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EIGHT

JENNY WASHED UP the tea things and put away the cakes. Her hands moved mechanically over the china. She felt dazed, and she wanted to stay like that. She had had an anaesthetic once when she had fallen out of a tree and dislocated her shoulder. The doctor wasn’t quite sure if there was further damage and she had had a whiff of anaesthetic. She remembered coming out of it, and how she hadn’t had any feeling, and how gradually the pain had come in again and the dreamy feeling had thinned out and gone away. She thought this was the same. It was going to hurt. It was going to hurt very much, like her shoulder had done, only worse, because the things that happened in your body were never as bad as the things that happened in your mind.

   When she had quite finished washing up and putting the things away she went up to the schoolroom. She didn’t know where Alan was. She thought he had gone out, and that meant that she was quite alone, because Mrs Bolton, who went out on Wednesdays, might as well not be there, for she never came upstairs at all and had her bedroom in what had been the housekeeper’s room. It gave her a lonely feeling in one way, but it was rather nice in another. Only tonight the house felt very echoey and lonely. She wished she had gone with the little girls, she wished she had done anything different from what she had done.

   And then she heard the car. It came rolling to a stop at the front door, and she went to the window to look. Mrs Forbes and Mac got out. Jenny’s heart gave a jerk. At the sight of Mac’s tall figure her heart had begun to ache quite dreadfully. It was just like that time with her shoulder – the pain got worse and worse, until suddenly it was too much for her. She pulled the curtain across the embrasure and sank down upon the window seat behind it in a flood of silent tears. Everything swept over her at once – Garsty – and the loss of her home – and what Alan had said about Mac. She fought against that. It wasn’t true. It wasn’t true – it wasn’t true. But out of the depths of her there came a little clear voice that said, ‘It’s true, and you know it.’

   She had forgotten everything but the bitterness which had swept over her, when she heard footsteps on the stairs outside. Mac – she would have known his step anywhere. She shrank down behind the curtains. She couldn’t meet him – not like this.

   And then there was another step, and a voice – Mrs Forbes’ voice.

   ‘Isn’t she there?’

   The door opened and Mac came in. The light went on. Jenny shrank back behind the curtains. He said,

   ‘No, she isn’t. She and Alan must have gone down to get the children.’

   Mrs Forbes came across from her bedroom. The faint scent she used came in with her. It was very faint indeed, like the last reflection in water before the light goes. The thought went through Jenny’s mind like a background to what she was feeling. She didn’t mean to listen. She didn’t know that there was going to be anything to listen to. She heard the click of the closing door, and she thought that she was alone. And then she knew that she wasn’t, because the light was still on, and Mrs Forbes was so terribly particular about lights being turned off. She sat there frozen with something like terror. Why didn’t they go away? Why should they stay here?

   Mrs Forbes spoke from the far side of the room.

   ‘Well, what did you want to say to me, Mac?’ The tone was the indulgent one which no one else heard from her.

   Mac didn’t answer at once. Jenny couldn’t see him, but she knew how he would look – frowning, his brows drawn together over the dark blue eyes.

   Mrs Forbes turned towards him and said,

   ‘Mac, what is it?’

   ‘All right, you can have it. I’ve only known for a week. I went away and thought it out. I didn’t know how much you knew – or guessed.’

   Behind the curtain Jenny’s heart beat to suffocation. She didn’t know what was coming. Or did she? Did she? The pulses sounded in her ears, in her throat, in her breast. And then she heard Mac say,

   ‘It’s Jenny. He married her.’

   Mrs Forbes was holding her foot to the fire. She turned now and looked at her son.

   ‘What do you mean?’

   ‘I’m talking about Jenny. What we all knew was that she was the daughter of Richard Forbes and Jennifer Hill.’

   Mrs Forbes said in a hard voice,

   ‘Well, isn’t she?’

   ‘Of course she is. There wasn’t ever any doubt about that. The only thing there was a doubt about was the fact of their marriage.’

   Mrs Forbes had turned to face her son. She looked him up and down with a cold piercing look and said,

   ‘You’re talking nonsense! There was no marriage!’

   Jenny heard the anger in her voice. Mac didn’t sound angry. He sounded like a person who has lived with something and got used to it, and for whom there are no surprises any more. He said,

   ‘Oh, my dear Mother, be your age! And we haven’t all day. They’ll be back in a moment, all the lot of them, and we’ve got to get this settled. There was a marriage, and I’m not asking you to take my word for it. I’ve seen the certificate.’

   ‘You’ve what?’

   ‘I’ve seen the certificate.’

   ‘You can’t have.’

