that seemed to her to be basic common sense.


    ‘Something that makes you use everything you’ve got instead of burying it. I’m not a religious woman, Ming, but I can’t help thinking of the parable of the talents whenever I look at you. Your godmother’s legacy has done you no good.’


    ‘Except freed me from the work I’d come to detest.’ Ming smiled slightly. ‘You can’t imagine how awful it was to realise quite how much I hated it when I’d once loved doing it. And what a revelation it was to discover that I could just dump it. That was selfish, if you like.’


    ‘Why did you hate it so much?’ Connie finished her tea and put the cup back on the wicker tray. She felt in her bag for her cigarettes. ‘I’m not suggesting you were wrong; I’m just curious as to why you should have loathed it so.’


    Ming pulled herself out of the long chair and went to lean against the rail, looking out at the slowly passing shore. All the manifold irritations of the job she had done as secretary to a Member of Parliament were too petty to have given rise to the unbearable frustration that had driven her away after so long.


    ‘I suppose the feeling that everything I did was to help Roger achieve things for himself,’ she said eventually, keeping her eyes on the figure of a turbanned man riding through the sugar cane on a donkey that looked far too small to support his weight. His green-and-white striped gown was hitched up to his knees, revealing long, thin bare legs and leather slip-on shoes with heels at least an inch and a half high.


    ‘All my satisfactions were second-hand,’ Ming went on when the man had ridden out of sight. ‘The things that had once excited me – like drafting his speeches, sorting out his constituents’problems, inventing parliamentary questions for him to ask – became so many dreary chores.’


    ‘I’m not surprised,’ said Connie, but Ming was not listening. In her mind she was back in the House of Commons. She no longer saw the palms and the passing feluccas; only the green leather benches and the endless coming and going of dark-suited men.


    ‘I found myself listening to his speeches sometimes and getting furious when he put the wrong emphasis on what I’d written for him or noticing where he’d changed it because he had missed the point. You see, you’re wrong. I’m not the sweet, helpful, dutiful, unselfish creature you seem to think me.’


    ‘Good.’ Connie’s quietly satisfied voice reached through Ming’s preoccupations and she went back to her chair. Connie twisted her neck so that she could look at Ming and saw that her eyes were narrowed and her pointed chin looked stubborn.


    ‘You are all those things, Ming,’ she declared. ‘But there’s much more to you than that. I think all that’s happened is that you’ve discovered what most of us knew from the moment you started working for Roger Sillhorne: that you’re twice as clever as he and could do his job standing on your head. It’s no wonder that you were frustrated by playing second fiddle to him all the time. You ought to be doing a job of your own.’


    ‘But I’ve had no education,’ protested Ming, coming back to sit down. ‘What with the war getting in the way.’ Connie poured her another cup of tea.


    ‘Did you never think of training for anything?’


    ‘No. Even though my sister went to London University in 1946, somehow after all that had happened the idea of sitting about learning things seemed … irrelevant, and by the time I’d come to my senses it was too late. But you’re right: I must find something to do. I feel so pathetic!’


    Connie almost laughed. Anything less pathetic than Ming’s incisive voice just then would have been hard to imagine. Before Connie could say anything they heard something bang into the side of the boat and then fall into the river with a heavy splash. She swung her legs over the side of her long chair and stood up to see what was happening, shading her eyes. A group of young men were yelling and gesticulating at the boat. Some were stooping to pick up stones from a pile at their feet; others were actually throwing them. To Connie there was something dream-like and unreal about the big, white boat gliding so slowly past the furiously shouting Egyptians on the shore.


    One stone, pitched more efficiently than the rest, landed on the deck only feet away from them.


    ‘They’re stones,’ said Ming, horrified. Then her voice rose in a warning: ‘I say, Connie, do be careful.’


    As she spoke yet another stone was sailing through the air towards them. Connie, blinking against the glare, ducked in the wrong direction. The heavy stone hit the side of her forehead with a noise that forced Ming out of her chair. As Connie collapsed on to the deck, bleeding and unconscious, Ming lurched forwards, feeling a sharp, pain in her side. Afraid that her scar might have started to leak, she knelt over Connie’s felled body, trying to shield her from the stones. Ming felt a hard glancing blow on her own shoulders and arched closer to Connie’s head, trying to tuck her own out of the way too. She felt faint and rather sick, but she hung on, desperately afraid that Connie might be badly injured.


    ‘Can’t someone help them?’ a frail voice called from further down the deck. Through her dread, Ming recognised it as belonging to a Mrs Sutherland, the wife of an elderly vicar who had conducted a service in the saloon on the previous Sunday morning.


    ‘Coming, my dear.’


    Ming half-lifted her head to see the parson and his wife hurrying towards her through the crowd of shocked passengers. The sound of stones landing on the deck had stopped, although there were splashes to the stern of the boat and the angry shouts were still echoing over the water. Stewards were standing at the rails of the lower decks, shouting insults at the men on the shore.


    ‘Can we get her away from that rail?’ asked Mr Sutherland, taking off his panama hat as he arrived at Ming’s side.


    ‘I don’t think we need to actually,’ she said, realising that the boat had at last glided out of the range of the stone-throwers. As Ming moved away a little and tried to ease her shoulders, Mrs Sutherland caught up with her husband and lowered herself painfully on to the deck. She started to dab the blood away from Connie’s face with her handkerchief.


    ‘I don’t think your friend is too badly hurt,’ she said, looking up at Ming. ‘Just stunned.’


    ‘Oh, thank goodness.’ Ming leaned against one of the chairs and wiped the back of her hand against her forehead. Slowly the other tea-drinkers came to offer their help and advice.


    ‘It’s a mercy the cut is so near her hairline, Miss Alderbrook,’ said Mrs Sutherland. ‘Nothing will show even if it does scar. Let’s straighten her out. William, will you keep her cool? She’ll be all right in a moment.’


    The parson knelt on the deck beside Connie and took off her buff linen jacket. He rolled it into a pillow which he slipped under her head, and then energetically plied his hat above her face, smiling at Ming.


    ‘That was awfully brave,’ he said shyly. ‘Weren’t you afraid of being struck?’


