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Helen Sullivan had seen the advertisement on a wet Tuesday morning, wedged between a request for a shorthand typist in Croydon and a family in Surrey requiring a mother’s help, and because she had already been refused by three agencies that week she had read it twice before allowing herself to think about it seriously.

Companion-secretary required for elderly lady in Cornwall. Temporary post, approximately six weeks. Light correspondence, reading aloud, occasional errands. Accommodation provided. Apply Box No. 4172.

Accommodation provided.

Those two words had done more to disturb her composure than any reference to salary could have done. At first she had folded the newspaper and pushed it away, telling herself there was no reason to go to Cornwall when there must surely be work in London for a woman who could type, take dictation, answer telephones, and keep a small office from descending into chaos. But by Thursday afternoon the last of the agencies had smiled at her with careful regret, explaining that her references were excellent but her recent break in employment was awkward, particularly when there were so many girls available who had not been absent for months nursing an invalid father.

Girls, Helen had thought, coming out into the cold March air and fastening the top button of her coat with fingers that were not quite steady. At twenty-five, with one black coat, two serviceable skirts and a handbag containing less than eight pounds, she was apparently too old to be called promising and too young for misfortune to be taken seriously.

Her father had been dead for three weeks by then. Long enough for the condolences to stop arriving, not long enough for Helen to cease expecting to hear him cough in the room beyond hers. Long enough for the undertaker’s account to have been paid from the remnants of his savings, not long enough for the landlord to pretend he could afford kindness indefinitely.

She had given notice on the rooms in Fulham because there had been no practical alternative. The furniture, such as it was, had gone to a dealer who had spoken of mahogany with a pitying shake of his head and offered a sum so small Helen had wondered if it would have been less humiliating to leave the lot on the pavement with a notice saying, Please take.

That evening, in the narrow bedroom that smelt faintly of damp wallpaper and the lavender water her father had used during the last days of his illness, she had taken the newspaper out again and cut the advertisement free with nail scissors.

She had written a careful letter. Not too pleading, because pleading invited contempt. Not too proud, because pride did not pay rent or purchase railway tickets. She had explained that she had recently left a secretarial post to care for her father, that she was accustomed to correspondence, filing and light household arrangements, and that she would be willing to undertake a temporary engagement provided the terms were clear. She had added, after some hesitation, that she was fond of reading aloud, and then had sat for nearly ten minutes with her pen poised above the paper, wondering whether that sounded foolish.

In the end she had left it. There had to be some honesty in any application, and if the unseen elderly lady in Cornwall wanted a companion who disliked books, then Helen was not suitable.

The reply had come four days later in a square cream envelope, addressed in a firm, sloping hand.

Dear Miss Sullivan,

Your letter interests me. If you are still free, I should be obliged if you would come to Trelorne House as soon as convenient. The post will be for six weeks initially. Salary to be discussed on arrival, but I assure you it will be fair. You will have your own room, naturally. The house is somewhat remote, and the weather at this time of year is often tiresome, but I do not require a nurse and would be obliged if you would remember that. I require a companion who can write a decent letter, endure old books, and refrain from treating me as if I were already in my coffin.

Yours sincerely,

Agnes Graveson.

Helen had read the letter standing beside the window, the grey London afternoon pressing against the glass, and for the first time in weeks she had found herself reading without bracing for disappointment. It was not hope exactly. She had become wary of hope. But the letter had personality, and after so many careful refusals that was something. It did not sound as if Miss Graveson wanted to be pitied, and Helen had no wish to pity anyone. Pity, she had discovered, was often only superiority with softer gloves.

She had accepted that same evening.

Now, five days later, with London already seeming curiously distant, she sat in the corner seat of a country bus that smelt of damp wool, cigarette smoke and diesel, and tried not to wonder whether she had made a mistake. The train journey had been long and crowded, and she had managed only a cup of tea and a bun at Exeter because she dared not spend more. By the time she had changed for the local line to Bodmin Road the sky had darkened, and by the time she had found the bus to Porthrevan the rain had set in with a determination that seemed personal.

