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Chapter One

A Cloud of dust, the sound of grinding brakes, and a woman’s shrill scream.

The grey Jaguar came to a skidding standstill, and the man at the wheel half-turned in his seat to see what had happened.

‘You might have killed me,’ said a shaking, angry voice.

The young man looked relieved. ‘Oh, well, as long as I haven’t!’ He stepped out into the roadway. He was a tall, thin young man, angry and impatient.

The girl who had flung herself back against the bank bordering the road to escape being knocked down by the car looked at him with flashing eyes.

‘It’s disgraceful, racing about the roads like that!’ she said. ‘The police have no right to allow it.’

The young man’s rather harassed face broke into an unwilling smile.

‘I didn’t know there were any police in this Godforsaken hole,’ he said. ‘But I must admit I was driving rather too quickly; as a matter of fact, I’m in a hell of a hurry.’

The girl glanced down at her wrist with resentful eyes; it was torn by the brambles and bleeding slightly.

‘Don’t let me detain you,’ she said frigidly.

The young man frowned.

‘I’m sorry if I frightened you,’ he said, with a touch of impatience. ‘But I don’t see how I could have known that you’d be walking right in the middle of the road.’

‘You ought to have been more careful,’ she told him severely, but now there was a little gleam of amusement in her eyes.

‘That’s a fine car,’ she said, a shade enviously.

His face brightened.

‘Yes, isn’t it ... Can’t I give you a lift anywhere? I’m going right through to Lumsden — if that’s your way.’

She looked at him and hesitated; then she looked at the car and hesitated no longer.

She climbed in without further invitation.

The man had given his invitation impulsively. He had not the least desire for her company. He thought she might have had the decency to refuse to accompany him, seeing that he had already told her he was in a hurry.

He climbed in beside her with faint interest.

She was very plainly, almost cheaply, dressed; that was the first thing he noticed, before his eyes wandered to her face, to the slightly tanned skin and round chin. She wore a blue beret, very much the same colour as the April sky above them, and beneath it her hair was blown into little loose curls about her ears and temples.

‘Red,’ the man beside her told himself curtly. He hated red-haired women. But, as a matter of fact, it was not red at all; it was only just where the bright sunshine touched it that the copper-brown waves took a brighter sheen.

He was a man who judged very largely from externals. He was used to driving with women who wore expensive clothes. He maintained a sceptical silence.

Presently she spoke, but only to criticise his driving. He did not like having his driving criticised. ‘I have never been in these parts before.’

His voice added gratuitously that he did not care greatly if he never came again.

The girl looked faintly surprised.

‘I’ve lived here all my life,’ she said. ‘I should think I know every tree and stone for miles round.’

They had turned a corner at the top of the hill now, and were passing some wide iron gates through which a carriage drive, some half a mile in length, led away up to a white stone house faintly visible against a background of trees.

The man glanced at it as they passed.

‘Do you know that place?’ he asked.

‘Of course I do!’ She leaned forward a little and looked interestedly towards it.

‘That’s Barton Manor,’ she explained. ‘It’s been empty for years, but the new owner is just coming to live there. We’re all most frightfully interested in him,’ she added naïvely. ‘He’s a sort of black sheep, I believe.’

‘Indeed.’ He did not sound particularly interested, but the girl went on.

‘He’s a nephew of the late owner, and his name is George Laxton ... Of course, I don’t know anything about him really — I’ve never seen him, but everyone says he’s an awful rake ... most Georges are, don’t you think so?’ she asked.

‘I can’t say I’ve noticed it particularly.’

‘I have,’ she maintained. ‘I had a cousin named George, and he was a fearful trouble to everyone; he ran away to sea and was drowned.’

‘And then everybody was pleased, I suppose,’ he submitted drily.

She laughed.

‘Well, I don’t think they were very sorry,’ she admitted. ‘And then the Vicar had a son named George, who nearly broke his mother’s heart by going on the stage.’

‘What a tragedy!’

She looked up quickly.

‘I suppose you’re laughing at me,’ she said. ‘I don’t mind if you are. When you’ve lived down here in the country for as long as I have—’

‘Which God forbid!’ he interrupted.