   ‘I have. Will you get that firmly into your head! I’m not making this up – why should I? Now listen, because we may not have much time, and it’s urgent – very urgent. I had my suspicions. Garsty gave the show away rather. She said something, and then stumbled and picked herself up.’

   ‘Do you mean that she fell?’

   Jenny knew that voice. It was Mrs Forbes fighting. She would fight to her last drop of blood for Mac. She heard it in her voice, and she heard the recognition of it in Mac’s laugh as he said,

   ‘I don’t mean anything of the sort, as you know perfectly well. And don’t talk! Listen to what I’ve got to say! The Thursday before she died Garsty and Jenny went to Camingford. I knew they were going, and I came down. I let myself into the cottage.’

   Mrs Forbes said,

   ‘How?’

   Mac laughed.

   ‘Never you mind! I did, and I went over the whole place till I found what I was looking for.’

   Mrs Forbes’ voice had changed – Jenny knew that. It was still steady, but it wasn’t the same. There was something strained about it, something unnatural. She said,

   ‘What did you find?’

   ‘I found a letter from Richard Forbes to Jennifer Hill. It must have been the last letter he wrote her. He called her his wife.’

   Mrs Forbes came in quickly.

   ‘There’s nothing in that.’

   ‘My dear Mother, I’m not a child, but there was enough to make me, shall we say, a little anxious. Anyhow I went up to Somerset House and – well, you can guess.’

   ‘I’m not guessing. If you’ve got anything to say, say it!’

   ‘I’ve got this to say.’ His tone was still a smiling one.

   Jenny knew just how he looked – the fair hair, the blue eyes, the height, the strength, the everything. A little giddiness came over her. No, no, not now – not when she had to hear. She had to. She pressed the nails of her left hand into the palm of her right, and the pain got through the faintness. She heard what Mac said. She heard it quite distinctly and past any possibility of a mistake. He said,

   ‘They were married in January 1940 five months before he was killed.’

   ‘I don’t believe it.’

   He shrugged his shoulders.

   ‘I tell you I’ve seen the certificate.’

   ‘Then why didn’t she say?’

   Mac shrugged again.

   ‘You’ve forgotten. She was knocked on the head the same night that he was killed. A splinter from a shell got her. Garsty told me all about it once. She must have told you too.’

   ‘Yes, she did.’

   ‘Well, there you are. They thought she’d get her senses back when Jenny was born, but she didn’t – she just died.’ There was a long pause.

   Jenny’s head cleared. What were they going to do about it? She hoped very much that she knew. She was afraid that she didn’t know. If Alington was hers she would give it to them, oh, so gladly. If Alington was hers . . . She didn’t know what she felt. She didn’t know. She heard Mrs Forbes say suddenly, quite loud and clear,

   ‘This is all nonsense!’

   And Mac laughed and said,

   ‘It’s going to be very dangerous nonsense for us unless we do something about it.’

   ‘What can we do?’

   ‘Oh, it’s quite simple. I can marry her.’

   ‘No – no—’

   ‘Don’t be silly, Mother. It’s the one perfect way out.’

   ‘I won’t have it!’

   ‘I said don’t be silly. You don’t suppose I want to marry the girl, do you?’

   ‘I don’t know.’

   He laughed.

   ‘Oh, come! I shouldn’t have thought of it if it hadn’t been for this! But you must see that it’s the perfect way out.’

   ‘I don’t see anything of the sort!’

   ‘Oh, come, you’re not stupid. And you needn’t pretend with me. We’re two of a kind, and you know it. I’m not Alan. And you don’t have to pretend – not with me. I quite agree with having a little, shall we say, camouflage in the ordinary way. But just now, as things are, just between ourselves and for this once, let’s be straight about it.’

   Mrs Forbes said,

   ‘What do you want to say?’

   ‘This. I’ve had time to think about it, and you haven’t. There’s only one way out – that’s the way I said. I marry her, and we hold our tongues. If she ever finds out, well it’s just too bad, but there’s nothing to be done about it. We didn’t know, and she didn’t know. And once we’re married it doesn’t really matter. I shall be the noble cousin who married her when she was an illegitimate poor relation.’

   Mrs Forbes said, ‘Don’t!’ and Mac laughed and said, ‘Why not?’

   Jenny couldn’t see them, but they saw each other, and for the moment what Mrs Forbes saw shocked her. It was one thing to suspect and to put the suspicion from your mind, and another to see the plain truth naked before her. The thought of her husband came to her and she put it away with a sort of terror. She knew very well what his judgement would have been on her for her hesitation, and on Mac for his certainty. She had her moment of choice. She looked at the alternative – Jenny in her place, herself a widow with a limited income, Mac with his way to make— She got no farther than that. There was a rush of everything in her to protect herself, to protect Mac. She said in a lowered tone but very firmly,

   ‘No – no. I can’t do it.’