The bus lurched along a narrow road bordered by stone walls and wind-bent hedges. Beyond the streaming windows Helen had occasional impressions of fields rising into low hills, grey cottages crouched against the weather, and once, startlingly, the sea: a hard slate-coloured sheet below the cliffs, flecked with white. It disappeared almost at once behind a shoulder of land, leaving only the sound of rain drumming on the roof and the squeak of the windscreen wipers.

There were three other passengers. An old man with a sack at his feet, a woman carrying a covered basket that gave off the sharp smell of fish, and a schoolboy in a blazer several sizes too large for him. No one had spoken to Helen since she had climbed aboard. The driver had merely glanced at her suitcase and said, ‘Trelorne, is it?’ in a tone that suggested she had announced an intention to spend the night on a rock.

‘Yes,’ Helen had said. ‘Trelorne House.’

He had given her a brief, sideways look. ‘You’ll want the turning past Porthrevan, then. If anyone’s meeting you.’

Helen had not liked the pause. ‘I believe someone will be expecting me.’

The driver had shrugged, and that had been the end of the conversation.

Now, as dusk thickened, she unfolded Miss Graveson’s letter for perhaps the tenth time and made herself read the last lines again. I shall expect you on Friday afternoon. If my nephew is at home, he will arrange for you to be collected from Porthrevan. If not, ask at the post office. Someone will direct you.

It was unfortunate, Helen reflected, that Miss Graveson had not said what was to happen if the post office was closed, the rain was falling in sheets, and the village looked as if it had turned its face firmly to the fire and had no intention of noticing strangers.

‘Porthrevan,’ the driver called over his shoulder.

Helen looked up quickly. The bus had descended between two steep walls into a narrow street of slate-roofed cottages, their windows already bright against the weather. A harbour lay beyond, dimly visible beneath a clutter of masts and wet stone. Lamps shone outside a public house, and a faded sign over a small shop announced groceries, tobacco and postal services with equal lack of enthusiasm.

The bus stopped with a sigh of brakes. Helen gathered her handbag, the letter, and the gloves she had removed because they were already damp. The driver had climbed down and was dragging her suitcase from the rack at the front before she reached him.

‘Post office shut at five,’ he said, setting the case on the pavement.

Helen looked at the little shop. The blind was drawn. ‘Oh.’

‘You could try the inn.’ He jerked his head towards the lighted windows across the street. ‘Or there might be a car come down from the house, if they remembered.’

If they remembered. Helen tightened her fingers around the handle of her bag. ‘How far is Trelorne House from here?’

‘Two miles by the road. Less if you take the cliff path, but you don’t want that in this weather.’ He glanced at her shoes, which had been good enough for London pavements and were already proving unequal to Cornwall. ‘Not with that case.’

‘No,’ Helen agreed, refusing to sound dismayed. ‘Thank you.’

The bus pulled away, splashing water from the gutter over the edge of the pavement. Helen stood for a heartbeat beneath the thin shelter of the shop awning and watched its red tail-lights disappear up the hill beyond the village. Then the rain, which had eased while she was aboard, began again in earnest.

The inn was called The Pilchard’s Rest, and under other circumstances Helen might have smiled. As it was, she crossed the street with her case bumping awkwardly against her leg, and pushed open the door into a low-ceilinged bar where conversation faltered for no more than a second before resuming in a murmur deliberately indifferent to her arrival.

A woman behind the bar looked up from polishing glasses. She was stout, red-cheeked and not unfriendly, but her eyes went at once to Helen’s case.

‘You’d be wanting a room, would you?’

‘No. I wondered if there was a telephone I might use. I am expected at Trelorne House.’

This time the pause was more noticeable.

‘Trelorne?’ The woman set down the glass. ‘Are you visiting Miss Graveson?’

