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FIVE

LAURA CAME OUT on to the street and found Carey Desborough waiting for her. He had been walking up and down, and just as she emerged from the dark entrance he turned and came towards her. He had those few moments to adjust his recollections of Laura last night to Laura this morning. She was wearing a black coat over a bright green dress, and a black cap with a little shiny clasp at the side that looked like silver. He had not remembered that her colour was so bright except when she had blushed, and he wondered whether she was blushing now. He thought not. He thought that something had made her angry, and when he saw how brilliant her eyes were he was sure of it. He felt an irresponsible desire to tease her, to heap fuel on the fire, and see what happened, but she took the wind out of his sails by saying, ‘I’m in a most dreadful temper. I’m not fit to go out to lunch with anyone. I shall be perfectly horrid.’

   The lines round his eyes crinkled up as if he was going to smile.

   ‘Well, I’m warned. Have you got a very bad temper?’

   ‘It boils over. It’s boiling now. But it doesn’t generally last.’

   ‘Well, suppose we walk a bit and give it a chance.’

   Laura nodded.

   ‘It would be a good plan. I really am boiling. Mr Metcalfe had a cooking fire besides all the rest of it, and there’s a nice cold wind.’

   ‘Did you say an ice-cold wind?’

   Laura eyed him severely.

   ‘You know I didn’t. I said it was nice and cold. Perhaps it will cool me down. If I had to go into a hot restaurant like this I should probably burst into flame.’

   Carey allowed himself to laugh. He had been wanting to for some time.

   ‘What happens if I ask you why? Does that have the same effect?’

   ‘I don’t know. It might.’ She put up a hand to her cheek and could feel it burning right through her glove. She looked at him with a hint of distress. ‘I am being perfectly horrid. I’d better go home.’

   He slipped a hand inside her arm.

   ‘What’s the matter? Did he upset you?’

   All at once Laura could laugh. She said, ‘Oh, not like that. It was just a stupid business thing.’

   ‘Want to talk about it?’

   He got another look – a very frank one this time.

   ‘I want to, but I don’t know whether I’d better. You see, I don’t know how well you know Tanis.’

   His face changed and hardened. He said deliberately: ‘I know her very well indeed.’

   Laura said an outrageous thing. She blushed for it afterwards. She even blushed for it at the time, but she said it.

   ‘Are you in love with her? Are you going to marry her?’

   The odd thing was that it didn’t seem outrageous until she had said it. It was somehow vitally necessary that she should know these things, and how was she going to know them if she didn’t ask him? She kept her eyes on his face and wondered whether he would be angry. And didn’t care, because she had to know.

   Carey said, ‘You can put it in the past tense, my dear.’

   ‘You mean you were in love with her?’

   ‘I thought I was – I thought I was going to marry her. But one doesn’t get beyond the thinking stage with Tanis.’

   Laura said another outrageous thing. It just seemed as if all the rules about what you said and didn’t say to a stranger had been blown away – perhaps on that fierce gust of anger. This time she said, ‘Will she marry Alistair?’

   Carey seemed to have scrapped all the rules too. A stranger – there was nothing strange between them. They were answering each other’s thoughts.

   He said, ‘She won’t marry anyone – not yet – not for a long time – not as long as she can get what she wants without paying for it.’

   Laura’s voice came back in a whisper.

   ‘What does she want?’

   She never took her eyes off him. His face was expressionless and controlled.

   ‘Oh, to see us all make fools of ourselves – to be the candle and watch the moths come up and burn their wings. She hasn’t got any use for them after that. She’s a bright candle, isn’t she?’

   Laura didn’t answer him – she hadn’t any voice. She didn’t know what was happening to her, but it hurt – it hurt horribly. Not for herself, but for Carey. The hurt came into her eyes and made a shadow there like the shadow of a cloud on water.

   He said quickly, ‘Don’t look like that. It doesn’t matter any more. Do you hear – there isn’t any Tanis. As far as I’m concerned the candle’s out.’

   Laura took a soft breath. She said on that breath, ‘She hurt you – dreadfully—’

   And Carey said, ‘It’s gone. It doesn’t matter any more. It never really mattered at all, because she doesn’t matter.’ And then he laughed suddenly and said, ‘Look where we’ve got to!’

