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Chapter One








THE Cornish Riviera Express hurtled noisily through the slumbering peace of the mid-summer afternoon. Newbury, Salisbury, Taunton, Exeter . . .


Fertile valleys, bare sweeps of upland, woods that nestled at the foot of friendly little hills or adventurously scaled the summit, cattle browsing in the meadows, rivers sleeping between banks of willows, villages with straggling sun-baked farms and church spires that floated dreamily on a sea of swaying tree-tops . . . and above all a sky of cloudless blue.


Old Mrs. Paget, sitting upright in a corner of a first-class carriage, watched the swiftly changing scene with childlike interest. The grander effects were wasted on her. It was the small, the inconsiderable—above all, the human—that caught and held her attention. The fleeting glimpse of a woman throwing corn to some hens at a farm-house door, children playing see-saw on a plank set across a log of wood, a boy holding up a stick for an excited ungainly puppy, an old man sunning himself in a cottage garden gay with sweet-williams and snapdragons. . . . The pictures vanished almost as soon as they appeared, but Mrs. Paget’s bright blue eyes had missed no detail of them. They were safely stored up in her mind. Probably she wouldn’t be able to sleep to-night (one didn’t in a strange bed), and it would help pass the time to go over it all again, the woman feeding the hens, the children playing see-saw, the boy holding up the stick. . . . It was strange to think that just for those few seconds her life had, to ever such a slight degree, impinged upon theirs, that one small moment of their existence had detached itself, as it were, from the whole to live in hers. The boy would grow up and marry perhaps, have children, be happy or unhappy, and she would never see him again, but she would always remember him standing there holding the stick and laughing down at the puppy. It was the trivial sort of thing she did remember, she thought ruefully. Really important things, such as dates and politics and who had married whom and the ramifications of the royal family, she invariably forgot. She would never be able to tell anyone who had been Home Secretary this year, but she would always see the woman throwing corn to the hens, and the old man sitting, silent, motionless, worshipping the sun. . . . She thought: My mind’s like one of these scrap-books we used to make when we were children. Ridiculous little pictures, cut out of magazines and advertisements and stuck in anyhow with no sort of connection or meaning. . . .


A group of children sitting on a gate waved as the train went past, and Mrs. Paget leant forward to wave her handkerchief in reply. She kept her handkerchief on her knee for the purpose. She had already waved to five or six groups of children since the journey began. Every time she did it, Florence, her daughter, who was sitting opposite, looked up from her knitting in disapproval. Florence thought it undignified to wave to strangers, even if they were only children. Mrs. Paget was fond of children and always felt vaguely sorry that they had to grow up. Her own three—Florence, Martin, Pen—had been delightful as babies, but she had to admit that they meant very little to her now. It isn’t that I’m not fond of them, she assured herself hastily. I’d do anything in the world for them (at least I think I would), but I don’t really love them. They’ve grown up so dull. . . .


Florence had been dull even as a child, but her dullness had been quaint and attractive in those days. Pen needn’t have been dull. A clever, high-spirited girl before marriage, she had made herself dull by deliberately limiting her interests to those of household and family. She lived entirely for her children and did it with an air of conscious virtue that exasperated Mrs. Paget, seeming to think, moreover, that the mere fact of having had six children gave her a moral superiority over everyone else. Mrs. Paget sometimes felt a little sorry for Charles, Pen’s husband, but his business kept him away from home a good deal, and, in any case, he didn’t seem to mind.


Martin was self-contained rather than dull. And, of course, they’d seen so little of him since he left school and went out to Malaya. It had been a friend of Michael’s who got him the job, and Martin had been wild with excitement at the prospect. Rubber planting sounded romantic and adventurous and out of the ordinary. His enthusiasm had, naturally perhaps, waned with the years, and on his last leave he had seemed to avoid talking about his work. He had come home again on leave last month, staying with Mrs. Paget for a week before setting off on a round of visits, after which he was to join her at Merlin Bay. Mrs. Paget had looked forward to his home-coming, but time had inevitably raised a barrier between them, and she found it oddly disturbing to be united by a bond of intimate relationship to a stranger. She supposed, however, that it happened to most parents. Or was she peculiarly inadequate? Certainly one couldn’t imagine its happening to Pen. “I understand all my children perfectly,” Pen would say proudly, and so far Mrs. Paget had resisted the temptation to reply, “Then you’ve no business to.” No one, of course, should understand anyone else. It was the element of surprise and uncertainty in a relationship that kept it alive.