‘I am to take up a temporary post with her.’ Helen heard the stiffness in her own voice and disliked it, but she was tired and conscious of the wet creeping through her shoulders. ‘As companion-secretary.’

The woman’s expression changed, not unkindly, but with curiosity. ‘Oh, yes? Well, there’s a telephone in the passage. Only I don’t know as you’ll get anyone. Lines can be troublesome in weather like this.’

Helen thanked her and was shown to a narrow passage smelling of beer, polish and the sea. The telephone was fixed to the wall beside a framed print of a fishing boat. Helen opened her bag and took out the scrap of paper on which Miss Graveson had written the number. Her fingers were clumsy with cold, and the coins seemed determined to evade her.

The line rang for a long time. Once, twice, six times. Helen pressed the receiver closer to her ear, willing someone to answer. At last the ringing stopped, there was a crackle, and a woman’s voice said, ‘Trelorne House.’

Relief was so sharp it made Helen’s knees feel weak. ‘This is Miss Sullivan. Helen Sullivan. I am in Porthrevan. Miss Graveson wrote that someone might be able to collect me.’

There was a muffled exchange at the other end. Helen could hear wind in the line, or perhaps the sound came from outside the inn. Then another voice came on, a man’s voice this time, cool and clipped and unmistakably impatient.

‘Miss Sullivan?’

‘Yes.’

‘This is James Graveson. My aunt’s nephew.’

Helen caught her lower lip between her teeth. So this was the nephew, then. The one who would arrange for her to be collected if he was at home. ‘Good evening, Mr. Graveson. I am sorry to trouble you, but I have just arrived in Porthrevan and the post office is closed.’

‘So I gather.’

She waited, expecting him to say that a car was already on its way, or at least to ask whether her journey had been difficult. He did neither.

‘I was not aware,’ he said at last, ‘that my aunt had made final arrangements for you to come today.’

Helen’s fingers tightened round the receiver. ‘I have her letter here. She asked me to arrive on Friday afternoon.’

‘And you accepted without further confirmation?’

The colour entered her throat and rose to her face before she could prevent it. ‘I wrote confirming the date, Mr. Graveson. I assumed Miss Graveson had received my reply.’

‘Apparently she did.’ He paused. ‘Where are you exactly?’

‘At The Pilchard’s Rest.’

‘Of course,’ he said, and there was something in the two words that made her press her lips together.

‘I can wait here if someone is able to come.’

‘You will have to wait. I shall come myself.’

The line went dead.

Helen replaced the receiver slowly. For a heartbeat she stood with her hand still resting on the black Bakelite casing, listening to the ordinary noises of the inn: a burst of laughter from the bar, the clink of glasses, the rain striking the window at the end of the passage. Then she became aware of the landlady watching her from the doorway.

‘Got them, did you?’

‘Yes, thank you.’ Helen drew herself upright. ‘Mr. Graveson is coming.’

‘Ah.’ The woman wiped her hands on a cloth, though they looked dry enough already. ‘James.’

There was a wealth of meaning in the way she said it. Helen would have liked to ask what that meaning was, but pride prevented her. She went back into the bar, accepted the offer of a chair near the fire, and ordered tea because she could not sit there without ordering something.

The tea came in a thick white cup with a saucer that did not match. It was strong enough to stand the spoon upright, but it was hot, and Helen wrapped both hands round the cup as if its warmth could reach more than her fingers.

She tried not to imagine James Graveson. There was no profit in it. Men who answered telephones in voices as cold as wet slate were unlikely to be improved by imagination. Yet she found herself remembering the impatience beneath his courtesy, the faint scepticism when she had said she possessed his aunt’s letter. He had made her feel, in less than a minute, as if she had arrived uninvited.

That was ridiculous, of course. She had Miss Graveson’s letter. She had answered a newspaper advertisement in good faith. There was nothing improper in accepting temporary employment, and nothing shameful in needing the accommodation that went with it.

All the same, when the door opened twenty minutes later and the draught sent a scatter of ash up from the fire, Helen knew who had entered before anyone spoke.