‘Oh, it’s not so bad when you’re used to it,’ she said cheerily. ‘We have quite a good time in our own way, though I daresay we should all seem very narrow-minded to you. You’d be surprised if you knew what excitement there is over the new man coming to Barton Manor, for instance. Just at present people can’t talk about anything else.’ She gave a little chuckle. ‘Poor man, I should think his ears are burning.’

‘What’s he like – young or old?’

‘Oh, he’s young, of course, and unmarried! — which is a great thing. There are very few men here, you know — marriageable men, I mean; and all the mothers are getting quite excited about him, I can tell you.’

He looked down at her.

‘Have you got a mother?’

Her bright face changed suddenly. She shook her head.

‘No.’ There was a little silence. ‘She died three years ago.’

The man looked uncomfortable.

‘Well,’ he said at last awkwardly, ‘I never knew mine at all; she died when I was a nipper — fortunately for her, perhaps,’ he added rather bitterly. The car stopped.

‘I’m sorry — but I shall have to drop you here,’ he said, with a touch of constraint. ‘Of course, you know we’re just outside the village. I’d have taken you on, only ... well, I’ve got to meet someone at the station.’

He got out and stood in the sunshine, stretching his legs as if they were rather cramped.

The girl scrambled out too. The man noticed that she wore no gloves, and that her hands were slightly brown, like a boy’s.

‘Thank you for bringing me,’ she said. She was quite at her ease. She looked up at him with a friendly smile. ‘Well — goodbye.’

‘Goodbye ... and let the black sheep down lightly when he comes.’

‘The black sheep?’ she echoed, not understanding.

‘Laxton,’ he explained.

‘Oh — George!’ She made a little grimace. ‘Everybody round here calls him “George” you know! Oh, yes, I’m quite prepared to like him myself ... He’ll break the monotony, anyway. Goodbye.’

She walked away towards the village through the sunshine.

The man climbed back into the car; he gave a little impatient sigh and started the car again. He passed the girl just as she reached the village; she waved her hand to him as he went by.

‘Wonder who she is,’ he thought, and then forgot all about her as he turned and drew up at the kerb outside the little station.

He dreaded the next hour or two; if only the sun had not been shining it would not have been so bad; but on a morning like this, when the world was looking its loveliest in its new spring dress of tender green, it was an appalling tragedy to think of having to say goodbye to all hope of happiness for the rest of one’s life.

The train clattered into the station and the tall young man swallowed a nervous lump in his throat and moved slowly forward.

The window of a first-class carriage was opened, and a girl stood there looking out. The tall young man took a quick step towards her and wrenched open the door.

‘You’ve come then.’ He took her hand to help her to alight; he kept it in his own as they walked from the station.

He was no longer pale; there was a nervous flush in his harassed face. He hardly took his eyes from the girl at his side.

‘I hardly dared hope you would come,’ he said.

They were out in the sunny road again now, standing beside the car.

The girl looked up at him.

‘You knew I’d come if I could. It was difficult — I believe mother guessed something — but... here I am.’

He helped her in carefully and got in beside her carefully; he asked half a dozen times if she were comfortable. ‘It isn’t far; but — but I wanted you to see the old place — before ... well, of course, you know it’s got to be sold.’ He was not looking at her now; his voice sounded strained and hard.

She nodded.

‘You told me ...’ She bit her lip. ‘Oh, I think life is so horribly unfair,’ she broke out; there were tears in her voice.

The man kept his gaze steadily before him; there was a fierce look in his face; he drove slowly back along the road, the way he had come; but now when they reached the wide gates of Barton Manor he turned the car in at them and drove up the smooth, wide drive to the white house amongst the trees.

There were men at work in the garden and there was a general air of disuse and neglect everywhere, which was very depressing.

‘It had to be done,’ Laxton said. ‘It would never have sold as it was.’ They had left the car now and were standing together on the wide terrace steps looking up at the big house.

‘It would have been a fine home — eh?’ the man asked, with a sort of rough anger.

She slipped her hand into his.

‘Oh, if we only could ... if we only could ... Isn’t there any — any possible way, George?’

He shook his head; he laughed mirthlessly.