   They were in a narrow street with a mews opening on to it on one side, and a high building on the other, full of blind, bricked-up windows.

   It was no use Laura looking, because she had no idea where they were or how they had got there. She hadn’t even realised that they had stopped walking. She discovered now that they were standing on a narrow, dirty pavement just opposite the entrance to the mews. An errand-boy went by on a bicycle quickly, but otherwise the place seemed quite deserted. She said in a bewildered tone, ‘Where are we?’

   ‘I haven’t the slightest idea.’

   When they had emerged into a recognisable road and found a taxi Laura began to wake up. It felt just like that – as if she had been asleep and had one of those dreams which don’t make sense, but which leave you still charmed when you wake up and have odd snatches of remembrance coming through the waking up, like the half-remembered snatches of a tune. She sat back in her corner and wondered at herself, and wondered why she wasn’t ashamed of the things she had said. It had all started with her being angry, but being angry didn’t account for it.

   She saw Carey watching her, and before she knew she was going to speak she said, ‘Why did we say those things? I don’t—’

   ‘Nor do I.’

   ‘Then why did we?’

   ‘Don’t you know?’

   She shook her head.

   ‘It frightens me. I can’t stop. I’m doing it now.’

   His eyes were smiling into hers.

   ‘What are you doing?’

   ‘Saying things.’

   ‘Instead of just thinking them?’

   She nodded. Her eyes really had a frightened look.

   ‘I’ve never done it before.’

   ‘I haven’t either – not like this. I shouldn’t be surprised if it meant that we were falling in love.’

   She changed colour, but the change was to white, not red. She looked for a moment as if she had been shocked right out of her senses. There was a rushing sound in her ears like water, like great waves. And then Carey saying her name urgently.

   ‘Laura – what’s the matter?’

   ‘I – don’t – know—’

   Then he saw the colour come back and her lips begin to tremble.

   ‘Laura – are you all right?’

   She said, ‘Yes.’

   He was holding both her hands.

   ‘Would you mind if I fell in love with you? Because I’m going to.’

   She made a very great effort. She shut her eyes for a moment and thought hard about how she had been brought up, and what Aunt Theresa would say. It was all quite mad. She opened her eyes again and pulled her hands away. Then she said in a voice that was not as firm as she had hoped it was going to be, ‘Please don’t talk like that.’

   ‘Why?’

   ‘Because it’s quite mad.’

   She heard him laugh.

   ‘Don’t you like it?’

   Laura didn’t say anything. She knew just what she ought to say, but the words wouldn’t come.

   He went on.

   ‘I’ve shocked you, offended you. Is that it?’

   There were still no words.

   ‘Because if I have, you might be honest enough to tell me. You’re an honest person, aren’t you? Well, then, you’ve only got to look me in the eye and say you don’t want me to fall in love with you.’

   Laura’s tongue was suddenly loosened.

   ‘What would you do if I did?’

   He said, ‘Fall a little deeper.’

   And at that inopportune moment the





EIGHT

LAURA RANG UP the Priory as soon as the meal which Miss Sophy still called dinner had been disposed of. The stately repasts of the eighteenth century, the heavy banquets of the Victorian age, had dwindled to a cup of clear soup and a lightly-poached egg surrounded by spinach. The ale, the strong waters, the fine claret, the Madeira which had made the journey round the Cape, the sherry, and the port, were gone away to a flagon of orange-juice and a jug of barley-water. The transition to the dining-room was too risky for an invalid, so there was a comfortable low table drawn to the side of the couch in the drawing-room. But Miss Sophy still dined.

   As soon as Mary had removed the last traces of the meal the business of telephoning began. Miss Sophy superintended. It was the most interesting thing that had happened for a long time. It was a rapprochement – it was the end of the family feud. Oliver’s daughter and Agnes! Miss Sophy’s colour rose and her eyes shone. She fairly fluttered with excitement.

   Laura would much rather have waited until Cousin Sophy had gone to bed. She could have borne to wait for ever. She felt an extreme reluctance to call across that twenty-year gulf and hear Agnes Fane answering her. It was naturally not the slightest use to feel like that. She put through the call while Miss Sophy poured out reminiscences, and almost at once, before she was expecting it, there was a voice on the line – what Laura would mentally call a suet-pudding voice.