    Ming, holding her right side with both hands, shook her head. It was clear that the scar was still intact, but it hurt and brought back horrible memories of the night of complete powerlessness and terror when her appendix had burst.


    ‘There didn’t seem much point worrying about it,’ she said, touched by his approval. ‘It had to be done. Was anyone else hurt?’


    ‘It doesn’t look like it. Just jolly bad luck that you two were on this side of the boat where they could get you. I say, they have hurt you, haven’t they? You look awfully pale. My dear.…’


    ‘No, it’s all right. I’ve just stretched a recent appendix scar a bit. It’s healed now, but I’m still not quite used to it. Don’t you think we ought to get some stewards to carry Connie to her cabin out of the sun?’


    ‘She’ll be coming round in a moment,’ said the vicar’s wife with certainty. She had taken some eau de Cologne from her capacious bag and was dabbing the unwounded side of Connie’s face with it. ‘Here we are.’


    Ming saw that the muscles around Connie’s mouth were tightening and her eyelids beginning to move. She groaned and lifted a hand to her forehead. The vicar’s wife murmured reassurances as Connie felt the still-oozing blood and brought her fingers close to her eyes, obviously trying to focus on their redness.


    ‘It’s not too serious, Miss Wroughton,’ said the vicar, just as Ming was trying to explain what had happened.


    ‘I expect you’ve a horrid headache,’ said his wife more practically. The other two fell guiltily silent and the onlookers began to drift back to their chairs.


    As soon as Connie was fully conscious the vicar helped her back into her chair and insisted that she drink some tepid tea. Connie, looking faintly amused despite the obvious pain in her head, obediently took the cup he held out. When she saw that Ming was frowning, she said:


    ‘Are you all right? Did they get you too?’


    ‘Not badly,’ she answered slowly. ‘But I can’t help wondering what it was all about. Surely it couldn’t have been because I refused to tip that man?’


    ‘Don’t be silly.’ Connie sounded both tired and impatient. ‘I tipped him for you. I expect they were just boys having a lark.’


    She closed her eyes and put her free hand to her forehead again.


    ‘I shouldn’t touch it,’ said the vicar’s wife. ‘As soon as you’ve had your tea we ought to disinfect it and bandage it up. It’s important to cover it especially in this climate.’


    ‘I don’t think it was just a lark,’ said her husband. ‘There’s a lot of anti-British feeling about just now.’


    When he caught his wife’s eye he flushed slightly. ‘Sorry, my dear. Mustn’t get on my hobby horse, I know. Why don’t you take Miss Wroughton down and see to her face?’


    Ming was about to go with them when she turned back to the vicar to ask him what he meant to say. He looked at her and smiled.


    ‘My wife tries to stop me boring on about it all, and not many of our fellow-passengers agree with me, but I don’t think you can really blame these people for resenting us. After all, they are catastrophically poor and a lot of the population is frighteningly unhealthy as well as half-starved. The one undeniable asset they have is the Suez Canal and we and the French have made sure that the lion’s share of its profits comes to us. Who wouldn’t be angry?’


    ‘Yes, well, but,’ said Ming, who had often listened to her father’s views about the country, ‘we did buy the majority of shares in the Canal in eighteen-something and they had the money then. It is ours.’


    ‘That rather depends how you look at it,’ said the vicar. ‘But I mustn’t bore you – and I must go and dress for dinner.’ He smiled his charming, self-deprecating smile, leaving Ming frustrated and rather worried.


    She went down later to see whether Connie needed anything and found her with a tray of soup and biscuits on her knees.


    ‘Are you really all right?’ asked Ming, pulling up the only chair in the cabin.


    ‘I’m fine. My head aches, but sweet Mrs Sutherland has given me some pills. She used to be a nurse, you know.’


    ‘Really? What luck! They’re both awfully nice. Well, if you really don’t need anything, I suppose I’d better get ready for dinner.’


    ‘You do that. But, Ming?’


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘When those louts interrupted us I was about to ask whether you’d consider giving us a hand with the magazine until you’ve settled on your new career of trouble-causing, whatever it might be.’


    Ming stopped, half-way to the door of the wood-panelled cabin, and turned. She looked eager but a little doubtful.


    ‘Max and I have found that editing and organising it take so long,’ said Connie casually as though she had only just thought of it, ‘that we need more freelance contributors than we’d expected, but finding and commissioning them take yet more time away from our own articles.’


    ‘You mean you want a secretary,’ said Ming, her voice flattening as she spoke.


    Connie laughed, wincing and laying her hand gently on her bandaged forehead.


    ‘I keep forgetting this. We don’t need any more secretarial help, but we do need more articles.’


    ‘But I’ve never written anything.’


    ‘Except speeches and letters and, I suspect, most of those articles that appeared under Roger Sillhorne’s name last year.’


    As Connie spoke she watched Ming’s face and saw that she had been right. ‘Precisely! Why not start now and write me a few thousand words about cruising up the Nile? I’m supposed to be doing it, but after this afternoon’s performance, I’m not sure I’d find the right lyrical note.’


    ‘No,’ agreed Ming. ‘I don’t suppose you would. Perhaps I should try. You’d have to be ruthless, you know, if it wasn’t any good.’


    ‘Ah yes,’ said Connie with a smile that disguised her determination, ‘I can promise you that.’


    ‘Then I will have a go. Thank you. I’ll leave you in peace now. But do send for me if you need anything. I’ll look in before I go to bed.’


    ‘Thank you, Ming.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    While Ming was in her cabin after dinner anointing her bruised and stiffening shoulder with witch hazel, her two elder sisters and a friend were talking about her as they listened to the rain splattering down on London.


    All three of the sisters had the same fine bones, fair hair and remarkable dark blue eyes, and yet none of them could have been mistaken for either of the others. Margery, the eldest, who was always known as Gerry, hardly bothered about her clothes and tended to look preoccupied and often rumpled, while Felicity had an air of seductive confidence that made her seem more substantial than the others and added a touch of glamour to her good looks.


    There were a few grey threads in Gerry’s hair but it had never occurred to her to have them dyed blonde again. Flixe, who believed in improving on nature whenever she could, was exasperated by her sister’s waste of her looks but rarely said so.