She glanced speculatively at Florence. Perhaps even Florence wasn’t really dull. Perhaps she had lovely exciting thoughts that she never told to anyone. Perhaps it was because she lived in a secret world of her own that she seemed so uninteresting on the surface. She was at present engaged in knitting a dish-cloth for Mrs. Pettigrew’s stall at the Parish Sale of Work. She always knitted three dozen of them and they always sold, as Mrs. Pettigrew said, “like hot cakes, my dear, if you’ll excuse the expression.” At other times of the year she knitted bed-socks for the local hospital—long, shapeless, bag-like affairs that did not appear to have any particular end or beginning. Mrs. Paget did not mind the bed-socks so much (they were like large, clumsy, tame animals and she felt almost an affection for them), but the dish-cloths were apt to get on her nerves. There was something so stupid and spiritless about a dish-cloth.


She looked at Florence’s thin face bent over her work and wondered with sudden interest what she was thinking about. Florence had been quite pretty as a girl, in the fluffy fly-away style that ages quickly. Her soft brown hair was now almost grey, her fair smooth skin wrinkled, and her slenderness had settled down into a spinsterish angularity. Her manner was still the manner of her girlhood—fluttering, nervous, shy—but, whereas it had been rather charming in those days, it was almost ridiculous now. She was touchy and easily offended, so that she did not make many new friends and was apt to quarrel with her old ones.


Her greatest friend was Violet Coniston, who was coming to join them for the month at Merlin Bay. Violet was a schoolmistress—good-looking, successful, popular, not at all like Florence. The friendship dated from school days and had from the first been characterised by slavish devotion on Florence’s side and good-natured, slightly contemptuous tolerance on Violet’s.


Violet would, of course, make a determined effort to catch Martin these holidays. She was forty-six and he would be her last chance. She was the sort of woman about whom people said “It’s strange she hasn’t married,” and yet weren’t really surprised. Mrs. Paget knew that she had been paving the way ever since Martin’s last leave by writing to him. He’ll be a fool if he lets himself get caught by her, she thought, but she had long ago given up trying to stop people being fools.


Suddenly Florence looked up and met her eye.


“I was wondering whether to hem a few dusters as well as making the dish-cloths,” she said. “I should think they’d sell quite well, wouldn’t you?”


“Yes,” said Mrs. Paget, faintly disappointed. (So Florence’s thoughts weren’t wonderful and exciting, after all. . . .)


Florence glanced at her watch, then put her knitting into its cylindrical imitation leather bag, lifted a suitcase from the rack, opened it, and took out a small air-cushion.




“I think it’s time you had a little nap, dear,” she said to Mrs. Paget.


Mrs. Paget sighed. She hated the air-cushion and she didn’t want a little nap, but to have said so would have hurt Florence’s feelings, so she allowed her to arrange the air-cushion behind her back, and dutifully closed her eyes. Satisfied, Florence returned to her dish-cloth. The air-cushion was uncomfortable, but Mrs. Paget knew that Florence was watching her with faint suspicion and waited till her thoughts should be wholly absorbed by her dish-cloths and her plans for the Household Stall again before she made the furtive little movement that allowed it to slip down to the seat beside her. She was over seventy, and Florence liked her to be frail and helpless. Her frailness and helplessness justified Florence’s existence.


“I’ve given up my whole life to Mother,” she would say. “She needs me so much now that I’ve really no time for anything else.”


Conscientiously Mrs. Paget tried to need Florence. From childhood, painfully timid and nervous, Florence had refused every opportunity, shirked every responsibility that life had offered her. Even when she had been attracted to men they had only to show themselves attracted in return for her to retreat in panic behind her defences of icy reserve. As a girl she had tried to evade all the social contacts that most girls crave for, refusing invitations, shrinking from fresh acquaintances. Her attitude was generally approved (“She’s such a home bird, is Florence”), except, secretly, by Mrs. Paget. She had made a supreme effort to combat it on one occasion when Florence was twenty and wished to refuse an invitation to go to Egypt with some friends. (“Oh, I couldn’t, Mother,” she had wailed. “I shouldn’t know what to do. I shouldn’t know what to say, I’d be miserable.”) Mrs. Paget had tried to insist on her going, but the only result bad been an attack of hysterics that had prostrated Florence for several days. After that, Mrs. Paget had resigned herself to the inevitable. Florence was like that. It was no use trying to make her different. Psychologists, she believed, called it by some special name, something about a longing to return to the warmth and darkness of the womb. The mothers of other daughters didn’t call it that. They held her up as a shining example to their own daughters. “Look at Florence Paget,” they would say. “She isn’t always wanting to gad about here, there, and everywhere. She’s content with her own home, as you ought to be.”