   ‘This is the Priory. Miss Adams speaking.’

   Cousin Sophy’s hearing was very acute. She plucked Laura’s sleeve and whispered, ‘Your Cousin Lucy—’

   Laura said, ‘It is Laura Fane, Cousin Lucy,’ and waited.

   There was a sound as if the receiver had been jerked. The voice said, ‘Oh—’ just like that, without any expression. Laura found it rather daunting. There was a pause, a murmur of voices too low to be caught. She thought the receiver had been set down or muffled.

   Cousin Sophy whispered, ‘Don’t take any notice of Lucy. She is a very stupid woman.’

   And then another voice was speaking in a deep, firm tone. If Laura had not known that this was Agnes Fane she would not have been quite sure that it wasn’t a man.

   ‘Is that Laura?’

   Laura said, ‘Yes, Cousin Agnes – it is Cousin Agnes?’

   The deep voice said, ‘Yes.’ And then, ‘I hope you are coming to stay with me.’

   Laura thought, ‘She knows I’m coming. Tanis must have rung her up.’ The voice was dominant and assured, a voice that was accustomed to being obeyed.

   This feeling persisted through her polite thanks and Miss Fane’s reply. The conversation was as short, as formal, as devoid of emotion as if there had never been a passionate Agnes who had sung Infelice, and a reluctant Oliver who had loved somebody else.

   Miss Sophy heaved a sigh as Laura rang off.

   ‘Well, my dear, that’s over. And a little disappointing, don’t you think? Things so often are, you know. When your father ran away with your mother they were having a fête at the Priory – Primrose Day – no, it couldn’t have been that because it was in the summer, really a very hot day – but it was something to do with the Primrose League. Very inconsiderate of Oliver and Lilian, but of course they were very much in love, and when young people are in love they don’t think of anyone except themselves. The grounds of the Priory are very beautiful, and Agnes was pouring out tea under the big cedar, when one of the footmen, a very foolish young man, brought her Oliver’s note on a salver. Of course he never meant her to have it like that – it was a most stupid mistake. But she opened it, and read it, and put it away in her bag, and went on talking to the Lord Lieutenant and pouring out tea. No one would have known there was anything wrong. But when everyone had gone she took her horse, Black Turban – such a curious name I always thought – and rode out on him. And when she didn’t come back they sent out a search party, and there she was at the bottom of the quarry, and the poor horse was dead.’

   Laura was speechless. She gazed white-faced at Cousin Sophy, whose pretty pink colour had not faded at all. It was just an old story to her, but to Laura it felt like all the terrible and unhappy things and all the unkindness in the world brought to a focus.

   Cousin Sophy stroked her hand with a soft fluttering touch.

   ‘Don’t look like that, my dear. It was a long time ago and if Oliver had gone on with the engagement and married her, they would both have been most unhappy, because Agnes was always very intelligent, and she would have known quite well that he didn’t really love her.’

   Miss Sophy went to bed at half-past nine. At a quarter to ten the telephone startled Laura from her book. She picked up the receiver, and heard Carey Desborough say, ‘Can I speak to Miss Fane?’

   ‘Oh, Carey!’

   She sounded warm and pleased, and all at once she hoped she didn’t sound too pleased. That was the worst of the sort of things Tanis had said – you pushed them out of your mind and tidied it up, and then you found some lurking trail of slime.

   Carey was asking, ‘Are you alone?’

   ‘Yes. Cousin Sophy’s gone to bed.’

   ‘My head spy told me she went at half-past nine. Laura, are you going down to the Priory?’

   ‘Yes, I am.’

   ‘Tanis said so. She doesn’t tell the truth unless it suits her, so I thought I’d rather have it from you. Because I’m not going unless you are.’

   The little trail of slime caught the light in Laura’s mind. She said easily, ‘Thank you. What a lovely compliment!’

   ‘It wasn’t a compliment – just a plain statement of fact.’

   Laura said nothing. It was absurd that a voice travelling along a wire should reach the strings of your heart and shake them.

   The voice said her name insistently.

   ‘Laura—’

   ‘Yes?’