Conversation in the bar did not stop this time; it altered. Became smaller, more cautious. Helen looked up from her tea and saw a man standing just inside the door, rain gleaming on the shoulders of his dark overcoat, his hands pushed into the pockets as he surveyed the room with a kind of cool detachment.

He was tall, though not overwhelmingly so, and lean in a way that suggested strength rather than fragility. His hair was dark and too thick to lie neatly, damp now where the weather had caught it. His face was not handsome in any easy sense. The cheekbones were too pronounced, the mouth too hard, the nose too forceful for conventional good looks. Yet there was something disturbingly compelling about him, something that made the warmth of the fire suddenly too close and the room too full of eyes.

His gaze found her almost at once.

Helen set down her cup with care.

‘Good evening, Miss Sullivan.’

The voice was the one from the telephone: cool, controlled, carrying just enough civility to make its absence of welcome more pointed.

‘Good evening, Mr. Graveson.’ She rose, aware as she did so that her skirt was creased from the journey and that damp had loosened strands of hair from the knot at her nape. ‘It was kind of you to come.’

His mouth twisted slightly. ‘Kindness had little to do with it. My aunt would not have thanked me for leaving you here.’

The heat in Helen’s throat deepened, but she kept her voice level. ‘Nevertheless, I am grateful.’

He glanced at the case beside her chair. ‘Is that all your luggage?’

‘Yes.’

His brows lifted fractionally, not quite surprise, not quite comment. She felt the look more sharply than she should have done.

‘I travel light, Mr. Graveson,’ she said, before caution could stop her.

‘Apparently.’

The landlady had come from behind the bar. ‘Evening, James. Rough night for driving up to the house.’

‘I’ve driven worse roads in worse weather, Mrs. Polmear.’ His eyes remained on Helen. ‘Are you ready, Miss Sullivan?’

It was on the tip of her tongue to say that she had been ready since the bus left her there, but she merely nodded. ‘Quite ready.’

He removed one hand from his pocket to pick up her case, and the gesture, practical as it was, somehow changed the balance between them. Until then he had been merely watchful; now he had entered her small circle of belongings and taken possession of one of them without permission. Helen reached automatically for the handle.

‘I can manage that.’

‘No doubt.’ His fingers closed over the worn leather before hers could. ‘But the road is wet and the steps outside are uneven. If you twist an ankle, my aunt will blame me for that as well.’

‘How unfortunate for you,’ Helen said flatly.

For the first time his eyes altered. She had thought them grey, but in the low light they seemed darker, shadowed beneath straight brows. Not amused exactly, but alive to the fact that she was not quite as meek as her damp coat and cheap suitcase suggested.

‘Indeed,’ he said dryly. ‘Come along.’

Outside, the rain struck her face with renewed vigour. His car was parked a little way down the street, a dark saloon with powerful lines and headlamps that cut long yellow paths across the wet cobbles. He put her suitcase in the boot while Helen stood awkwardly beside the passenger door, unsure whether to wait for him to open it or do it herself. Pride chose for her. She opened it and got in.

The interior smelt of leather, tobacco and the cold air he brought with him when he slid in beside her. He started the engine without speaking. For a few moments there was only the wipers’ steady sweep and the hiss of tyres on wet stone.

Helen held Miss Graveson’s letter in her lap. The paper was damp at the edges from her gloves, and she smoothed it with one finger, as if its existence could steady her.

James Graveson noticed the movement. ‘You seem attached to that letter.’

‘I have found it useful this evening.’

‘As proof of identity?’

‘As proof of invitation.’

His jaw set, though his voice remained even. ‘My aunt can be impulsive.’

‘Can she?’

‘You did not know that, of course.’

‘I know very little about Miss Graveson beyond what she chose to tell me.’

‘And yet you were prepared to travel from London to take up residence in her house.’

Helen turned her head then, and in the dim glow from the dashboard she saw his profile clearly: the hard line of cheek and jaw, the firm mouth, the eyes fixed on the narrow road ahead. It annoyed her that a man could be so disagreeable and still possess that kind of disturbing assurance.