    ‘Have you heard from Ming yet?’ asked the third woman as she watched the two of them, amused by the differences between them and envious of the obvious affection they shared.


    ‘I doubt if the mails from Egypt will get us anything before Ming’s back herself,’ said Gerry rather crossly.


    She liked Julia Wallington well enough and admired the fact that she was a successfully practising barrister, but she could never understand quite why Flixe was so fond of Julia or wanted to see so much of her.


    They were sitting in the conservatory of Flixe’s house, which was comfortable and enticing despite the depressing weather outside. Instead of the usual white, Flixe had chosen a pale apricot paint for the woodwork, and the floor was covered in terracotta tiles. A selection of tattered but colourful Persian carpets added to the warmth, as did several efficient radiators. They enabled Flixe to grow a spectacular selection of luxuriantly flowering sub-tropical shrubs among the well-upholstered wicker chairs. There were even productive orange and lemon trees in huge unglazed terracotta pots, and the sweet spicy scent of their flowers filled the conservatory.


    Flixe picked up a thermos jug of iced coffee and refilled their glasses.


    ‘I do hope the poor girl is recovering,’ said Julia, well aware of Gerry’s hostility but unable to do very much about it.


    She was a tall woman with silvered dark hair and an attractive face that could look severe until her interest or her sympathy were engaged. Then her wide mouth would relax and her brown eyes lose some of their acuteness. There were people who were afraid of her, but others, like Flixe who knew her well, saw beneath her façade to the warmth and vulnerability that she usually kept hidden.


    ‘My husband had a burst appendix a year or two ago and I know how ghastly it can be,’ she went on, still trying to placate Gerry. ‘He was laid very low; couldn’t face the House of Commons for weeks. But he recovered in the end, and I’m sure Ming will too.’


    Gerry smiled at her, grateful for her concern for Ming but irritated that she was there at all. She drank a little of the sweet, cold coffee and said nothing.


    ‘It seems so unfair that Ming should have had to put up with that as well as everything else,’ said Flixe, wishing that the other two could relax.


    ‘I’m sure she’ll cope with it,’ said Julia tentatively. ‘I’ve hardly ever met her, but she’s always seemed thoroughly in control, and I’ve never really understood why you’re both so protective of her. After all, she’s over thirty now.’


    The two sisters looked at each other. For once there was an identical expression in their dark-lashed blue eyes. It was Gerry who answered.


    ‘That’s part of the trouble. She is far too much in control.’


    ‘Mmm,’ said Flixe, her eyes looking far beyond the luxuriant plants in front of her. ‘Ever since her twin was killed in the war, Ming’s kept all her difficulties to herself, and …’ She broke off and turned, almost helplessly, to her elder sister.


    ‘And they eat away at her,’ said Gerry quickly. ‘I know that sounds melodramatic, Julia, but it’s horrible to know that she’s miserable and not even be able to ask why, let alone do anything to help.’


    Julia’s straight eyebrows twitched and she looked at Gerry with more sympathy – and more respect – than before.


    Flixe got up from her chair again as though she were too restless to keep still. She picked up a long-spouted copper watering can and started to water her plants.


    ‘She’s hardly ever spoken about Annie since then. But it wasn’t only that: the war damaged other things in her, too.’


    ‘Poor Ming. And yet it’s ten years since it ended.’


    ‘I know,’ said Gerry, sounding heartfelt. ‘It’s a different world.’


    ‘Different, and yet …’ Flixe’s voice was almost dreamy. ‘And yet not such fun.’


    ‘Flixe!’


    ‘Don’t sound so disapproving, Gerry,’ she said with a laugh. ‘Horrible though lots of it was, we did have fun – even you.’


    A smile was Gerry’s only answer to that before she turned back to Julia.


    ‘But Ming didn’t see any of that side of it. It seems desperately unfair; she’s much nicer than either of us, but we always seem to have better luck.’


    ‘Speak for yourself,’ said Flixe over her shoulder as she stood picking the dead flowers off a tall camellia. ‘I don’t think it’s luck as much as good management.’


    As though to follow her sister’s lead back into frivolity, Gerry smiled as she put down her empty glass.


    ‘As the eldest I’m always right. You ought to know that by now, Flixe.’


    Flixe turned back. The glossy dark leaves and bright pink flowers made a wonderful foil for her as she stood there in her full-skirted dress of cherry-coloured wool, but she seemed quite unconscious of the effect.


    ‘Not always, but this time you are right. There is something different about Ming. She’s … oh, kinder and a lot less selfish than either of us. But perhaps we do over-mother her.’


    Julia, who had known the full warmth of Flixe’s compassion, smiled at them both as she stood up.


    ‘I ought to go. You two must have lots of things to talk about.’


    Gerry heard an oddly wistful note in Julia’s voice and pulled herself together.


    ‘Not on my account, Julia,’ she said, looking down at her watch. ‘I must go and do something about dinner tonight. My husband’s got some old naval friends coming and they need more formal food than I usually cook. It was good to see you.’


    She held out her hand and Julia shook it before lowering herself into the long wicker chair again. Flixe left her gardening to kiss her sister.


    ‘You may be the eldest,’ she said, brushing a hair from Gerry’s green jersey, ‘but sibling hierarchies don’t exist past twenty-one. Take care of yourself, old thing. You’re looking rather worn.’


    ‘Thanks a lot,’ Gerry said ironically. ‘Bye, Flixe. You’ve made a blissful garden here.’


    ‘I’ll see you out. I won’t be long, Julia.’


    Julia lay back in the long chair and thought about the two sisters.


    ‘She was a bit spiky, wasn’t she?’ said Julia when Flixe came back after a long interval and stood beside her chair. ‘Was it just because I was here?’


    ‘No, I don’t think so,’ said Flixe, looking concerned. ‘I see her every weekend; she knows I hardly ever see you without either the children or the husbands.’


    After a moment’s thought Flixe added: ‘If she sounded stiff, it was probably at the suggestion that we’re over-protective of Ming.’


    Julia’s wide mouth twitched into a rueful smile.


    ‘Did I sound sharp? I am sorry. I suppose it’s because I have such a passionate desire for people to be what they really are instead of what other people think they should be.’