   Mac smiled.

   ‘You won’t find it so difficult.’

   ‘No – no, I don’t mean that. You’re right – you must marry her.’

   ‘Of course I’m right! I always am. And why? Because I’m a clear thinker. I don’t let my doings get diverted by morality. That’s the mistake always. You have to decide what’s best to do and leave the morality out of it.’

   Mrs Forbes stared at him.

   ‘I wish you wouldn’t talk like that,’ she said. ‘You’ll marry the girl and that will be doing well by her. And the best thing we can do is to forget this stupid story about a marriage which I don’t believe in and never shall.’

   Mac laughed. Jenny wondered as she heard him. It was such a gay laugh – gay and infectious.

   ‘Have it your own way,’ he said.

   And with that there came the sound of children’s voices and Alan speaking to them. The hall door opened and shut again. Mac took his mother by the arm.

   ‘Come along, we’ll go and meet them. We don’t want to be found here like conspirators, do we?’

   ‘Certainly not. Those children should be in bed. I never meant them to stay so late. That’ll be Jenny’s fault. She makes a game of everything.’

   They went out. Mrs Forbes said, ‘Put out the light.’ The door shut. Jenny heard their footsteps go away. The room was dark. She was alone.





ELEVEN

THE YOUNG MAN in the car was enjoying himself. It was a fine night very heartening to behold. The moon was out now, quite clear of the clouds. He would have liked to switch off his lights and drive through all this country by moonlight. He shook his head a little mournfully. There were so many things he would like to do, and you couldn’t do them. Not because they were difficult or impossible, but simply because you had been brought up hedged in by laws and by-laws until they had got you down. He laughed a little and considered what a modern world would be like with everyone doing as he pleased. Come to think of it, no one was ever free. Different times had their own restraints, personal, political, what have you. You were brought up in a certain code, and you kept to it. If you kicked over the traces you came to a sticky end. Each generation made its own rules, and the next one altered them. What was quite unacceptable in one generation was the fashion in the next, and so you went on.

   He liked driving alone, and he liked driving by night. If you kept off the beaten track you didn’t meet anyone much after twelve o’clock. His plan was to drive within a strategic distance of Alington House and sleep out the night in the back seat of his car. Then in the morning, when a country inn would be open, he would have breakfast and from there on follow the reasonable inspiration of the moment. He wanted to see the house and the portraits. He wanted it very much. After all, if they were in any way decent people they couldn’t object to him. It wasn’t as if he was claiming anything, or wanting to claim anything. He was simply a distant connection of the family who had come into possession of some papers about the house and the people to whom it had belonged. It was natural enough that he should want to come down and see the place for himself.

   He had turned rather an abrupt corner just out of a sleeping village, and a long flat stretch of road lay before him. Quite suddenly there was someone in the road. It stretched flat and open at one minute, and the next there was something there. Something? No, someone. He braked and brought the car to a standstill.

   The someone was a girl. She had a case in one hand, and with the other she had signalled him to stop. He leaned out, frowning.

   ‘You shouldn’t do that, you know.’

   ‘But I wanted you to stop.’

   ‘Why?’ He was terse because for a moment he hadn’t been sure that he could stop in time and the road was narrow.

   The girl moved from the front of the car and came round to the door on his side. In the moment that she stepped across the lighted patch of road in front of the car he saw her, and he saw that she was young and pale – or perhaps that was just the lights of the car. She came up to the window on his side and said,

   ‘Will you please give me a lift?’

   The anger had gone out of him. He said,

   ‘Where do you want to go?’

   ‘It doesn’t matter. I mean, just anywhere will do.’

   ‘Are you running away?’

   It was quite obvious that she was. What does one do with a stray girl who asks one to help her? He said,

   ‘You’re running away, aren’t you? Why?’ It wasn’t in the least what he had meant to say.

   The moonlight shone on her face. It looked sad and rather tired. There were dark marks like smudges under her eyes. She said very earnestly,

   ‘I’ve got to – I really have.’

   It was the sort of thing that any girl would say if she had had a row with her people or with her school.

   He said, ‘Why?’ and she came nearer and dropped her voice.

   ‘I can’t tell you. You wouldn’t believe me.’

   ‘You might try.’

   Jenny considered. All this time he was in the shadow – she couldn’t see his face. She must see him. You can’t tell whether you can trust a person whom you can’t see. She said quickly and a little breathlessly,

   ‘Will you get out for a moment? I want to see you.’

   ‘Why do you want to do that?’

   He had a nice voice, but she must see him. She said,

   ‘I want to know whether I can trust you.’