   ‘Have you see Tanis?’

   ‘Yes. She came in just before dinner to fix up about going down to the Priory.’

   ‘I thought so. What did she say about me?’

   ‘About you?’

   ‘Yes, darling – me. I know she said something. What was it? She didn’t by any chance warn you against me, did she?’

   ‘Why should she? I mean, is there any reason why she should warn me?’

   Laura was rather pleased with this. Then she heard Carey laugh.

   ‘She did – I knew it! Kind cousin warns débutante.’

   ‘I’m not a débutante!’ said Laura, revolted.

   ‘Compared with Tanis you are, my child. I’m sure she did it with the utmost charm and delicacy. What did she say?’

   Laura’s voice changed. She stopped trying to be light and indifferent, and spoke with simplicity.

   ‘She said you were never serious.’

   There was a pause.

   He said, ‘I see—’ And then, ‘She didn’t by any chance say or suggest that I was engaged to her?’

   ‘She said, “Not exactly”.’

   There was an angry laugh.

   ‘What a convenient phrase! Laura – listen. I asked Tanis to marry me six months ago. I was under the impression that she had accepted me. A month ago when I came out of hospital I found out that I was not the only man who was under that impression. She said then that she couldn’t imagine how I had got it. She had never intended anything of the kind. She didn’t want to marry anyone, but why not be friends? Well, I was fool enough to agree. Since then I’ve been gradually coming to my senses. When I met you last night—’ He paused, while they both gazed astounded at the fact that it was only last night that they had met.

   Laura found the receiver shaking a little in her hand. She heard him say, ‘It doesn’t seem possible,’ and she heard herself say, ‘No.’

   He gave an odd, eager laugh.

   ‘Well, thank God it happened! Laura, when I met you it was like coming out into the open air. I woke right up, and I shan’t go to sleep again. Now, about tomorrow. I’ve got some petrol. Let me drive you down.’

   ‘Tanis suggested that I should go down with Petra North.’

   She heard him whistle.

   ‘That means she’s annexed Alistair.’

   ‘I think I’d better go with Petra really.’

   ‘I’ll take her too, and we’ll collect Robin. I’ll fix it. I’ll be round for you about half-past two. Is that all right?’

   Laura said, ‘Yes.’ It was rather pleasant to have it all taken out of her hands.

   ‘All right. Wait a moment, don’t hang up. About this business of my not being serious, an important announcement follows immediately. Are you listening – Miss Laura Fane?’

   Laura said, ‘Yes.’

   ‘Well then, my intentions are serious, honourable, and dreadfully premature. Good night!’





ELEVEN

THE DRAWING-ROOM was full of people having tea. Lucy Adams was pouring out from an immense silver teapot. Laura went up to take her cup, and was introduced to ‘my friend Miss Silver’. She beheld a little middle-aged person with small, neat features and a great deal of mouse-coloured hair neatly disposed in a coiled plait at the back and severely restrained by a net in front. She received the impression that it was never let out even at night. She thought, ‘You couldn’t possibly take her for anything but a governess.’ Only it was a governess of the early Edwardian days, or perhaps something earlier still. Aunt Theresa had possessed Victorian books, and Laura had been brought up on them.

   Miss Silver, like Cousin Lucy, wore glacé shoes with bows, and strange thick stockings. She was dressed in one of those flowered garments which saleswomen press upon unresisting elderly ladies for summer wear. In Miss Silver’s case it consisted of a dark-green dress lavishly patterned with a kind of Morse code of dots and dashes in orange, magenta, and green. The accompanying coatee was mercifully of a plain dark green. The collarless neck had been filled in with a twist of cotton lace, and was fastened by a heavy oval gold locket-brooch bearing in seed pearls the entwined initials of Miss Silver’s father and mother, now some forty years deceased.

   Laura had not time to do more than say how do you do before she was directed to a chair which had apparently been kept for her beside Agnes Fane. She was received with a surface tinge of graciousness and questioned about her work, her interests, her friends. It was a little alarming, because she had the strongest feeling of being explored, weighed, brought up for judgement.

   Presently Agnes Fane was talking of Tanis.