    Flixe looked down at her with affection.


    ‘D’you see what I mean?’ Julia went on earnestly. ‘I didn’t want to annoy either of you, but I can’t help wondering whether your treating Ming as though she’s fragile will make her so. There must be real force concealed in her somewhere and it seems a pity that she should be protected against it. But I didn’t mean to criticise.’


    ‘I know.’ Flixe picked up the thermos jug and offered Julia more coffee, adding as she poured: ‘You spent a lot of time fulfilling other people’s expectations in the old days, didn’t you, Julia?’


    Flixe put down the jug and went back to her fading camellia so that Julia would not feel compelled to answer. Piling the shrivelled flowers into a wide, flat basket, Flixe added:


    ‘And you’re probably right. We may overdo it. Having spent our early years furious that our mother had no interest in us as anything except products to do her credit, I suppose we’ve tried to give Ming what we missed.’


    ‘But she’s considerably more than grown up now.’ Julia’s common sense made Flixe smile ruefully.


    ‘I know. Sometimes it is difficult to remember that.’


    Flixe bent down to retrieve a dead flower from the floor. ‘But if we’re to talk of spikiness, you don’t seem altogether serene yourself.’ She straightened up. ‘Trouble in chambers? Or at home?’


    Julia gave a short unhappy laugh and recrossed her long legs.


    ‘Fair comment,’ she said as lightly as she could. ‘You always do see through me.’


    From long experience Flixe knew that her friend wanted to tell her something but was so anxious not to bore that she could not begin. Flixe applied a prompt.


    ‘Well?’


    ‘You could say it’s home.’ Julia spoke reluctantly. ‘David in fact. He’s not happy either, and I can’t seem to do anything to help.’


    Flixe, hearing a note of real sadness in Julia’s voice, put down the basket and went to sit beside her. She had seen the difficulties Julia and David had had to surmount before they married and could imagine the depths of her feelings for him.


    ‘It’s agony, isn’t it?’ Flixe put a hand oyer Julia’s for a second. ‘But it’s just part of life. We all go through it. You’re not happy all the time: you can’t expect that your husband will be. And there’s nothing you can do except wait until he is himself again. Just like us with Ming.’


    ‘You’re so sensible.’


    ‘You don’t sound as though you admire that very much,’ said Flixe, amused.


    Julia’s brown eyes lightened and her eyebrows lifted.


    ‘I do really,’ he said, sighing, ‘but like a child I suppose I want to be told that everything’s all right.’


    She looked sideways at Flixe’s lovely, glowing face and almost reached out to touch it.


    ‘There’s something about you that makes us all come to you for mothering. Do you mind?’


    ‘It’s my stock-in-trade.’


    The words ought to have been light, but somehow they were not. When she saw Julia looking at her, Flixe added:


    ‘I ought to be good at it since it’s all I ever do.’


    ‘That sounds as though Gerry’s been lecturing at you to get a job again. It’s none of her business.’


    ‘Elder sisters are always bossy. They can’t help it. But I’m in no position to get any kind of work just now,’ said Flixe, rather enjoying the loyalty of Julia’s protest. ‘How does David’s misery manifest itself? I can’t imagine him sulking.’


    Julia’s eyes dulled again and she turned her head away.


    ‘No. He could never sulk or snap or anything like that. But it’s obvious all the same. He’s lost his … zest, and everything – even me and the children – seems to need much more effort from him than before.’


    Her wide lips thinned and her eyes were full of pain. At last she looked straight at Flixe.


    ‘It’s horrible to know that he’s having to work so hard to be interested in us.’


    There was no answer to that. The sound of the front door opening made Flixe look down at her watch.


    ‘Five o’clock: time to go and be a mother again.’


    ‘I know.’ Julia got out of the long chair. Standing, tall and distinguished, she looked down at Flixe and said seriously: ‘I think I’d give anything to have him happy again. Anything at all.’


    ‘He will be, Julia. Don’t torment yourself or there’ll be two of you miserable instead of only one.’


    ‘Ah, Flixe!’ Julia was able to laugh again. ‘I’m not sure what I’d do without you. You keep me going.’


    ‘It’s a two-way process,’ said Flixe truthfully.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Ming’s flat was cold when she got back to it late the following Friday evening, and it smelled stale. She dumped her luggage in the hall and went into each room to fling open the windows and let in the chilly air of the April evening. Smelling the mixture of damp, dust and petrol as she stood at her bedroom window, she missed the dry, intoxicating warmth of Egypt.


    ‘But no one throws stones in London,’ she said to herself, turning back into the pretty room, ‘however angry they might be.’


    Despite the stuffiness, the whole flat was immaculately tidy and the post was neatly stacked in a fat heap on the hall table with a short note from the charwoman Ming had inherited from the people who had sold her the flat. The few lines explained where Mrs Crook had stowed the provisions she had bought to see you through till Monday, Miss’and hoped that the holiday had been a success. Ming smiled at its friendliness and went into the kitchen to make herself a pot of tea, which she took with her letters into the pale drawing room.


    There was very little furniture, because she was still not sure how she wanted the flat to look and did not want to clutter it up with mistakes, and the few things there had nothing in common with each other. The only memorable feature apart from the single painting was the colour of the walls.


    Ming had persuaded the decorator, much against his will, to paint them a glowing coral colour and then to apply drastically thinned coats of successively paler and paler colours until he had achieved a pearly finish, through which the original coral appeared like the flush on the inside of a seashell.


    The picture was an oil painting, hung over the white chimney-piece, of an unpopulated curving beach on some Scandanavian coastline. It must have been painted during one of the white nights of summer when the sun never really set. The dusky light made the whole scene look strange and still in its restrained lavender and grey-blue colour scheme. Ming had seen the painting in an obscure gallery miles away from Bond Street and loved it for its quiet and lonely peacefulness.


    As she did every time she came into the room, she let herself look at the painting and felt soothed by its emptiness. Despite the horrible stoning, she had enjoyed the cruise and revelled in Connie’s company, but she felt curiously satisfied to be on her own again. After a while she went to sit down at the desk and began to deal with her post.