   ‘Do you think you would know?’

   ‘Oh, yes, I should know if I could see you.’ There was a confident ring in her voice.

   Without a word he pushed open the door and got out. He shut the door behind him, leaned against it, and said,

   ‘Well, here I am. Take a good look and make up your mind.’

   She said,

   ‘It’s you who have to make up your mind, isn’t it?’

   They stood looking at one another in the bright, clear moonlight. He heard her draw in her breath.

   ‘Who – who are you?’ she said.

   ‘My name is Richard Forbes.’

   She echoed him in a faint whisper, ‘Richard Forbes—’

   ‘That is my name.’

   Jenny stood still. It was unbelievable, but it had happened. Unbelievable things did happen. This one had happened. He stood there with the moonlight across his face, and she saw feature for feature the Richard Forbes who had built Alington House. The Richard Forbes in the picture had had long curling hair, and he had worn fine clothes, not a raincoat and slacks. But it was the same face, it was the same expression – the laughing look in the eyes, the humorous quirk of the mouth. And then the humour faded. He had the air of being very much in earnest, and he said,

   ‘Why do you look at me like that?’

   Jenny said, ‘Because I’ve seen you before.’

   ‘Where? When?’ He had never seen her before, he was prepared to swear to that.

   ‘All my life. You’re the portrait in the hall – the picture of Richard Alington Forbes.’

   He caught his breath and said,

   ‘But that’s my name.’

   He saw her colour rise, not as colour, but as a shadow, because they were all black and white in the moonlight. He could only just catch the tremor in her voice when she said,

   ‘Is it?’

   ‘Yes. What’s yours?’

   ‘I’m Jenny Forbes. I’m from Alington House.’

   It was the first time she had given her name as Jenny Forbes – the very first time. She had been Jenny Hill all her life, but she wasn’t Jenny Hill any more. She was Jennifer Hill’s daughter, but she was Richard Forbes’ daughter too – Richard Alington Forbes. She was their lawful daughter. She held her head up and looked Richard Forbes in the face and said her name.

   Something in that straight look of hers got through. He said in a puzzled voice,

   ‘I don’t understand. I thought the sons were grown up, but the daughters – they’re little girls, aren’t they?’

   ‘Yes. I don’t belong to that family. I’m the daughter of Richard Forbes, the one who was killed at the beginning of the war. They said he wasn’t married to my mother. She was ill. There was an air raid – it was the day my father was killed. Her head was hurt – she didn’t talk. She came down here to Garsty.’ She went on looking at him straight. He had never seen such truthful eyes. ‘Garsty had been her governess. She came to her because that was her home – she hadn’t any other. That’s how she met my father. But no one knew they were married. I only found out last night.’

   ‘What did you find out?’

   She had put down her case on the ground. It had weighed heavy. She put out her hands with the little shabby bag in them and said,

   ‘Don’t you believe me? I’m telling you the truth because you’re Richard Forbes. I wouldn’t tell about this to anyone else – I wouldn’t really. But you are different.’

   That struck home in a most curious way. He felt it with every nerve of his body. And he felt it because it was true. There was a deep relationship between them – kinship, and something more than kinship. They were two of a kind. That was the difference which she spoke of.

   She was speaking again.

   ‘I’ll tell you – because you’re Richard Forbes. I was upstairs in the schoolroom, and Mac came in and his mother.’

   ‘That’s the eldest son?’

   ‘Yes. I was behind the window curtain. The room was dark. I’d been crying because of something that had happened, and I didn’t want to see anyone, or anyone to see me . . . Where was I?’

   He said gravely, ‘Mac had just come into the schoolroom.’

   She nodded.

   ‘Yes. I thought he’d come to see me. I didn’t want to see him, so I stayed quiet. And then Mrs Forbes came in, and she shut the door and they began to talk. She said, “What did you want to say to me, Mac?” and when he didn’t answer she said, “Mac, what is it?” And he said, “All right, you can have it.” He said he had only known for a week. And then he went on, “It’s Jenny.” And then he said, “She’s legitimate. He married Jennifer Hill.” Mrs Forbes said, “What do you mean?” and he said, “I’m talking about Jenny.” And she was angry – she was very angry. She said. “You’re talking nonsense! There was no marriage!” And he said, “There was a marriage. And I’m not asking you to take my word for it. I’ve seen the certificate at Somerset House.” ’

   ‘What!’