   ‘She has been very glad to meet you. I am pleased that you were able to come down. It seemed such a good opportunity as the Maxwells and Petra were already coming, and of course Carey Desborough – but we hardly count him as a visitor. He is the son of a very old friend, and we hope he and Tanis will be announcing their engagement very soon. I don’t know if Tanis told you, but there is really no reason why there should be any secret about it.’

   Laura’s colour rose and failed. She had the sudden sickening sense of just what a trap she had walked into. No wonder her reluctance had warned her not to come. Whatever happened now between her and Carey was going to look like a repetition of the old story. And that’s how Tanis meant it to look. Lilian Ferrers had taken Oliver from Agnes Fane. Laura saw herself being pushed on to a lighted stage where she was to re-enact her mother’s part. Whatever happened, Agnes Fane wouldn’t believe that it wasn’t Tanis who had been out-witted and betrayed. The realisation was the matter of an instant.

   ‘We’re so fond of him,’ said Agnes Fane – ‘and so very anxious that Tanis should marry and settle down. I don’t at all like this talk of Hollywood. It would be a great grief to Lucy and myself. She’s been like a daughter to us, you know, and we would like to see her children here.’ The dark eyes were bent on Laura. A sudden and quite charming smile changed the line of the lips. ‘I promised that I wouldn’t talk business to you – or no, I do not think I did promise anything of the sort, for after all that is why you are here, is it not? And I believe in frankness. It has never been my way to hint or beat about the bush. This has been my home since I was a child, and it has been Tanis’s home since she was a child. It is my dearest wish that it should be her children’s home.’

   She was still smiling as she finished speaking. It was the smile of the great lady who needs only to allow her wishes to be known.

   ‘And now I would like to talk to Alistair Maxwell for a little. Will you tell him?’

   When Alistair had been reluctantly detached from a group of which Tanis was the centre, Laura found herself being invited to a seat beside Miss Silver. When she had taken it she was looked at – kindly, firmly, thoroughly. It was exactly like arriving at school and being inspected by the headmistress. She felt that she might at any moment expect to be put on her honour and told that she must aim at being a credit to the school. Instead Miss Silver said in a precise, pleasant voice, ‘I knew your father and mother.’

   Laura flushed into warmth.

   ‘Oh, did you?’ Her voice meant more than the words.

   Miss Silver nodded.

   ‘I was in the neighbourhood when they were here before their marriage. I was still engaged in the scholastic profession at the time, and I had a young charge at Fairholme Lacy, which is only a couple of miles from here. Your mother was friendly with my employer’s sister. I saw a good deal of her, and of your father. You are like them both.’

   ‘Not my mother.’

   ‘Not her colouring of course – she was so fair. But there are expressions – when you smile – and the turn of your head and the tone of your voice are exactly hers. I hope Miss Fane will show you the portraits which Amory did of her and your father. You could not very well ask to see them, but she may show them to you. They are in her bedroom.’

   Laura caught her breath. In her bedroom – through all those years of resentment – hanging there for her to see by night and by day . . . She said in a low voice, ‘How strange!’

   Miss Silver nodded.

   ‘For some people, but not for Agnes. She had commissioned the three portraits, and they are considered very fine.’

   ‘Three?’

   ‘He painted her too. Her portrait is hanging between those two end windows. You can see it without moving.’

   Laura looked past the tea-table, past Tanis and Robin, past Carey Desborough who was laughing with Petra North, to the wide ivory panel which separated the two south windows with their heavy folds of violet brocade and their deep pelmets edged and fringed with gold. The canvas was long and narrow set in a frame of tarnished gilt. It showed Agnes Fane bare-headed and in riding-clothes, coming down a flight of steps. A light switch dangled from one hand, and in the other she held an apple. The whole thing looked so natural that Laura was carried back a generation. This was Agnes Fane – this tall, handsome, imperious creature, coming down the steps to feed her horse Black Turban perhaps, whom she had ridden over the quarry.

   Laura looked quickly away. She was very pale. Her thoughts clamoured. Why does she do it? Lilian and Oliver in her bedroom to look at always, and this picture here for everyone to see. It was a parading of something which should have been hidden, a wearing of tragedy as if it was a garment thrown on carelessly and worn for all the world to see. And with what pride, what stubborn determination, through how many bitter years. It hurt – it hurt dreadfully. To say something, she spoke falteringly.