‘I was prepared to travel from London to take up a temporary post,’ she said carefully. ‘There is a difference.’

‘Is there?’

‘I think so.’

‘You answered an advertisement for accommodation as much as employment.’

This time the colour flamed hotly from her throat to her cheeks. ‘If that is what you think, Mr. Graveson, perhaps you had better turn the car round and take me back to the inn.’

He gave her a brief, sideways glance. ‘Have you enough money for a room?’

The cruelty of it lay in its accuracy. Helen’s lips parted, then closed again. For several seconds she could not trust herself to answer.

‘I beg your pardon,’ he said, but the words were too controlled to sound like apology.

‘No,’ she said at last, in a voice that was flatter than she intended. ‘You asked a practical question. I have enough to pay for my tea and perhaps a railway ticket part of the way back to London. Not enough for a room. Does that satisfy you?’

The car slowed slightly as they climbed out of the village. Beyond the windscreen the road rose between dark banks and streaming hedgerows. James said nothing, and Helen wondered whether he was embarrassed. She rather hoped he was.

Then he said, ‘Necessity makes people careless.’

‘It also makes them honest, occasionally.’

‘Occasionally,’ he agreed dryly.

She pressed her lips together. ‘Mr. Graveson, I answered a newspaper advertisement. Your aunt replied to my letter and offered me a temporary position. I have not come here under false pretences.’

‘No one has accused you of that.’

‘Not in so many words.’

His hand tightened briefly on the wheel. She noticed because the dashboard light fell across his fingers, long and brown against the black rim. ‘My aunt has not been entirely herself since her fall.’

‘Then perhaps she should have engaged a nurse.’

‘That was my opinion.’

‘And hers?’

‘Her opinions are seldom improved by opposition.’

Despite herself, Helen nearly smiled. She looked away quickly, afraid he might see it. ‘Then you have my sympathy.’

‘I don’t require sympathy, Miss Sullivan.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I didn’t suppose you did.’

The road narrowed still further, curving suddenly to the left. The headlamps swept across a low stone wall and, beyond it, darkness opened out. Helen had the impression of space, of the sea lying below them though she could not see it. The wind struck the car with enough force to make it shudder.

‘Is that the cliff?’

‘Yes.’

‘It must be beautiful in daylight.’

‘It can be.’

‘You sound doubtful.’

‘Beauty is not always a recommendation.’

Helen looked at him. ‘You dislike living here?’

‘I didn’t say I lived here.’

‘No,’ she said, and caught her lower lip between her teeth. ‘No, you didn’t.’

There was a silence. Then he said, not quite impatiently, ‘I have rooms in London. I come to Trelorne when I am needed.’

Needed. It seemed a cold word for family, but she had already been indiscreet enough.

They drove on in silence for another mile, the car climbing steadily until the village lights were lost behind them. Helen was conscious of every small movement in the confined space: his hand changing gear, the faint rasp of his sleeve against the wheel, the occasional flare of his profile when the headlamps struck pale stone and reflected back. She should have been thinking of Miss Graveson, of the work she had come to do, of the six weeks of shelter she had contrived for herself. Instead she was aware, with an irritation that felt almost like fear, of the man beside her.

‘You are very quiet,’ he said suddenly.

‘I am tired.’

‘Of course.’

‘And wet,’ she added, because she disliked the faint irony in his voice.

His mouth moved. Not a smile; something drier and less generous. ‘A comprehensive defence.’

‘I was not aware I was on trial.’

‘Weren’t you?’

The question hung between them, cool and provoking. Helen turned her face to the window. All she could see was her own reflection, pale and strained in the black glass, and beyond it the occasional glimmer of rain.

At last the car swung between two stone pillars almost hidden by ivy. There was no gate, only a cattle grid that rattled under the tyres, and then a drive curving through trees bent inland by years of wind. Trelorne House appeared gradually, first as a scatter of lighted windows, then as a long granite facade crouched against the darkness, its chimneys black against a sky the colour of iron.