   Now that it was said, Jenny felt better. It was like a calm after the storm. She said,

   ‘They went on talking. There was a letter from my father, Garsty talked about it when she was dying. She said it was in a little chest. She said my father called my mother his wife. She said she didn’t read any more, but she kept it for me. Poor Garsty – she loved me so much – she was so good to me. She wasn’t sure about the marriage, and she didn’t like to make sure because she was afraid that I should be taken away from her. That was how it was. You didn’t know Garsty. Nobody who didn’t know her could tell how good she was. She died ten days ago, and I went up to Alington House to look after the little girls. That was how I came to be there in the schoolroom. So I waited till they would all be asleep and came away.’

   There was a long, long pause. She stood there waiting. Waiting for him to make up his mind. If he helped her, it wouldn’t end with his giving her a lift to wherever she wanted to go. He was quite sure about that. This wasn’t a light-hearted adventure, it was deadly serious. His brows drew together in a frown.

   ‘Where do you want to go?’

   She answered without any hesitation.

   ‘I don’t mind. I want to get away.’

   ‘Have you any money?’

   ‘Oh, yes, I’ve got nearly ten pounds. I thought they’d take me in at a cottage, and I could look for something to do – something with children. I like children.’

   He said reluctantly – he was surprised to find how reluctantly,

   ‘Look here, don’t you think you had better go back and do things properly? If you are really Richard Forbes’ daughter, they can’t make any bones about it. They’re bound to acknowledge you, and it will save a lot of talk.’

   She shrank back, and then checked herself. She said,

   ‘I can’t do that.’

   ‘Why can’t you?’

   Jenny caught her breath.

   ‘I can’t.’ The colour rose in her cheeks.

   He said a little impatiently,

   ‘It’s the sensible thing to do.’

   ‘I can’t do it. Oh, you don’t understand.’

   ‘I can’t understand if you don’t tell me.’

   ‘It’s because of what he said – Mac. He said – he could marry me. He said it just like that. When his mother said, “No – no,” he laughed, and he said, “You don’t suppose I want to marry the girl, do you?” And he went on to say worse things. He said he would marry me, and they would hold their tongues. If it ever came out it would be just too bad, but there would be nothing to be done about it. They didn’t know, and I didn’t know. Once we were married it didn’t really matter. That’s what Mac said. He said, “I shall be the noble cousin who married her when she was the illegitimate poor relation”.’

   Jenny had said her say. She had said it quietly. If it had come out, as it might have done, in a storm of sobs, it would not have been nearly so convincing. As it was, he was convinced. And something more. He was swept by such an insensate fury against Mac that it took him all he knew to fight it down. He said shortly,

   ‘All right, get in. We’d better be on our way.’





FIFTEEN

MEG WAS THE first of the children to wake at Alington House. It was only half past six, and she wasn’t supposed to wake Joyce until a quarter past seven. She wasn’t really supposed to wake her up then, especially when they had been out to tea the day before. Joyce was not really supposed to be woken up before half past seven. A quarter past was as far as Meg would go, and if she was awake earlier – well, there were ways. You couldn’t say she was waking Joyce up if she got out of bed and pulled out a drawer and then shut it again with a good vigorous push. She tried this twice, and Joyce just lay there and slept. It was too aggravating.

   Suddenly she thought about Jenny. She would open her own door very softly and creep across to Jenny’s door and open that, and there she would stay. She would get into Jenny’s bed, lovely and warm. And it would serve Joyce right if she woke up and found she was alone. She wouldn’t like that.

   She got out and went tiptoe to the door and across the passage. She wouldn’t feel safe until she was inside Jenny’s room with the door shut. And she must go slowly, slowly. It was all she could do to restrain herself, especially when she got near the door into Jenny’s room, but she managed it.

   She was well inside the room with the door shut behind her before she saw that Jenny wasn’t there. She stood just a yard inside the door. She had stopped to turn round and fasten the door very carefully. She had been so intent on what she was doing that she hadn’t noticed the bed. And it was empty. There was no Jenny. It was empty, and the bed was made. It was quite made. The eiderdown was on and a chintz coverlet over it. Meg came slowly forward and put her hand on the blue roses of the coverlet. They were quite, quite cold. There was no warmth left in the bed. Jenny must have been up a long, long time.

   Meg was frightened, and she didn’t know why. If she had known why, it wouldn’t have been so frightening. She didn’t know why she was frightened, but she was frightened. She stood quite still and thought. It was Sunday morning. Perhaps Jenny had gone to church. Then she remembered that she had asked Jenny if she was going to church early, and Jenny had said no. Perhaps she had changed her mind. Perhaps she had gone to church after all.

   She hadn’t. She hadn’t gone to church. Meg knew it. And then her eyes fell on the clock which stood on the mantelpiece. It was an old-fashioned clock in a brown leather case, and it said half past six. The early morning service wasn’t till eight o’clock. She had woken up early, and Jenny had been earlier still. Where had she gone to? Where had Jenny gone?