When they congratulated Mrs. Paget on the possession of such a paragon, Mrs. Paget smiled and said nothing.


And here Florence was, at the age of forty-nine, still the exemplary “home bird” of her youth, as innocent and inexperienced and intolerant as a girl, with no more knowledge of life than is implied in household routine and a social round of village tea-parties. Mrs. Paget suspected that she occasionally caught a terrifying glimpse of the emptiness and frustration of her existence, and then she would become frenziedly active in house and garden in order to shut it out.


She reminded Mrs. Paget of Mrs. Hague in England Reclaimed, who had


. . . wisely broken up her life
With fences of her own construction.
Monday was Washing Day,
Tuesday was Baking Day . . .


Monday, Florence got the laundry ready; Tuesday, she did her district; Wednesday, she cleaned the church brasses; Thursday was the housemaid’s afternoon out, and the week-end was very busy, with the laundry to be checked, the tradesmen’s books to be gone through, and Violet to be written to. And every day, of course, there was the dog to be taken out and things to be done in the garden. And Mother to be looked after. . . .


“Really,” Florence would say at such times, with an odd look of terror in her pale goat-like eyes, “I’m so busy I hardly know which way to turn.”


And Mrs. Paget would be sorry for her and become old and helpless and very dependent on her, sometimes quite overdoing it in her desire to make Florence feel necessary and useful, behaving as if she were deaf, blind, and paralysed, sending her for shawls, which she never wore, and asking her to read aloud, though she disliked it intensely and always tried not to listen.


Florence threw her a complacent glance from the other side of the carriage. Mother was having quite a nice little nap. It was a long journey and she’d be very tired by the end of it. One must see that she went to bed early. Old people sometimes didn’t realise how tired they were. How fortunate for Mother that she had a daughter to look after her! It was a drain on one’s time and energy, but one mustn’t grudge it. . . .


Her mind went to Violet who would be joining them to-morrow. (“No, I won’t come the same day as you,” Violet had said with her unfailing tact. “I’ll give you time to get nicely settled down before I butt in.”) It was a lucky chance that Violet was able to join them at this time of the year, as normally it would be term time, but she had had a slight operation in the spring and had been given sick leave for the summer term. The thought of Violet sent a warm glow through Florence’s heart. She had never analysed the instinct that had made her cling so tenaciously to her friendship with Violet, even through the times when Violet had hurt her so deeply by not answering her letters or not acknowledging her presents. Somehow, the fact that Violet was her friend helped to justify her in her own eyes, and Florence needed constant justification in her own eyes. The friendship between them made her partake to some small degree in Violet’s qualities. She couldn’t herself be so utterly devoid of charm if Violet—so smart and attractive—was her friend. And, after all, Violet was a very busy woman. She couldn’t be expected to answer those long weekly letters that Florence wrote, giving all the news of garden, house, and parish. Once or twice Florence, piqued by her lack of response, had tried to stop writing to her, but it left her life so empty (“My friend, Violet Coniston,” was the constant refrain of her conversation) that she had to start again. Everything that happened she stored up in her mind through the week to describe to Violet on Sunday. And Violet’s birthday—in April—was one of the high lights of the year. She always gave her a present she had made herself, and, as soon as she had despatched it, began to plan the next. All through the year she looked forward to the week or ten days that Violet generally spent with them in the summer holidays. Of late the friendship had seemed to grow stronger. Violet had begun to reply to her letters more frequently, had been almost enthusiastic over the nightdress-case she had worked for her birthday present, and had accepted her invitation to Merlin Bay by return of post, instead of, as she usually did, leaving it unanswered till all her other holiday plans were settled, treating it obviously as the least important. Of course Florence knew that the reason of the change was Martin, and, curiously, she didn’t resent this. Violet’s marriage to Martin would bind them together in a yet closer bond of intimacy. “My sister-in-law, Violet,” she said to herself with secret satisfaction. It implied a much more durable relationship than that implied by “My friend, Violet.”