It was not grand in the way Helen had expected. It was older, sterner, built as if comfort had been an afterthought and endurance the original intention. One wing stretched towards the sea, its windows shuttered against the weather; another formed a sheltered courtyard where hydrangeas stood bare and skeletal in the rain. Somewhere below, invisible but insistent, the sea beat against the cliffs.

The front door opened before James had switched off the engine. A woman in a dark dress and white apron stood silhouetted in the light. She was in her late fifties perhaps, spare and upright, with iron-grey hair and a face that looked as if it seldom surrendered to foolishness.

‘James,’ she said as they came up the steps. ‘Agnes is in the morning room. She insisted.’

‘She should be in bed.’

‘Yes, sir. I told her so.’ The woman’s eyes moved to Helen, and something in her expression softened, though not enough to be called welcome. ‘You must be Miss Sullivan. Mrs. Trevick. Give me your coat, my dear. You’re wet through.’

‘Thank you.’ The ordinary kindness almost undid Helen. She struggled with the buttons, aware that Mr. Graveson had turned to watch her, and that the warmth of the hall, after the raw air outside, was making her hands clumsy.

The hall was larger than she had expected and less ornate: flagged floor, dark rugs, a settle against one wall, a bowl of winter greenery on an oak chest. A staircase rose at the far end, polished by use rather than display. It smelt of beeswax, wood smoke and the faint, mineral breath of the sea. Somewhere beyond the hall a fire was burning.

‘I’ll take Miss Sullivan to my aunt,’ James said.

Mrs. Trevick hesitated. ‘Perhaps she should have a moment first, sir.’

‘I don’t require a moment,’ Helen said quickly, and knew at once that pride had answered before sense. ‘If Miss Graveson is waiting, I should like to meet her.’

James Graveson inclined his head. ‘This way.’

He led her across the hall and through a door into a room that seemed at first all lamplight and shadow. Then Helen saw the fire burning behind a brass guard, the faded chintz chairs drawn close to it, the small writing table near the window, and the elderly woman seated upright in a high-backed chair with a rug over her knees and a tortoiseshell lorgnette in one hand.

Agnes Graveson was smaller than Helen had imagined, but there was nothing diminished about her. Her hair, white and abundant, was arranged with careless elegance, and her eyes were a sharp pale blue beneath brows that lifted as Helen entered.

‘So,’ she said. ‘You have come after all.’

Helen crossed the room. ‘Yes, Miss Graveson.’

‘In spite of the trains, the rain, and my nephew’s appalling failure to collect you at a civilised hour.’

‘Aunt Agnes,’ James said warningly.

‘Nonsense, James. If you dislike being accused of discourtesy, do not be discourteous.’ Agnes looked again at Helen. ‘Come nearer, child. I cannot decide whether you are as composed as your letter suggested or merely too cold to react.’

Helen obeyed, and felt the old woman’s gaze inspect her with an intimacy that was oddly less offensive than James Graveson’s guarded hostility. Agnes took Helen’s hand. Her fingers were dry, light and surprisingly strong.

‘Cold,’ she announced. ‘And tired. Mrs. Trevick will bring you something hot before bed.’

‘You are very kind.’

‘I am not kind. I am practical. Sick companions are tiresome, and I did not advertise for a patient.’

Despite herself, Helen smiled. ‘No, Miss Graveson.’

‘Agnes will do, when we are not quarrelling. I expect we shall quarrel occasionally. It is one of the few pleasures left to me.’ Her eyes moved to James. ‘Well?’

He stood near the door, his hands once more thrust into the pockets of his dark overcoat, his expression controlled. ‘Well what?’

‘You have fetched Miss Sullivan. You may go and take that expression elsewhere.’

‘I should like a word with you first.’

‘I daresay you would. I should like a great many things I no longer get. We shall both learn resignation.’
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