   Meg was shivering. She went to the dressing-table. Jenny’s comb and brush were gone. They had been her mother’s, and the brush had a little J.H. on the back. The comb had a silver ridge, but no initials. Meg looked in the drawers. She looked desperately, but she did not find anything. Jenny had gone. Her washing things were gone too – her toothbrush, her nailbrush, her nail-scissors. And her shoes.

   It was no use looking any more. Jenny had gone away. She hadn’t said she was going, and she hadn’t said good-bye. She had just gone.

   Meg crept back to her room.

   Things you can’t understand are always the hardest to bear. To know why is the first step to consolation. Meg didn’t know anything at all except that Jenny had gone. It seemed like the end of the world. She lay and cried until she couldn’t cry any more.

   The house woke slowly. Carter brought Mrs Forbes her tea at half past seven. As she passed the little girls’ door on her way back she saw Meg standing there barefoot and trembling.

   ‘What is it? Meg, what is it? What’s the matter? Is Joyce ill?’

   Meg shook her head. The tears came rushing from her eyes again.

   ‘No, not Joyce. She’s still asleep. How she can! It’s Jenny – she’s gone!’

   It was a shock. Carter’s temper flared.

   ‘What nonsense are you talking, Meg? And Jenny had better be punctual in the mornings, or she’ll have your mother after her!’

   Meg dissolved into helpless weeping.

   ‘She’s gone! Oh, Carter, she’s gone! Oh, Carter!’

   Carter ran across the landing and opened Jenny’s door. Its neatness, its silence, its emptiness, seemed to paralyse her. It looked as it had done before Jenny came there to live. It just wasn’t Jenny’s room any more.

   As they stood there together, Mrs Forbes opened the door of her room. She wore an expansive dressing-gown, and her hair was as neat as if she had spent the preceding hours at a ball. She frowned, told Meg to go to her room, and asked Carter what she was looking for. Meg, with her door opened a chink, listened, ready to run and get into bed if her mother’s attention should turn her way. At the moment it was all taken up with Carter.

   ‘Where’s Jenny?’ she asked sharply.

   ‘I don’t know.’

   ‘What nonsense is this? Isn’t she with the children? She ought to be!’

   Carter shook her head dumbly.

   ‘She’s – she’s gone,’ she said.

   A cold fear sharpened Mrs Forbes’ voice. She said quickly,

   ‘What do you mean?’

   ‘Her brush and comb’s gone, and her washing things. Oh, ma’am, I think she’s gone!’

   ‘Nonsense!’

   At the tone of her mother’s voice Meg trembled and ran for safety to her bed. Out on the landing Mrs Forbes pushed past Carter, who was too dumb-founded to get out of her way, and herself made a quick and thorough search of the room. When she had finished she knew very well that Jenny was gone, and she knew what she had taken with her. That meant a case. Jenny had brought up a case with some of her things in it. It had been in the cupboard. It was not there now. Without a word she turned and went along the passage to Mac’s room.

   He was awake, lying on his back with his hands behind his head. Mrs Forbes shut the door and came to the foot of the bed.

   ‘She’s gone!’

   When she spoke the anger came up in her so strongly that she could have killed Jenny. For a moment she knew it and exulted in it. The next she commanded herself. She was even a little shocked. She must take care. Yes, she must take care.

   Mac did not move. He said in a voice which he kept lazy with an effort,

   ‘What did you say?’

   ‘I said Jenny had gone.’

   ‘What makes you think so?’

   ‘I don’t think anything. It’s the plain fact.’

   ‘I asked you what made you think that she had gone.’

   His eyes were on her. He was the stronger of the two
























EIGHTEEN

MIRIAM RICHARDSON SAT in the train and thought. She didn’t really want to go to Hazeldon. She didn’t want to stay at home either. She had told Jimmy she was going, and he hadn’t exactly said that he would come down and see her, but she thought she could count on it. She could make things very unpleasant for him if he failed her. Oh, yes, they might be unpleasant for her too, but she could certainly guarantee that they wouldn’t be pleasant for him. Mr and Mrs Mottingley were very strict. They belonged to the local Church, and Jimmy had been brought up to belong to it too. Miriam’s lip curled a little as she thought of what the Mottingley family would say if they knew. Well, they were going to know, unless Jimmy came to heel.

   She thought about that. They would have to get married at once. Yes, that would be best – a register office, and then break it to the parents on both sides. If they wanted a church wedding they could have one. She didn’t mind. What she wanted was to tie Jimmy up so that he couldn’t get out of it, and whether it was church or register office that did it was nothing to her. All she wanted was to make things safe.