‘Only if some philanthropist chose to come along and adopt one of us,’ he said. ‘But those sort of things don’t happen nowadays, do they, Laurie?’ He walked on a step ahead of her. ‘I think the door is open.’

They went in together. The wide hall was dim and cool; it was oak panelled and lofty; the floor was polished so that it reflected the quaint old suits and helmets of armour that hung on the walls. Laxton closed the door behind him and, turning, took the girl in his arms.

Pretty enough to satisfy the soul of the most exacting man! Golden hair, brown eyes and a small mouth that just now trembled a little as the brown eyes looked up into the man’s passionate face.

‘Oh, I think it’s so unfair — so unfair ... There isn’t any happiness in all the world!’ she broke out.

He kissed her passionately. He said that he would give his life to make her happy. He’d work his fingers to the bone if only she would marry him. Nobody could ever love her so well as he. They could go away together somewhere — just he and she ... They would be so happy ... What did it matter if they were poor if they had each other? He kissed the tears from her eyes; he kissed her pretty, useless-looking hands that tried to hold him back, to stem his headlong passion.

‘You wouldn’t be any happier than I should. You love money as much as I do.’

‘I don’t care if I never have another shilling in the world if I’ve got you.’

She shook her head; she smiled through her tears.

‘You’d soon be tired of me if I couldn’t always dress as well as I do now — if I had to work and spoil my hands.’ She shivered daintily. ‘Oh, George, we should both so hate to be poor!’

His arms fell from about her, he looked somehow beaten; when he spoke again his voice was dull and expressionless.

‘I don’t know if you care to see the rest of the house ... It’s supposed to be very fine.’

She broke again into petulant tears; she had not wished him to get too much out of hand, but this change was too sudden to meet with her approval.

What was the use of showing her the house if she could never have it, or live there? she asked, sobbing. He could not really love her or he would never be so cruel as to suggest it. She wished she had not come; she had run dreadful risks to do as he had asked; if her mother found out there would be a dreadful scene; the least he could do was to be kind to her while she was here; they would probably never be alone again in all their lives.

He drew her down to a high-backed oak settle and kissed her again and again.

Anyone who only knew him casually would have been amazed at his tenderness; even his face seemed changed; in its hopeless unhappiness it looked much younger, much softer.

‘I love you better than anything in the world,’ he said hoarsely. ‘I shall never care for another woman as long as I live ...’

She condescended to look at him then; she knew that she was a woman to whom grief was becoming; she said that she would never love anyone else either; that no matter whom she married ...

He broke out into frantic protestation. ‘Don’t say that ... I can’t bear to hear you say that.’

He walked away from her down the long hall; there was something very tragic in his face; during all his years of industrious wild-oat sowing he had never imagined that there could be such pain in the world as that which he was suffering now; he did not go back to her till he had got control of himself once more; then he sat down beside her once more.

‘I’m sorry — I didn’t mean to be unkind ... Of course, you’ll marry — I hope you will ... I only want you to be happy.’ His voice broke. ‘But he won’t love you as I do ... no matter who he is — he could never love you as I do.’

She looked at him from beneath her wet lashes; somehow she had never realised that he cared so deeply; she had liked him for his headlong, impetuous love-making; she had never before met a man like him; there had been something of romance, too, in the stolen meetings and secrecy which had been necessary.

But now she was getting a little afraid. She told herself that things had gone far enough; that it was time to draw back — that if she kept Ryan Hewett waiting much longer he would probably grow tired. And Hewett was rich — and she loved money and the many things it could buy far more than she loved the black sheep whose heart she had so successfully wrested from him.

She was conscious of a little stab of pain. Was this really goodbye? Sudden dread filled her heart.

With all his faults, Laxton was a man. He made her feel weak and dependent, and women love to be made to feel that. For an instant her courage failed; for a tiny moment she asked herself if, after all, it might be worth while; if the love of this man would make up for the many other things she would have to lose.

She rose to her feet.

‘It’s getting so late. I ought to be going home.’

He broke out agitatedly —

‘I can’t bear it... I didn’t think it would be as hard as this ... I can’t say goodbye to you ... Laurie, Laurie, say that you love me! ... Say that you love me!’...
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