Martin had met Violet on his last leave five years ago. They had met and parted as casual acquaintances, but the Christmas after he went back Violet sent him a book, and he had written to thank her for it—a letter that breathed loneliness and homesickness in every line. She had written to him again, and a correspondence had sprung up between them that had gradually become more and more intimate. At first Violet used to show his letters to Florence, but lately she had stopped doing this. Florence had mentioned Martin when last they met, and Violet had blushed slightly and changed the subject, but later had said, “Martin’s going to try to get a job in England when he’s over in the summer, and then—well, then you may be seeing a good deal of me, Florence. Will you be able to bear it?”


“You know I’d love it,” Florence had said, blushing furiously in her turn from sheer intensity of feeling.


“After all,” Violet had continued, as if in jest, but with an underlying note of seriousness in her voice, “I’ve given up the best years of my life to making other people happy. I think I deserve a little happiness of my own.”


She had refused to say more, but it had been enough to send Florence home dizzy with rapture. Violet was forty-six (just the same age as Martin), but she looked much younger. In spite of her youthful appearance she was strictly honest about her age. That was one of the many things that Florence admired in her.


“I’m forty-six,” she would say gaily, “and I’m not a bit ashamed of it. After all, everyone either has been forty-six or, with luck, will be.”


Florence glanced at Mrs. Paget, who was still apparently asleep, and wondered if she knew about Violet and Martin.


“Florence darling,” Violet had said, “you don’t repeat things I tell you to your mother, do you? She’s a darling, but people of her generation don’t always understand. They’ve—forgotten. I know I shall get on with her, because I always do get on with people, but—well, till there’s really something to tell, I’d rather nothing was said to her.”


Florence had, therefore, said nothing to her, though, even so, she couldn’t be quite sure that she didn’t know. She had a disconcerting way, when you told her things, of having known them all along.


She’d be delighted about it, of course. Any mother would be delighted to have Violet for a daughter-in-law. Visions of happy family gatherings, queened over by Violet, swam before her eyes, and her lips curved into a smile. . . .


Mrs. Paget was letting her eyelids droop to satisfy Florence, but she wasn’t asleep.


She had even seen the foolish little smile on Florence’s face and knew that she was thinking of Violet. . . . A small boy astride a gate-post, dressed in a pair of knickers and an enormous straw hat, waved a stick in greeting, and she took up her handkerchief to wave back. At once Florence pounced on her with that forced and unconvincing brightness with which one rallies children and invalids.


“There!” she said. “You’ve had quite a nice little nap, haven’t you?”


“Yes, haven’t I!” agreed Mrs. Paget.


To herself she was saying: Poor Florence. She ought to have married. . . . She ought to have married that second man who proposed. I’ve forgotten his name. The one who used to sing “Sailor, Beware” after dinner.




Florence leant forward and picked up the air-cushion from the seat.


“You let it slip down,” she said a little reproachfully.


Mrs. Paget looked at it as if seeing it for the first time.


“So I did!” she said. “I’m such a restless sleeper, aren’t I?”


Florence pressed the air out and put the cushion back into her case. She was still feeling happy and excited at the prospect of Violet’s engagement to Martin. And suddenly another thought struck her. It was beautiful and, somehow, fitting that the engagement should take place at Merlin Bay, where, fifty years ago, her mother had spent her honeymoon.


“You haven’t been back there since, have you, Mother?” she said suddenly.


Mrs. Paget was silent for a moment, while something inside her gathered itself into a hard tight ball. From the beginning she had been prepared for Florence’s clumsy probings into her reason for coming to Merlin Bay for this summer holiday, but to her relief she had so far been too busy with her preparations and too much excited at the prospect of Violet’s visit to think of it. She wondered whether to postpone the issue by pretending to go to sleep again, then decided to get it over.


“Where, dear?” she said, with an air of innocent surprise.


“Merlin Bay. You haven’t been back since then, have you?”


“Since when, dear?”


“Since your honeymoon.”


The hard tight ball inside Mrs. Paget grew harder and tighter still, but her air of innocent surprise became, if possible, more innocent and more surprised.


“No, dear, now you come to mention it, I suppose I haven’t.”