    Among the typed envelopes, which all looked as though they were concerned with the legacy her godmother had left her, was one addressed in the distinctive handwriting of a civil servant called Mark Sudley, whom she had met six months earlier in Gerry’s house. Ming opened it at once.


    

      

        Dear Ming,


      

        Welcome back! Was it wonderful? Did you see egrets and Nile kingfishers and swallows swooping through the temples? I’d love to hear all about it. Could I drop in and see you? There’s something I’d like to ask you about, too. Would you telephone when you’ve got a minute spare?

      


      Mark


    


    Ming smiled. The letter was so like Mark, relaxed, affectionate and wholly unthreatening, that she picked up the telephone at once. Dialling his number, she quickly invited him to share a scratch supper with her that evening.


    When he had accepted, she retreated to the kitchen to see what Mrs Crook had left for her. Having looked at the store cupboards, she decided that Mark would have to put up with bacon and eggs. Flixe, she knew, would rustle up some wonderfully aromatic Mediterranean dish from one of Elizabeth David’s recipes, but her own cooking was much less advanced.


    She laid the table and took the eggs out of the fridge before going back to her post to deal with the official-looking letters. As she had expected they were mostly about the money she had inherited and she decided to answer them later. The money had been made available to her only four months earlier and she had still not become accustomed to it, although its very existence was giving her a sensation of power that she had never had before.


    Several of her personal letters included helpful suggestions from friends of her mother who ran various charities and wanted donations or free labour, but none of them offered Ming the kind of work she wanted. She threw the envelopes into a wicker wastepaper basket and piled all the letters to one side, before looking at the last three envelopes. Two were addressed in her sisters’handwriting and one in Roger Sillhorne’s.


    Taking a gulp of tea, Ming decided to throw Roger Sillhorne’s unopened letter straight into the basket with the empty envelopes. He had written to her frequently since her resignation, and all his letters had been filled with a mixture of bullying and cajolery that she had come to find detestable. Just before she had left for Egypt, she had asked him not to write again. Since he had ignored that request, she decided to be ruthless. The letter was torn into four pieces and thrown away.


    Brushing her hands together as though to remove some sticky dust, Ming returned to her desk to open her sisters’letters, and found two invitations to dinner.


    ‘What can we do about poor little Mingie?’ she asked herself sardonically, mimicking her eldest sister’s voice: ‘We really must find someone for her.’


    Ming took a moment to remind herself of the fact that she cared a lot for both her sisters and that they interfered in her life only out of the highest and most generous of motives. By the time she telephoned first Gerry and then Flixe her voice held nothing but affection. She thanked each of them, accepted their invitations, answered questions about Egypt and asked about their affairs.


    Gerry, childless, talked about her husband, about the undergraduates to whom she taught Russian at London University and about the tricky translation she had just been commissioned to make of a novel that had been recently smuggled out of the Soviet Union. Flixe, on the other hand, had plenty to say about her three children, the youngest of whom was nearly two, despite the fact that Ming had seen them all only a month earlier.


    ‘She’s growing huge and pretty,’ said Flixe, eventually summing up her enthusiastic account of the family. ‘I’m sure it’s because she’s the only one who’s never had a ration card.’


    ‘Oh good.’ Ming was genuinely fond of her nephew and nieces. ‘And clever too, I hope?’


    ‘As a bagful of monkeys. Peter’s delighted with her … and with me: I’m going to have another one.’


    ‘Heavens! I mean, congratulations. Did you … did you mean to?’


    ‘Ming, really! Of course we did. I’m not sure what I’d do without a baby,’ said Flixe. ‘You can’t imagine how lovely they are. You ought to try it for yourself.’ There was a short pause, before Ming asked about her brother-in-law.


    ‘Peter’s the same as always: funny and generous and unknowable and fascinating … just himself.’


    ‘Good,’ said Ming with a laugh. ‘I’m glad. Well, I’ll see you both on Tuesday week. Thanks, Flixe.’


    She put down the telephone, thinking about her sister’s husband. Like both Flixe and Gerry, Ming had met Peter Suvarov during the war. He had been kind to her when her twin had been killed, with an intelligent, slightly astringent, kindness that had helped far more than other people’s more sentimental sympathy. Later he had gone out of his way to make a friend of her, despite the huge gap in their ages. As soon as she had left school he had given her a job in the secret research group he had run all through the war.


    Inevitably Ming had fallen in love with him. When he had married Flixe after the war Ming had minded desperately, but she had done her best to keep her feelings hidden.


    Her misery had quickly dulled and her feelings had changed from passionate hero-worship and dependence into a slightly cynical liking, which had left her feeling lost. None of the men who had wanted to marry her since the war, and there had been several, had been able to make her feel one-tenth of what Peter had aroused in her. Since even that had gone, she had come to the conclusion that she was incapable of love.


    When Mark came to the flat a little later he professed himself delighted to share her bacon and eggs and leaned against the red-painted kitchen dresser while she cooked, talking idly of his colleagues and the occasional frustrations of his work at the Ministry of Defence.


    He was a big man, very broad in the shoulder and attractive without being at all conventionally handsome. His skin was smooth and slightly tanned, which made the whites of his eyes very bright; his nose was straight and his jaw pleasantly square. His best feature was definitely his grey eyes, which were full of intelligence and usually lit with laughter. Despite the strength of his chin, his mouth was gentle.


    ‘You hardly ever talk about your job,’ Ming said, turning from the cooker with the big frying pan in her left hand and a spatula in the other. ‘I’ve often wondered what made you become a peace-time civil servant.’


    ‘Here, let me help,’ he said, pushing himself away from the dresser. He found two white plates and held them out.


    ‘I suppose,’ he went on when they were sitting on either side of the grey-and-white formica table, ‘that I was flattered when they offered to keep me on after the war. I thought then that it was the most important job I could possibly do. I still think so, actually.’


    ‘Why?’ asked Ming, her fair head on one side. ‘I don’t mean that I don’t agree, but I am interested.’ She poured a little pile of salt on to the edge of her plate and began to eat.


    Mark smiled at her serious face and tried to concentrate on her question instead of the one he had come to ask her.