   ‘It’s – a wonderful portrait. We have copies of my father’s and mother’s at home. I don’t know who did them.’

   There were a great many questions she would have liked to ask, but Miss Silver picked up a brightly-flowered knitting-bag from the floor beside her and got up.

   ‘I promised to show Agnes a new knitting stitch,’ she said, and moved away towards the invalid chair.

   Laura joined Petra and Carey, but she had no sooner done so than Petra whisked round and went to meet Alistair, who had given up his place to Miss Maud Silver. It was the last thing that Laura would have planned, but having the opportunity thrust upon her, she had an overwhelming impulse to make use of it. She said low and quick, ‘Carey, it’s dreadful. Cousin Agnes has been talking to me, and she thinks you and Tanis are engaged.’

   He laughed, but his eyes were angry.

   ‘How do you know she thinks so?’

   ‘Because she told me. She said you would be giving it out almost at once.’

   ‘Oh, will we? She’ll have to think again!’

   Laura’s hands held one another tightly.

   ‘You mustn’t speak to me, or come near me, or – anything. Don’t you see how dreadful it is? Whatever happens, don’t you see, it’s going to look as if I had come between you – just like my mother did. Carey—’

   He said quickly, ‘Don’t get worked up.’ Then, raising his voice, ‘You can see the end wall of the Priory from those windows. Come and have a look.’

   Laura said, ‘But it will be dark—’ She was frightened and bewildered.

   Carey took her by the arm.

   ‘That’s the best way to see a ruin. There’s always some light from the sky. Come along!’

   Lucy Adams turned her head to say, ‘It’s much too cold to go outside.’

   Carey sent her a laughing, ‘Oh, we’re not going out.’ He took Laura to the end of the room and, parting the curtains of the left-hand window, made way for her to pass between them. It was so quickly and publicly done that she could think of no way of holding back. He followed her and dropped the curtain behind them. They were alone, with darkness veiling the world beyond the window. An icy chill struck inward from the glass. Carey said, still in that raised voice, ‘You must give your eyes a minute or two, then they’ll begin to see again.’ He dropped to something that was only just sound. ‘You’re not to worry – do you hear? It’s going to be all right.’

   ‘I don’t see how.’

   His arm was round her shoulders.

   ‘Well, I do. Tanis has got us into the mess – she must do something about it. I’ll have it out with her – tonight if I can.’ His voice rose again. ‘Are you beginning to see anything? There’s the west end of the church on your right. A little later in the year the moon shines through what’s left of the rose window. It looks very fine.’

   Dark shapes began to emerge from the general gloom – the high shape of a broken wall, and a black heaped mass of trees. Carey’s arm held her close, and felt that she was trembling. His hand came under her chin, and his lips came down on hers in a long kiss. When he let her go he said in a hard, determined whisper, ‘That’s to remember me by. I’d kill anyone who came between us. You’re mine, and don’t you forget it.’

   The next moment she was holding the curtain again and they were coming back into the room.

   Laura felt dazed and shaken. She had the sensation of having been caught up in a sweeping tide which without any will or volition of her own was carrying her along. She had neither the wish nor the power to resist. She could not look at Carey, but she had to face the room. She saw Petra standing alone, looking at a book which she had taken up. With a feeling of relief she joined her.





FIFTEEN

NEXT MORNING TANIS took her round the house. There were a great many rooms, a few of which were permanently unused, and others only in occasional use as guest-rooms. The north wing besides accommodating a staff of five also found place for two families of evacuees. Each family had a large room fitted with bunks as a dormitory, and a smaller one which they could use as they liked. There was a bathroom at their disposal upstairs, and a bathroom and a kitchen below.

   Laura met Mrs Judd, small and wiry, coping cheerfully with communal life in the country and controlling an aged grandmother and four lively children with brisk efficiency. She also met Mrs Slade, a limp person with a mother-in-law, three children, and a flapper sister. The mother-in-law was bedridden but dynamic, the flapper sister as pert as they come, the children spoiled and vociferous. Mrs Slade, whose husband was at sea, yearned for Rotherhithe with its crowded, noisy streets, and confided in all and sundry that if it came to a choice between being bombed and having to do another winter in the country, she was going back and she didn’t care who knew it.