Florence sighed. How true it was that old people forgot! Mother had evidently forgotten even that she had spent her honeymoon at Merlin Bay. She had decided to spend this summer holiday there because Pen lived there and she wanted to see the children again. Obviously, till Florence mentioned it, she had quite forgotten that it had been the scene of her own honeymoon. This evidence of old age vaguely comforted Florence, making her feel once more a necessary part of her mother’s life. (What would she do without me to—well, just to remind her of things, if nothing else?)


She was going to ask some further questions about the place when she saw that Mrs. Paget’s lids had drooped over her eyes again. Oh, well, it would do her good to have another little nap. What a pity she’d put the air-cushion away!


Mrs. Paget was back again with Michael in the Merlin Bay of fifty years ago. It had been a small fishing village then, remote and undiscovered by tourists. She and Michael had stayed in a fisherman’s cottage. She could see the tiny sitting-room, with the horse-hair sofa (stiff little horse-hairs protruded in places and pricked you when you sat down), the oil-lamp on the red fringed table-cloth, the texts and enlarged family photographs on the wall, the shells on the mantelpiece. . . . The door that led into it from outside was so low that Michael had to stoop to enter, and the ceiling only just cleared his head. She saw it all as plainly as if she had been there yesterday, yet it had the quality of remoteness and unreality that invests a place we have known only in our dreams. Ordinary life, with its complicated pattern of responsibility and duties, had been suspended for these few weeks, and she had lived, as it were, in a vacuum of happiness, adoring Michael and being adored by him. Even then she had known it for the fragile thing it was, had been aware that the breath of ordinary life could quickly shatter it, and so had deliberately savoured it to the utmost, storing up every moment of it in her memory.


Michael had been not only her husband and lover but also her deliverer, rescuing her from a home life that was becoming unbearable. Hardly a day passed on which her father and mother did not quarrel, venomously and passionately, and they each confided in her, trying to win her sympathy and turn her against the other. They had done it since she was a child, and she had hated them for it. Don’t, don’t, something inside her would cry out, when they began to ply her with their grievances and accusations. Leave me alone. Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. It’s not fair. . . .


In the end they had made her the chief battleground of their bitterness, contending furiously for her allegiance, hating each other the more on her account. The tragedy was that both of them loved her—with that selfish love that must possess and be possessed, that feeds upon perpetual support and reassurance.


From this nightmare existence Michael had rescued her, sweeping her off to the peace and happiness of Merlin Bay.


“It’s heaven to know that they can’t come to me, telling tales . . .” she had said.


Michael had looked at her, his grey eyes narrowing, and said, “No, they won’t come to you any more. I’ll see to that.”


The vision of Michael grew clearer in her mind—tall and thin, rather slouching, with keen grey eyes and a narrow humorous mouth. She saw him leaning against the cottage door, looking out to sea, wearing a fisherman’s jersey, his hands in his pockets, a pipe in his mouth. Perhaps that was at the root of the lack of real affection for her children, of which she was secretly ashamed—that none of them had grown up like Michael, either in appearance or character. None of them had his gaiety, his quick sense of humour, his sympathy, his vivid unaffected charm. She had longed to find Michael in one of them, and she had conceived a secret, almost unconscious grudge against them as they grew up because she had not been able to. They were good, conscientious, dutiful children, but—none of them was Michael.


Then had come the sudden end of the honeymoon—mysterious, shattering, like a thunderbolt from a clear sky. Even now, after all these years, her heart quickened as she forced her mind to turn to that morning when Michael had gone out carefree, whistling, to return an hour later, his face ashen, his eyes full of fear.


“We shall have to go, Dolly,” he had said, his voice little more than a whisper.


She had looked at him in silence, then replied quietly, “Very well. I’ll pack at once.”


“Listen,” he had continued. “I’ll tell you what’s happened. I——”


And panic had swept over her. He was going to make some confession—she knew that by his face—lay his burden, whatever it was, on her because he wasn’t strong enough to bear it himself. It was going to be her father and mother over again. So they had come to her, laying their burdens on her childish shoulders, making ruthless unceasing demands on her sympathy, till she could have killed herself or them.


“Don’t,” she had cried. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”


He in his turn had looked at her in silence, and then had said “Very well” and gone to pack his things.


Their departure had been a hurried craven flight and she had never known from what.