    ‘Because I can’t imagine anything more important – or interesting – than being involved in the running of the country,’ he said at last, cutting off a piece of bacon and plunging it into the glistening softness of the egg yolk. ‘Does that sound fearfully pompous?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Ming with a wicked smile; then her eyes softened. ‘But understandable, too. Why not politics? Were you never attracted to the House?’


    ‘Good God! No!’ Mark’s protest was immediate and heartfelt. Then he remembered Ming’s long-held job. ‘Not that I meant to denigrate people who follow that road,’ he said. ‘But their skills are quite different and their preoccupations, too. In fact, I’d say …’


    ‘With the greatest respect.’ Ming’s interpolation was spoken quietly but with an oddly formal edge in her voice. Mark looked up in surprise and saw that behind the sweetness of her smile she was still laughing at him.


    ‘Yes,’ he said, laughing back and showing his very white, even teeth. ‘With the greatest respect, I’d say that most – but by no means all – of them are more interested in keeping their seats than in ensuring that the best policy is adopted. I should hate to have to work under that constraint.’


    ‘But you must have constraints of your own,’ said Ming as she thought about what she knew of him.


    His long training in the art of presenting balanced arguments on the most intricate aspects of defence policy had made him into not only a fluent talker but also a man able to subdue his own emotions in the interests of reason. Ming had never seen him angry or even impatient and, although that was one of the reasons why she felt so safe in his company, she occasionally wondered what he would be like if he let emotion rip.


    ‘What were we talking about?’ she asked when she saw him looking at her much more intently than before.


    ‘Politics, and the Civil Service,’ said Mark, pushing away his plate. ‘I’d hate to leave the subject with your thinking that I’m pompous. I think the main reason I like the work so much is that it’s interesting and I’ve some colleagues I both like and admire.’


    The softness in Ming’s dark blue eyes as she listened to him brought Mark quickly back to his real reason for being in her flat.


    ‘Ming, there is something I need to ask you.’


    ‘Yes, of course,’ she said, taking her elbows off the table and sitting up straight again. ‘You said so in your letter. What can I do for you?’


    Mark licked his lower lip, took a breath and then laughed.


    ‘I’ve rehearsed it so often that the words I’d planned to use sound all wrong,’ he said.


    Ming pushed herself further back in her red-painted Windsor chair. She had an inkling of what he was going to ask and wanted to stop him. Before she could do anything, he said with a whimsical smile that was supposed to disguise his anxiety:


    ‘You see I very much want you to marry me.’


    For a moment she could not say anything or even think. A kind of panic paralysed her mind. As it ebbed, she put her knife and fork tidily together on her egg-smeared plate, looked up at him and said quietly:


    ‘Mark, I can’t. It never occurred to me that you might be coming to ask something like that or I’d have told you straight away.’


    ‘But …’ Before he could put words to his question, Ming rushed on.


    ‘I thought we were just friends. When I saw you before I went away you seemed just as you always have done. And your letter was so ordinary. I would never … I’m so sorry.’


    Her distress was so obvious that Mark made himself ignore his own desperate feelings. He reached across the table and took one of her hands in his. Hers was icy cold.


    ‘Ming,’ he said, really upset. ‘I never meant to worry you. Lots of people must have asked you that question at one time or another.’


    ‘A few,’ she began, ‘but I’ve never … I can’t.…’


    ‘You’re afraid, aren’t you? You can’t think that I would try to force you to do anything.’ Mark found it hard to believe that the cheerful affectionate companion of the previous half hour could have put on such nervous stiffness just because she did not want to marry him.


    ‘I don’t think anything like that,’ she said more firmly, letting him keep hold of her hand. In the circumstances she could hardly tell him that what frightened her most at that moment was the thought of losing his friendship.


    ‘And it’s not that I don’t like you,’ she said as directly as a child. ‘I do – more, I think, than anyone else I’ve met. I trust you, too. If I could, Mark, I would marry you, but I can’t.’


    ‘And I thought we got on so well,’ he said with spurious casualness, looking down at their clasped hands.


    ‘We do,’ said Ming, sounding almost despairing in her need for him to understand her. Marriage to Mark would solve many of her problems, and delight her difficult parents, but she could not bring herself to accept that the sisterly liking she felt for him was love, and she was not prepared to commit herself to anyone without loving him.


    ‘Then why?’ His question forced her to try to put into words some ideas about herself that she had never articulated before. She found it difficult.


    ‘Because much as I’d like to, I don’t love you,’ she said by way of introduction. At the expression on his face, she felt impelled to add: ‘I like you enormously, but there isn’t any more to it than that.’


    ‘I see,’ said Mark.


    He took his hand away. Ming winced; her instincts always ordered her to agree, to accept and to please people, but for once she disobeyed. ‘I don’t seem able to feel more than liking: not just for you but for everyone,’ she said, trying to make him understand so that he would be less hurt.


    ‘It’s as though something was left out of my character … perhaps there was some bad fairy at my christening.’ She smiled, but there was neither amusement nor pleasure in her eyes.


    Mark was watching her face again, his grey eyes intent and worried but not at all angry. When she stopped speaking, he said:


    ‘I don’t think any of that’s true. You seem to me to be capable of enormous affection.’


    ‘It’s an illusion: all part of the bad fairy’s gift,’ Ming answered. She had never told anyone else what she really felt and was surprised at how difficult she found it.


    ‘I can be kind to people and look after them, listen to them and mind about them, and they think that’s love, but it isn’t. I have tried to get it right and I can’t. I feel as though – at thirty-one – I’ve only just discovered that I’m seriously handicapped.’


    Mark sat in silence for a while, but then he stood up and walked round the pale grey table to hold out both hands to Ming, saying with determined cheerfulness:


    ‘Handicapped or not, you’re much the nicest person I know. Even if we can’t be married we can still be friends, can’t we?’


    Ming accepted his hands and let him pull her up out of the red chair.


    ‘I’d like it so much, but would you really?’


    ‘Yes, Ming, I would like it.’ He put one of his hands to her cheek. ‘I’d be a fool to lose you – on whatever terms you set.’


    She was astonished by his generosity and filled with gratitude. As though to prove that he could keep within the bounds of friendship, Mark insisted on staying to help her with the washing up.