   Tanis was not disposed to linger. She took Laura down the back stairs, and remarking, ‘You won’t want to see the kitchen and all that sort of thing,’ led the way back to the hall.

   ‘You’ve seen the dining-room. Aunt Agnes has a sort of office in this room opposite. She only uses it for business. You can look in if you like – she won’t be there. It’s all filing-cabinets and things like that. Too bleak.’

   They went through the hall to the drawing-room.

   ‘You can see the view now, such as it is. It’s quite good in the summer when the roses are out, but it’s grim at present.’

   The three west windows looked upon a paved terrace which ran the whole width of the house. Beyond were rosebeds, dark against the clipped green turf. Beyond the beds there was a wide green lawn with a magnificent cedar, the whole enclosed by a yew hedge, tall and black, with arches cut in it here and there. It was not the best of days for seeing a garden. The wind had dropped. The sky was grey. A mist obscured the distant view.

   Laura moved on to the south window from which she and Carey had looked last night. The west wall of the Priory church ran level with the inner wall of the drawing-room, and the terrace turned the corner to meet it, forming rather a charming little courtyard. Pressed into the angle between the church and the house, and partly built into the latter, was the octagon tower running up to a pepper-pot roof topped by a weather-cock. The ruin, seen in the daylight, was very picturesque. The stone traceries of the rose window had by some miracle remained intact. A yellow jasmine bloomed against the wall. Across the tower a great camellia spread its shining emerald leaves. It was thick with bud. Near the middle of the bush a half-expanded flower shone like a scarlet jewel. Laura was enchanted. The place was a magical place. If she could only have been there alone—

   She turned reluctantly from the window and followed Tanis to the door through which Miss Fane had made her entrance the night before. Open, it disclosed an empty room with a polished floor, whose octagon shape showed only on the side towards the church, the right-hand side being flattened off to take the lift. On the left two archaic lancet windows flanked by straight crimson curtains looked into the church, and between them, partly concealed by the velvet folds, was a stout oak door with a heavy iron lock and hinges.

   Tanis pushed aside the curtains, turned a portentous key, and pulled the door towards her. It opened without a sound. Somehow Laura had expected the hinges to groan and the key to grate in the lock, but there wasn’t a sound. She was to remember that afterwards.

   She moved, and found herself at the top of eight or nine steps leading down into the church. Immediately she had the feeling that she had seen this place before. Only there was something wrong about it. She ought to be standing down there on the rough grass looking up at the steps. It came to her that she had dreamed about standing at the bottom of the steps, and that the dream had frightened her.

   Tanis was saying, ‘The drop to the church is a bit of a surprise, isn’t it? But the house is built on a plinth to make room for cellars underneath. The seventeenth century was great on cellars.’

   As she spoke, the telephone bell rang. She stepped back and went through the door which had faced them as they came from the drawing-room, leaving it open behind her. Laura caught a glimpse of pale unusual panelling and sea-green curtains – windows looking to the front of the house and into the church. She stood where she was, not liking to follow, and heard Tanis say in a warm, pleased voice, ‘Oh, Tim – it’s you!’

   She moved towards the drawing-room, but before she could reach the door Tanis was speaking again.

   ‘Oh, yes, you’re going to see me. Come over and dance tonight. We’ve got a houseful . . . Yes, of course I mean Sylvia too. Better come to dinner. I expect the food will go round, and if it’s rabbit you won’t know, because Mrs Dean camouflages it till nobody can swear they’re not eating pheasant or anything else she likes to call it. Actually, I believe, we’ve really got pheasant, so now you can just keep guessing . . . Well, you’ll be over at eight? . . . That will be divine. Love to Sylvia.’

   She rang off, and found Laura in the drawing-room.

   ‘How tactful! But I never talk compromising secrets with the door open. That was Tim Madison. He and Sylvia are dining, and we’ll dance afterwards. He’s Navy – waiting for a board to pass him fit for sea again after being bombed or torpedoed or something. He’s practically all right again. Irish, and the most perfect partner.’

   ‘And Sylvia?’

   Tanis shrugged.

   ‘His wife. That’s the trouble with sailors – they will marry.’