After that, things had gone smoothly enough. The rapturous ecstasy of the honeymoon could not be expected to continue, but they had been happy, on the whole, and their love had lasted through the years. Michael had not, of course, proved himself the faultless hero her young imagination had pictured him. She soon glimpsed a strain of weakness in him, but she always ignored it. She was determined to have a husband she could rely on and look up to, and almost by force of suggestion she made him such a husband. Despite her secret strength, she made herself feminine and helpless so that he should protect and cherish her. Through her childhood and girlhood she had had to uphold and reassure her parents against her will, and she was determined that in future if anyone was to be upheld and reassured it should be herself. She sometimes thought that she had made Michael a man by making herself a woman. She had treated him always as if he were the stronger of the two, and in the end he had become the stronger. The strain of weakness in him had vanished. (Just as Pen, she thought, has treated Charles like a fool till she’s made him one.)


They had never visited Merlin Bay again or mentioned their sudden unexplained flight from it. Even when Pen went to live there because the doctor said it would be good for the delicate Rosemary, Mrs. Paget had refused all invitations till this year. And this year she had suddenly decided to visit it again. She couldn’t have explained why. Ten years ago, when Michael lay dying, he had looked at her and his lips had formed the words “Merlin Bay.” She had pressed his hand in answer, thinking that his mind had gone back to the first days of the love that so victoriously survived the ups and downs of their life together. It was only very, very gradually that she had come to realise (she didn’t know how) that that had not been his meaning, had come to realise that he wanted her to go to Merlin Bay again. She tried to ignore the knowledge, but the mysterious urge grew stronger, more insistent. The fact that this year would have been the year of their golden wedding if Michael had lived, made it impossible for her to resist any longer. No one thought it strange that she should decide to go there now. Pen lived there, and it was natural that she should want to see the children. It seemed strange that she had not gone before. There wasn’t room for them at Pen’s house, Sea Meads, so they had booked rooms at Merlin Bay Hotel, which had not existed, of course, when last she had been there.


She glanced at her watch. They would be in Merlin Bay in less than half an hour now. Her heart began to beat more quickly. Something was waiting for her at Merlin Bay. She didn’t know what it was yet, but she would know soon—in a day, in a week, perhaps. Certainly, when she passed this spot again at the end of the visit, she would know why Michael had wanted her to go there.


















Chapter Two














PEN MARLOWE awoke, looked at her watch, then sank back into her pillows with a sigh of relief. It wasn’t time to get up yet. . . . Sunshine flooded the room through the wide open window, and she could hear the gentle breaking of the sea on the shore below. She lay there, enjoying the state of warm semi-consciousness that enwrapped her. She needn’t think of anything at all for at least half an hour. . . . But her consciousness became clearer as the mists of sleep faded. . . . It was Wednesday—the day Mother and Florence were coming down. She’d had a letter of six pages from Florence yesterday—all about her household arrangements for the holiday and the preparations she was making for the journey. They would reach Merlin Bay Hotel in time for tea, but Mother must rest for about an hour before she saw anybody. So would Pen and the children come round to the hotel to see her not before five at the earliest? Well, that would be all right, because she never got the children’s tea over much before five. . . . Florence really was rather ridiculous. She behaved as if Mother were a sort of show and she the showman. It would be nice having Mother here, but it was a pity that everything seemed to be coming together—Mother’s visit and Charles’s holiday and, of course, there would be Martin and that friend of Florence’s as well. She must make them understand quite clearly that she was far too busy looking after her house and children to be able to go about with them or entertain them. When you had six children, ranging from seventeen to five, you couldn’t be expected to have much time or energy or even affection to spare outside them. She hadn’t seen Martin since his last leave, and then, on the few occasions when they met, they had found very little to talk about. She couldn’t pretend to be interested in rubber planting or Malaya, and Martin on his side, naturally enough, couldn’t pretend to be interested in the domestic concerns that made up her life. She supposed that that generally happened to brothers and sisters. . . .


What was the name of that friend of Florence’s? Violet Something-or-other. She remembered that she’d disliked her intensely the only time she’d met her. She always disliked those charming middle-aged unmarried women. There was something so unnatural about them. This Violet Something-or-other was a schoolmistress, but that didn’t impress Pen. Pen knew all about schoolmistresses. Just sitting at a desk for a few hours in the morning and looking on at games in the afternoon, and gadding about the Continent five months out of the year and completely misunderstanding and mishandling one’s precious children. (Hadn’t Miss Clowes kept Rosemary in at “break” only last week for losing her pencil-box, when all the time that little wretch, Lucy Barker, had taken it? Pen still felt hot with indignation when she thought of it.) She’d like them to try her job for a day or two—on her feet and hard at it from first thing in the morning to last thing at night. She loved her job—she wouldn’t have changed it for any other in the world—but it always irritated her to hear people saying they were hard-worked when they simply didn’t know what work was.