   Underneath this smooth flow of efficient planning there were terrifying currents. She hardly knew what they were, but she felt the drag of them every now and then – the drag and the pitiless horror that it brought. She made a great effort, and was aware that every time she fought the realisation of what would happen if Jimmy let her down – every time the effort was greater, and the realisation of it was clearer. She turned away from it with a determined effort and thought about a plan of campaign.

   Mrs Merridew met her at the station. Unusually gracious, she kissed the air in the neighbourhood of Miriam’s cheek, summoned a porter with a peremptory wave of her parasol, and accompanied Miriam to the luggage van to pick out and claim her shabby little box. Miriam stood by with an impatience thinly disguised.

   ‘Is that your box? Atkins, it’s that one! Dear me, Miriam, hadn’t your mother a better box to send you with than this? That strap is quite dangerous, I declare. It looks as if it might come off at any moment.’

   Miriam hated her fiercely. She knew very well that her luggage was fairly shabby. If you looked as if it didn’t really belong to you you would carry that sort of thing off with a high hand, but Cousin Laura had no sense at all. She hated her, and if it hadn’t been for Jimmy she wouldn’t have come.

   Chattering all the time, Mrs Merridew superintended the collection of the box, repeating all she had said before about its shabbiness, and interspersing her remarks with a perfunctory enquiry about Mrs Richardson’s health and well-being and a passing query as to what Eleanor and Lilian were doing now that, she supposed, they had left school.

   ‘They haven’t left,’ said Miriam shortly.

   ‘Dear me!’

   Mrs Merridew got into the taxi and made room for Miriam beside her.

   ‘No, Atkins, the box can come in here perfectly well! What were you saying, Miriam?’

   ‘I said that neither Eleanor nor Lilian had left school,’ said Miriam in a bored tone of voice. She was thinking that Cousin Laura was the absolute end.

   As they drove away from the station Mrs Merridew said brightly,

   ‘Now, I want you to make a special effort to be friendly with the girl whom Miss Danesworth has got staying with her just now. I have a particular reason for wanting you to be friends.’

   She began to explain the particular reason, but until she mentioned Richard Forbes Miriam’s attention was of a very haphazard nature.

   ‘He actually turned up with her at half past six on Sunday morning!’

   Miriam came out of her thoughts.

   ‘Who did?’

   ‘My dear, you weren’t listening! I was telling you! Why, Richard Forbes, to be sure. You remember he was here when you were before, and I thought—’

   Miriam’s shoulder gave a twitch of exasperation. She could have done very well with Richard Forbes, but she knew that he had no use for her. She didn’t put it quite as baldly as this, but that was what it had amounted to. All the same, she might be able to use him. If Jimmy could be made jealous . . . She gratified Mrs Merridew by paying a good deal more attention.

   They got back to Hazeldon in good time for tea, and as soon as they had finished Mrs Merridew led the way next door. Miss Danesworth discovered them without pleasure. Then her heart smote her and she went out of her way to be kind.

   Richard heard the change in her voice and groaned inwardly. There was nothing to be done about it either, for the front door gave directly into the passage which divided the house. Left to himself, he could have escaped through the back window, but he was not quite mean enough to abandon Jenny. Or was he? The moment of indecision was fatal, but he might have known that it would be. Miss Danesworth turned, preceded her guests down the passage, and stood aside for them to enter the sitting-room. Miriam saw Jenny, and Jenny saw Miriam. Both disliked the impression they received. Mrs Merridew’s voice, which had not been silent for more than a moment, took up its tale again.

   ‘Well, here we are. Richard, you remember Miriam? But of course you do. You met her here in the spring. You saw a good deal of each other, I remember. And Jenny – you haven’t seen Miriam before, have you? This is my cousin’s daughter, Miriam Richardson. I hope you will be great friends. This is not a place where there is a great deal going on, but I always say that if young people can’t amuse one another, well, what is the world coming to? I’m sure I don’t know.’

   Jenny did not like Miriam, but that was no reason for not being polite. She did what she could without much help from Miriam herself. Miriam was bored. She hadn’t come here to talk to Jenny. She showed her boredom so visibly that conversation became very difficult. But when Richard joined in, impelled by a pleading look from Jenny, Miriam’s manner changed. She flashed into a spirited and not unamusing account of her journey.

   ‘There were two dreadful children,’ she announced. ‘The sticky sort – they positively oozed peppermint drops. I do think there’s something sickening about children who eat in trains, and these were thoroughly nasty little toads.’

   ‘You don’t like children?’ said Jenny.

   ‘I like properly brought up children. But these were horrid little brats – the sort you would like to drop out of the window and leave behind on the railway track.’