    When he had gone Ming retrieved the four pieces of Roger Sillhorne’s unread letter from the waste-paper basket, extracted the letter itself from the envelope and pieced it together.


    

      ‘Ming,


      

        I can’t accept your prohibition on letters. We worked together for eight years and I’ve asked you to marry me. You owe me more than a cold letter telling me to leave you alone. If you felt like that why did you lead me to think that you wanted me? Why did you always smile at me and pretend? It’s bloody unfair.

      


      ‘I miss you so much. Your successor smells of cheap face powder and can’t deal with the constituents as you could. She’s lazy and slummocky and I dislike her. Come back, Ming. If you won’t marry me, at least come back to the office. I need you.


      R.


    


    The contrast between the two men could not have been more marked if they had belonged to different species. Mark’s generosity gave Ming the confidence to tell Roger Sillhorne for the first time exactly what she meant:


    

      

        Dear Roger,


      

        My smiling at you in the office never constituted an invitation. I smile at bus conductors, too.

      


      Your asking me to marry you gives you no rights over me.


    


    

      

        My having worked for you for eight years gives you no rights over me either. You paid for my work. You did not pay for my lifelong devotion. It is not for sale.

      


      

        I have told you that I cannot marry you. You and the constituency will have to find an alternative wife. Please do not write any more letters to me. If you do, I shall not read them.

      


      Ming Alderbrook


    


    She put the letter in an envelope, addressed and stamped it, and then burned Roger’s in the empty grate. In all her life she had never been so blunt with anyone and she found herself shaking. But she decided that Connie was right: there was no immutable law that said that she had to swallow everything everyone else said to her and never show what it did to her.


    On that thought, she went to deal with her unpacking, washing her stockings and sorting the rest of her clothes for the laundry and the dry cleaner’s. For some reason she had always hated writing laundry lists and was half tempted to leave that chore to Mrs Crook, but she made herself do it and packed everything up in the laundry box for the van driver to collect on the following Monday morning.


    When everything was in its place, Ming took the sheaves of notes she had written in Egypt back to her desk and set about trying to batter them into the shape of an article for Connie.


    A week later she had rewritten the resulting piece six times and was still unhappy with it. In despair she telephoned Connie’s partner, Max Hillary, and asked whether she could talk to him about it. She did not know him well, but, having read what he had written in the magazine, she was prepared to trust his judgement.


    ‘Of course,’ he said down the telephone. ‘Any time. I’d love to see you. Connie says your cruise was quite entertaining.’


    ‘Does she? I’m glad. I enjoyed most of it, but I’m surprised she didn’t take against it after what happened to her.’


    ‘She’s tough,’ said Max with a smile in his voice. ‘Will you come down here?’


    ‘Thank you, Max; I’d love to. Have you got troops of people staying at the moment or could I come right away? Connie wanted the article tomorrow and I just can’t get it right. I don’t want her to see it in this state.’


    ‘Are you frightened of her?’ Max’s penetrating question made Ming laugh.


    ‘No,’ she said firmly, lying. ‘But I don’t want her to have to be kind about this – and she’s far too kind to be honest. I need an honest opinion. Will you give it to me?’


    ‘Yes,’ he said, sounding absolutely serious for once. ‘I can certainly promise to do that. Look, why not drive down now and stay overnight. That way we’ll have plenty of time to get your article right and you can give it to her yourself when she comes here tomorrow morning.’


    ‘May I really? That’s sweet of you. I’ll see you in a couple of hours then.’


    ‘Drive carefully.’


    ‘I will.’ Ming put down the telephone and went to pack an overnight bag.


    Max lived in a small seventeenth-century cottage on the estate near Etchingham in Sussex that Connie had inherited on her elder sister’s death. Taxes and Diana’s huge bequest to Peter Suvarov had ensured that the big house and most of the land had had to be let, but Connie had kept the Dower House, in which she and her sister had lived during the war when the big house was requisitioned, several cottages and enough land for a market garden. That was run for her by a young graduate of Cirencester agricultural college who was by inclination a botanist. Connie took a considerable interest in his work and together they experimented with unusual fruit and vegetables and new varieties of the more familiar sort.


    Ming reached the small estate after a slow crawl through the traffic that was leaving London for the south coast, and drove past the impeccably tidy rows of vegetables and salads to Max’s cottage. When she knocked on the plain wooden front door, he flung it open and held out his hand to her.


    He was a thin man of about fifty with a clever, serious face. Someone who did not know him might have put him down as a don were it not for the indefinable style of his shabby, well-cut clothes and an equally indescribable sense of withdrawal in him. His fine-featured face was lined and his light blue eyes could look as cold as steel when he was angry. Seeing Ming, they warmed and brightened.


    ‘I’ve been so dull,’ he confided as he ushered her into the drawing room. ‘It’s wonderful to see you. Connie’s been away in London and won’t be back until tomorrow and I’ve been working so hard I’m cross-eyed. Come on in.’


    Ming stood in the doorway entranced. The drawing room was long and, despite its low ceiling and mullioned windows, it seemed to be filled with light, which fell on bowls of flowers, piles of typescript, stacks of magazines, pictures, old tapestry cushions and bits of Connie’s huge collection of antique Delftware. Fires burned at both ends of the room and scented it with woodsmoke and warm ash.


    Apart from various chairs and sofas swathed in pale loose-covers, the furniture was mostly well-polished oak. There was an oval gate-legged table at one end, at which Max had obviously been working. Two pewter candlesticks and a blue-and-white bowl of late narcissi had been pushed to the farther edge, and his spectacles lay beside a neat heap of annotated typescript.


    Oak bookshelves lined the walls between the windows and a variety of small coffers did duty as occasional tables and as supports for piles of books. What little could be seen of the walls was white, as were the plain cotton rep curtains, but the window-seats were upholstered in Delft blue and there was a variety of old rugs in different purplish-red tones on the polished floor.


    It was a chaotic room but full of glorious things, and Ming felt immediately at ease in it.


    ‘How lovely!’ she said.


    Max turned, pushing his grey hair away from his face, and smiled at her.


    ‘I’d forgotten that you hadn’t seen it before. It is nice … but hellishly lonely sometimes.’