   ‘Don’t you like her?’

   Tanis laughed with genuine amusement.

   ‘I should adore anyone Tim had married.’





EIGHTEEN

IN THE LATE afternoon as the dusk began to fall, Laura escaped to the garden and walked there. She had a longing to be in the cold air and to be alone, and she had a fancy to walk just once, just by herself, in this place which had belonged to so many Fanes and now was hers. She could not feel – she wondered if she would ever feel – that the house belonged to her. It was full of alien thoughts, alien lives – thoughts which rejected her, and lives in which she had no part. But a garden was different. It slept its January sleep, but its thoughts and dreams were its own. They belonged to something older than Agnes Fane – older than any of the Fanes who had walked here, touched its surface with their whims, and passed away. She thought there might be something for her in the garden if she looked for it.

   She found grass that was green in a sheltered spot about a sundial scarred with lichen. She could not read what was written on the dial. The words had lapsed into the dumb stone again. She found snowdrops in a drift under a leafless tree. It was cold. She went bare-headed with a coat over her green dress. She found a holly clipped to the shape of a peacock. She found great trees, and thought what they must look like in their summer green.

   She was on a path which twisted through the heart of a shrubbery set with rhododendrons, cypress, holly, and all manner of trees and bushes that would be sheeted with bloom in the spring – syringa, lilac, thorn, laburnum, currant, forsythia – when at a turn of the path she came suddenly upon the sound of voices. There was a man’s racking sob, and then Petra speaking in a tone muted to utter tenderness.

   ‘Oh, my darling – do you love her so much?’

   For the moment Laura was too startled to move. She could not see where Petra was. She could only guess that she and Alistair must be somewhere in the shrubbery, and it was certain that they thought they were alone. She came back from her shocked moment and turned to go. Alistair’s voice followed her, suddenly loud.

   ‘Sometimes I think I hate her!’

   She put her fingers to her ears and ran breathlessly back along the path until it cleared the trees.

   It was when she had gone up to dress for dinner that Petra knocked at the door and came in.

   ‘Was it you?’ she said without any preliminaries. ‘In the shrubbery – just before tea?’

   She had been gay and vivacious downstairs. Now she looked pale and determined.

   Laura said, ‘Yes.’

   Petra’s face relaxed.

   ‘I thought it was, but I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t think anyone else would have run away. How much did you hear?’

   Laura answered quite simply.

   ‘I heard you ask him if he loved her so much, and I heard him say sometimes he hated her. Then I put my fingers in my ears and ran. I’m terribly sorry, Petra – I didn’t mean to listen.’

   Petra smiled. It was just a flash, there and gone again.

   ‘I don’t mind you. It’s better when someone knows.’

   Laura hesitated. Then she said, ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

   Petra nodded.

   ‘Yes – it helps – if it’s the right person.’

   Laura opened her lips to speak, and then shut them again.

   Petra laughed at her.

   ‘Go on – say it!’

   Laura said it.

   ‘Alistair said he – hated her sometimes. But he is always saying how marvellous she is.’

   The red sprang vividly into Petra’s cheeks – red flames, and her eyes very bright above them.

   ‘Don’t you see, he’s got to think her marvellous, or he’s sunk. He minds about me – about hurting me – about our engagement, and the way he’s behaving. He can’t just do it and not care. He minds dreadfully. So he’s got to think how wonderful and marvellous and beautiful she is, or else there’s nothing left. And sometimes he can’t hold on to it, and then I’ve got to be there – I’ve got to. It isn’t because I can’t take it, or because I’m trying to keep him – it’s for him. She does something to men – they go crazy – something gets wrenched, twisted.’ She was very pale again, her voice low and rapid, her eyes on Laura’s face. ‘Laura, sometimes I’m frightened of what he might do—’ The last word failed as if her breath had failed. Then with a sudden flashing change she flung her arms round Laura’s neck and gave her a light, laughing kiss.

   ‘You’re nice!’ she said, and ran out of the room.





 About the Author



Patricia Wentworth was born in India and after writing

several romances turned her hand to crime. She wrote dozens

of bestselling mysteries and was recognised as one of the

mistresses of classic crime. She died in 1961.


OPF/image/cover.jpg