When did Charles say he was coming down? The 9th or 10th—she’d forgotten which. She must look up his letter. She’d hoped that he would go abroad for his holiday as he had done last year. . . . Charles travelled in South-east England for a firm of biscuit manufacturers and could seldom get down to Merlin Bay. They had come to live there three years ago because the doctor said that the air would be good for Rosemary’s tubercular gland, and somehow the household had settled down into a routine in which Charles had no part. She didn’t know what on earth he’d find to do here for a whole month. She was fond of Charles, of course, but she was too busy to have much time or attention for him. His visits unsettled the children, besides giving her a lot of extra work. Strange how much extra work one man did make in a house. She wouldn’t for a moment let him see that, of course. She’d written a nice affectionate letter to him, saying how delighted she was that he could come down and asking him to bring some of that special liver extract that the doctor had recommended for Rosemary.


She was wide-awake now, lying with delicate brows drawn together, planning, organising. . . . Charles on the 9th or 10th, Gordon and Susan over from boarding-school for their half-term next week-end. . . . Goodness, she’d forgotten Miss Hinkley, that very much removed cousin of Charles’s who always came to them for June. She lived on about ten shillings a week in some back street in Peckham and looked forward all the year to her month with them by the sea. It was Charles’s mother who had started the practice of asking her to join them on their summer holiday, and Charles, unnecessarily faithful, as Pen thought, to family tradition, had insisted on continuing it. Each year he sent her the invitation, together with her fare and a little “spending money,” as he rather oddly put it.


For a moment Pen wondered whether to write to Miss Hinkley and ask her to postpone her visit, then decided not to. Difficulties always acted on her as a kind of mental tonic, stimulating, invigorating. She loved to meet and overcome them. She gloried in the power that enabled her to meet and overcome them. . . . Rosemary could go into Stella’s room (though Rosemary, despite her night terrors, hated sharing a bedroom with anyone), Miss Hinkley could have Rosemary’s room, and Charles could have the big attic bedroom that covered the whole length of the house and had a glorious view of the bay from the small dormer window. Charles had been a little sulky, when, on coming to Merlin Bay, she had suggested their having separate bedrooms, but he had quite resigned himself to it now. Valerie, the youngest, always slept in Pen’s bedroom, and the rooms in this house were so small that there really wasn’t space for the three of them. In any case Charles was at home so little that it couldn’t make much difference to him. . . .


The front door banged, there was the sound of light footsteps on the stairs, then a gush of water from the bathroom taps. That must be Stella. She generally got up first and had a dip in the sea before breakfast.


Stella had been something of a problem. She was seventeen and had left school last term. Pen had looked forward to having a daughter to help her with the house and children, and Stella herself had looked forward to it before she actually left school. After only a few weeks, however, she had become bored and discontented.


“I’m fed up with being at home like this,” she had burst out one evening. “I hate house-work and mawling about with the children. I want to do something. I’m sick of just messing about in a little place where nothing ever happens.”


“Stella!” said Pen reproachfully. “Merlin Bay! You used to love it.”


“I know I did. It was lovely for holidays. It’s different living here. Doing the same things day after day, on and on and on.”


Pen could hardly recognise in the sulky young woman the radiant adoring child whose greatest joy had been to “help Mother” in the holidays, who had lived for the day when she could leave school and take her place as lieutenant in the beloved little home.


“Stella,” she reminded her gently, “you used to tell me how you’d love living here and helping me when you left school.”


“I know I did,” said Stella again, with increasing sulkiness. “I thought I would. I can’t help it, Mother. I don’t want to feel like this. It was different just for the holidays. It was a lovely change from school. I thought I’d enjoy it, but I don’t. I hate it.”


Pen tried not to let the child see how deeply she had hurt her.


“Listen, darling,” she had said tenderly. “It isn’t what you do or where you do it that matters. It’s how you do it. You’re doing just as important work helping in the home as if you were—well, a member of Parliament or something like that. We could all of us feel bored and discontented if we let ourselves. It’s only a question of self-control and self-discipline. And it’s not like my Stella to shirk her duty.”