    ‘Poor Max,’ said Ming, wondering why he did not live in London.


    ‘Would you like a drink?’ he asked.


    ‘I’d rather talk to you about this wretched article first,’ she answered, and he laughed.


    ‘Don’t worry so much,’ he said. ‘I’ll get you something to drink while I read it. It’ll take me a minute or two to do that anyway. What would you like? What about sherry? It’s nice and dry.’


    ‘All right. Thank you.’


    She drank it sitting in the corner of a sofa near one of the fires while Max read her work at the table. He seemed to take ages and Ming could not help listening for sighs of boredom or despair. She felt like a child waiting for a vaccination.


    At last Max pushed back his chair. Ming got up from the sofa, but he made her sit down again and came to sit beside her, his spectacles pushed up on to his high forehead.


    ‘You’re right,’ he said calmly. ‘It won’t do like this.’


    ‘No, no. I realise that,’ said Ming, her tongue tripping over the words in her haste to assure him that she had no inflated ideas of her own competence.


    ‘Calm down. It won’t do, but that doesn’t mean that you can’t change it. You were too tense when you wrote it. It reads as though you were writing a … oh, I don’t know: Perhaps a report for a sanitary inspector.’


    ‘Thanks!’ said Ming, regaining some of her sense of humour. Max grinned at her.


    ‘That’s better. After we’ve had lunch I’ll bring down my typewriter for you to have another go. If I explain exactly what I want, will you try?’


    Ming waited a moment before she agreed, and then after they had eaten a simple cold lunch, she did her best to carry out his instructions. She found it very difficult and wasted sheet after sheet of paper before she was prepared to let him see any of it.


    He had shut the white curtains by then and switched on the lamps, before piling more logs on each of the fires. While he read, she walked up and down the long room, alternately rolling and stretching her shoulders to ease the stiffness out of them.


    ‘Much better,’ said Max after a while.


    Ming breathed deeply, as though she had just swum forty feet under water.


    ‘Really very much better. You need to do a bit more to this description of the egrets at Kom Ombo. Otherwise, apart from a little tidying up here and there, it’ll do.’ He smiled at her eager face. ‘I like the old man in the high-heeled shoes.’


    ‘I’m glad,’ said Ming. ‘Thank you for helping me, Max. I’d never have done it without you.’


    ‘Well, it’s not quite done yet,’ he said, looking at his watch. ‘Why don’t you finish it now and I’ll vanish into the kitchen to do something about supper for us.’


    ‘Now, Max? You’re a slave driver!’ Ming’s tone of voice was light, but it carried a genuine protest. She felt as though exhaustion had drained most of the blood out of her body, but she did what he wanted and was rewarded with both praise and a dish of superb osso bucco.


    ‘So what’s next?’ said Max, piling up their plates and offering Ming cheese and wrinkled apples.


    ‘Next?’ she asked, looking up from the apple she was peeling. ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘Didn’t Connie talk to you about the next issue and what you might write for that?’


    ‘No,’ said Ming, her face pink with pleasure. ‘No, she only asked me to do the Egypt piece. Do you mean that you think I …?’


    ‘Yes. Connie does too. Even before you went on your trip she was talking about getting you to do something for us. You’d better stay on for tomorrow’s editorial conference,’ said Max with a smile that disconcerted Ming.


    ‘That sounds a bit above my station.’ She cut a piece out of her neatly peeled apple and began to eat.


    ‘Not a bit. It’s just Connie and me and a pot of coffee at eleven o’clock. Do stay. We need a fresh eye.’


    ‘That’s very kind of you, Max. Thank you.’


    When she had finished the apple and complimented him on the osso bucco, which he had cooked quite as well as Flixe would have done, Ming asked Max how he and Connie had come to set up the magazine.


    He looked at her with such a sardonic lift of his dark eyebrows that she realised she had broken some unspoken rule.


    ‘It was an idle question,’ she said quickly. ‘I wasn’t trying to pry into your friendship.’


    Her innocent face and dark blue eyes looked so worried that he believed her and answered more fully with less implied reproof than he would otherwise have done.


    ‘She was a friend of my wife,’ he said, surprising Ming, who knew nothing of any wife, ‘and she felt responsible for what happened – unnecessarily in my view – and once it was all over, she set about housing me and finding me something to do. I needed her help too much to reject it.’


    ‘Oh,’ said Ming, riven with curiosity but quite unable to ask any of the questions. Her mind ranged over car crashes, love affairs, suicide and all sorts of melodramas. Knowing that she could never ask Connie if she felt responsible for whatever happened, Ming thought of Peter Suvarov, who always knew everything about everyone and could sometimes be persuaded to tell it.


    Max watched her and wondered whether she could possibly not have known his history. Aware that he was still morbidly sensitive, he found it hard to believe that anyone could have missed the newspaper reports and the subsequent gossip. On the other hand he knew Ming to be honest and too gentle for her own good and he had been horribly surprised that she should have asked such a question.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    Connie arrived at precisely eleven the next morning, by which time Ming and Max had breakfasted and read through some of the immense bundle of newspapers and periodicals he had had delivered. Ming had been accustomed to reading the bulk of the serious press for Roger Sillhorne and marking anything he might need to know, but she had never seen such a range of trivial and highly specialised periodicals as the ones that Max took. Since she had also read through several back issues of his own magazine before she went to sleep the night before, she felt almost drunk with words and took a moment to focus on Connie’s tall figure in the doorway. Max stood up at once, saying that he would make the coffee.


    Although she was dressed in a comfortable old tweed skirt and a dark green twin-set, Connie had obviously had a new perm while she was in London and the shape of her hair did something to disguise the yellowing bruise that surrounded the cut on her forehead.


    ‘How good to see you, Ming! How’s the piece on Egypt coming along?’


    ‘Finished at last. Max lashed me all yesterday to have it rewritten for today,’ said Ming. ‘He’s asked me to sit in on your editorial meeting, but I really don’t want to get in the way.’


    ‘You won’t,’ said Connie briefly. She looked at Ming with a kind of helplessness that was quite foreign to her and added: ‘It’ll be good to have someone as a buffer to stop me telling Max how near the brink we are.’
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