   Richard had an amiable smile for that.

   ‘You weren’t tempted to oblige?’

   ‘Well, I was. But of course it wouldn’t have done. Their mother obviously didn’t mind, and she’d have been peeved with me.’

   Jenny faded out of the conversation.

   ‘How you could!’ she said to Richard when their visitors had gone away.

   ‘How I could what?’

   ‘You played up to her – you know you did. I think she’s a horrid girl.’

   ‘Now I wonder why?’ said Richard innocently.

   ‘Richard, you can’t like her!’

   He said, ‘Can’t I?’ in rather an odd tone of voice.

   They were tidying up the drawing-room. Jenny stood with a cushion in her hand and looked at him.

   ‘Richard – do you?’

   ‘Frantically!’ he said, laughing.

   Jenny threw the cushion. The minute she had done it she was afraid. But she wasn’t sorry. He dodged the cushion and caught her by the wrists. There was a tense moment. And then he kissed her. He couldn’t help it. And yet the moment he had done it, and whilst he was still wanting to do it again, he was afraid, because Jenny didn’t blush, or tremble, or laugh. She just went white and still with his hands on her. And he was afraid of what he had done. He let go of her.

   ‘Jenny—’

   ‘It’s all right.’

   ‘Jenny—’

   She stamped her foot.

   ‘I said it was all right!’ And with that she turned and ran out of the room.

   Miriam and Mrs Merridew let themselves in to the house next door.

   ‘I thought you got on very well with Richard,’ said Mrs Merridew. ‘Where’s that cat? Here, Timmy – Timmy! . . . Yes, very well indeed. He must be dreadfully bored with that little cousin they’ve got staying there.’

   ‘Oh, she’s a cousin, is she?’

   ‘Some sort of. Of course, you know, her name isn’t really Forbes at all. I know all about her because my cousin Miss Crampton lives in the village this girl comes from. Her father – Miss Crampton’s father, that is – was the Vicar there – my old Uncle Thomas – and this girl is the illegitimate daughter of the last Forbes, the one who was killed in the war. Her mother died when she was born, and she stayed on with her mother’s old governess who lived just at the gates of the Forbes’ house. Most awkward. I believe Mrs Forbes did try very hard to get the governess to move away, but she wouldn’t budge. That will show you the sort of bringing up the girl had. And now that the governess is dead she’s had some sort of a row with Mrs Forbes, and she turns up here with Richard at seven o’clock in the morning, if you please!’

   ‘What a joke!’ said Miriam.

   ‘Well, I call it disgraceful— Oh, there you are, pussy! Now come along and see what I’ve got for you!’ As she left the room she turned round to say, ‘A girl like that just doesn’t understand that Richard would never think seriously of her for a moment. I don’t know what she was doing gadding about with him as she was, but I wouldn’t put up with it if I were Miss Danesworth and Richard was my nephew.’

   Jenny was very quiet all the evening – very quiet and very still. She didn’t come down again until just before supper. Then she excused herself and went to bed as soon afterwards as she could.

   As soon as the door was shut on her Miss Danesworth turned on her nephew and said,

   ‘What have you been doing?’

   ‘I?’ Richard’s tone was one of conscious innocence.

   ‘Yes, you. And it’s no good your being like that about it. If you don’t want to tell me about it you needn’t. But don’t pretend that there is nothing to tell.’

   Richard was standing by the fireplace. He had his back turned to Caroline. He was very fond of her. She was absolutely to be trusted. It was too soon to say anything. And then suddenly he was saying it.

   ‘It’s Jenny,’ he said.

   ‘Yes?’

   There was something in the tone of her voice that made it easier. He said,

   ‘I’ve gone right overboard for her. I expect you know that.’

   ‘Yes.’

   There was a long pause. Then he said,

   ‘I’ve rushed things, I’m afraid.’

   ‘Yes?’

   ‘I – I’m afraid I kissed her.’

   ‘Well, that’s not the end of the world.’

   ‘It might be.’

   ‘What do you mean?’

   ‘Well, it was all very light-hearted, and then suddenly she threw a cushion and I kissed her and it wasn’t light-hearted any more. She turned as white as a sheet and ran out of the room. I suppose now she thinks I kiss every girl I meet.’

   ‘Probably.’ After a pause she went on. ‘You are really serious about this?’

   ‘Of course I am.’

   ‘Well then, I should leave it all tonight. She’s had a shock. I think you’ve got to be careful what you say and do.’

   ‘I think I have.’

   ‘Well then, I shouldn’t do anything tonight. In the morning you can apologise for kissing her. See how she takes it. Don’t rush things. I think she’s had a fright. You want her to trust you.’
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