But Stella, usually so responsive to Pen’s serious little talks, had only looked at her with that new hard expression on her face.




“I’m not a shirker,” she had said, “but I don’t think this is my duty. I want to be trained for a proper job, not just mess about here.”


“What sort of a job?” Pen had said, trying to speak in a tone of loving amusement in order to conceal her secret dismay. It had been so delightful having Stella at home as fellow worker and companion. What on earth had happened to the child?


“I don’t know,” Stella had said. “I think I’d like to take up domestic economy.”


“Well, really, Stella!” Pen had replied, letting her irritation peep out at last. “You’ve just said you hated house-work.”


“I hate messing about with it.” (“Messing about,” echoed Pen wryly to herself, thinking of her beautifully organised, perfectly managed little home.) “I’d like to learn about it properly—scientifically, I mean—and then get some sort of a real job.”


“And what about me, darling? I’ve so loved having you,” said Pen, appealing as a last resort to that loyalty and devotion that had never failed her before. But it failed her now. Stella shrugged and looked away from her.


“You got on all right alone here when I was at school,” she said.


Pen felt as if the child had leaned forward and slapped her in the face.


“In any case,” she said rather sharply, “we couldn’t possibly afford to give you a training in that or anything else. We have five children beside you to bring up.”


The set stony look on Stella’s face didn’t soften.


“I’ll ask Father,” she said.


At that a wave of anger surged through Pen, taking her by surprise, leaving her breathless and dizzy.


“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” she said, and added quickly, “I won’t have Father worried by you.”


“That’s not the reason,” flashed Stella. “It’s because——”


She stopped and the colour flooded her cheeks. Pen’s heart beat loudly and unevenly. There was a silence that seemed unending, then Stella muttered “Sorry,” and went from the room.




For the next few days she had been very quiet, speaking only when she was spoken to, and then as shortly as possible. After that she had quite suddenly become her old happy self again. Pen couldn’t account for the change. Perhaps it was simply that she had realised how ungrateful she had been (Pen was glad to think that she had refrained from actually saying “After all I’ve done for you . . .”), or might it have something to do with Tim Bevan, whose mother had taken Green Roofs for the summer? Mrs. Bevan was a charming woman, but wholly wrapped up in the care of her half-witted daughter Agnes, and Tim was left to himself a good deal. He had got into the habit of calling to take Stella for a walk in the evening. He was nineteen and was studying for an accountancy examination. Stella, of course, was so pretty that it was natural he should be attracted by her, and perhaps the boy and girl friendship between them was the best thing that could happen just now. It would make Stella more contented at Merlin Bay, and it would give Pen time to think over her tactics should Stella reopen the argument. The wisest plan would be to treat the matter lightly, to appeal with confident tenderness to the loving responsive little girl who must still be there somewhere. (“Darling, I don’t want to be selfish, but it means so much to me to have you here.”) She wouldn’t refuse to consider the question of training, but she would postpone it indefinitely. (“We’ll see about it in a year or two. . . .”)


She tried not to think of that moment when Stella had begun to say something about her and Charles and then stopped so abruptly. It was probably some quite meaningless piece of childish impertinence that she had bitten back. Certainly, she had nothing to be ashamed of in her relations with Charles. Not only had she never quarrelled with him before the children, but she had never quarrelled with him at all. Very few wives could say that.


She looked at her watch again. It really was time to get up now. Springing out of bed, she went over to Valerie. Valerie was still asleep, lying with her face half hidden in the pillow, showing only a tumble of fair hair and the curve of a smooth rosy cheek. Pen drew up the coverlet, which she had kicked off during the night, and went to the window. Sea Meads stood at the end of a path that wound up from the shore—first over sand-hills covered with coarse grass and convolvulus, then up a slope of firm grassy ground, on which rabbit-burrows afforded convenient footholds, and finally up a short sharp ascent, with large uneven stones for steps between waving bracken, to the garden gate. The garden continued the sharp ascent by steps cut in the untidy little lawn to the front door.


Leaning out of the window, Pen drew in a breath of the fresh salt-laden air. It was going to be a glorious day. The sky was a deep unclouded blue. The sea sparkled in the early morning sunshine. The silver haze on the horizon foretold heat. Mother and Florence would see Merlin Bay at its best.
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