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“I’ve changed my mind. I won’t sell after all!”

Even as Cynthia spoke and saw the startled astonishment on her solicitor’s face and surprise, mingled with a slightly mocking amusement in Robert Shelford’s dark eyes, she knew that she was making a fool of herself. She had to sell, of course she had – but her remark sprang from an impulse that she could not explain or control. She was aware that it made her appear idiotic and illogical, and interrupting Mr. Dallas, who had already begun to speak, she added, despising her own weakness,

“At any rate I would like time to think it over.”

“But, really, Miss Morrow, it’s a little late in the day…” Mr. Dallas began irritably and was interrupted again, this time by Robert Shelford.

“If Miss Morrow does not want to sell Birch Vale,” he said quietly, “I shall quite understand. I want the place so much that I can sympathise with anyone for not wishing to part with it.”

Cynthia glanced at him sharply. Somehow, instead of being grateful for his championship she resented it. What right had he, she asked herself, to want Birch Vale so much? Why, indeed, should he want it at all? It was hers, hers. For a moment she faced the two men defiantly as if she were defending the place against them, and then slowly, relentlessly, her defiance ebbed away. She felt deflated and empty. What was the use? It was inevitable that the place must go, and if not to Robert Shelford, then to somebody else, perhaps to someone who did not care for the house but wanted the grounds for a building estate or something equally horrible.

Yet Cynthia knew that part of her defiance and the basic reason for her impulsive cry that had shattered the quiet formality of their conference, was due to the fact that Robert Shelford did want Birch Vale. It was like seeing someone one loved turning to another, she thought, and knew from the sudden agony in her heart that the simile was apt because it hurt her so desperately.

What was the point of fighting? Why must she go on deepening the wound, making herself more and more miserable? She had known she must sell Birch Vale a month ago when she had come back to England and called at her solicitors to discover in what a chaotic mess her father’s affairs had been left. She had known then that she had lost Birch Vale, and she had known it even more forcibly this morning when she had come down early from London to take one last look before she signed away her ownership.

“You are lucky, Miss Morrow,” Mr. Dallas had told her. “Very lucky! Mr. Shelford came to us because he had heard of Birch Vale when he was abroad and he wondered if there was any chance of it even coming into the market. The moment I realised how interested he was, I saw what a piece of good fortune it was for you, Miss Morrow. We have always had your interests at heart, and both my partners and myself were distressed, deeply distressed, at your father’s ... er ... well, shall we say improvidence? We feel we have been able to do you a good turn in introducing Mr. Shelford to Birch Vale, and incidentally, Miss Morrow, you save an agent’s fee.”

“Thank you, Mr. Dallas.”

There was nothing else Cynthia could say, even though her heart had cried out at the sacrilege of selling Birch Vale. She felt a traitor to herself and to all the traditions of her blood. And yet what did it matter? What did anything matter, now that Peter and she...

She had tried not to think about them – Peter and Birch Vale – but inevitably the day had loomed nearer and nearer when she must go down to the house, must see it and say goodbye.

She had played with the idea of settling the whole thing in London, but she knew that was a coward’s course. What was the point of running away? If you ran away, even from your own thoughts, sooner or later they caught up with you. Cynthia knew that. Yet she had put off going to Birch Vale till the last moment, in fact until today when the deeds were to be signed.

Mr. Dallas had forced her hand by saying,

“Mr. Shelford would like to meet you, Miss Morrow, and there are one or two things he wants to ask you about Birch Vale. I think it would be wise for you to see him. There is the position of the pensioners to be discussed, of course, and Mr. Shelford is very interested in the history of the house. No one can tell him as much as you can.”

There was no help for it, Cynthia realized, that she had to meet Robert Shelford, she had to talk to him – this man who was taking away from her the one thing that had ever given her a sense of security, the one thing she had really loved in her life besides Peter. And yet Birch Vale and Peter were indivisible, they were so much a part of each other. She had known that this morning when she had turned in at the gates to see the drive winding its familiar way beneath the great avenue of oak trees. The drive twisted and turned and there ahead was the house. How many moods Birch Vale had! How could Cynthia know which she loved the best?

When she was abroad these last three years she had dreamed of Birch Vale almost every night, dreamed of it even when she had slept fitfully, her pillow wet with tears, the tears she had shed for Peter. How could she ever live there again, she had asked herself then, unless he was with her? And yet she had gone on dreaming – of the swans passing gravely over the silver surface of the lake, of the grand staircase with its heraldic leopards on top of the newels, of the sweet fragrance of the linen-cupboards, of the swaggering magnificence of the banqueting hall, of the picture-gallery where the portraits of her ancestors stared solemnly down as they had danced.

“I love holding you in my arms,” he said once, and added possessively, “I hate to think that you could dance with anyone else. It’s wrong when you belong to me.”

“I belong to you,” she had whispered almost beneath her breath, and raised her eyes to his, ecstatic and radiant.

They stopped dancing then and stood very still. Their eyes held each other for a long moment, and then their lips met.

“I love you.” It was Cynthia who spoke first.

His arms tightened.

“Isn’t it extraordinary that we have known each other for so long and never known that we loved each other like this?”

“Perhaps we ought to have known,” she answered, wrinkling her brow and moving her head back a little so that she could look up at him.

“I suppose we were too young to understand what love meant.” Peter spoke so seriously that Cynthia laughed.

“We are not very old now. Let me think, you will be twenty-one next month and I shall be nineteen next January.”

“We are both old enough to know our own minds.” Peter said it so fiercely that instinctively Cynthia drew a little closer to him.

“Of course we are old enough. What do they know about it, croaking and groaning about blood relationship? We can’t help being in love any more than we can help being first cousins.”

“Forget them, the fools!”

And now, as the music of the radiogram quickened, they were dancing again, dancing crazily, wildly, madly, twirling, twisting, so close that they might have been one body, defying all the criticism in the world by the sheer youth and vitality that bubbled exuberantly within them.

Oh, Peter! Peter! How could she think of Birch Vale and not remember Peter? Older memories going back down the years, Peter walking with her very early on an Autumn morning – Peter crying because his dog had been run over – Peter coming back from school and telling her grandly that his greatest friend, Hodgson major, had no use for girls. How hurt she had been! She had crept away to the deep window-seat in the library and cried alone, yet the memories of that window seat were tender, loving ones. It was there, in the secrecy of ancient tapestry curtains, that Peter had asked her to marry him soon after his twenty-first birthday.

He had been shy of her that day. He had played with her hand while he was talking, afraid to raise his eyes to hers. And she had listened in silence because the sheer bursting glory of the happiness within her heart had held her breathless. 

“Peter! ... Peter!” 

As if he had to ask her, as if he need have questioned what her answer would be! She had always loved him, loved him ever since they had been children together, brought up in the same house by the same parents because Peter’s father and mother were dead.

He had raised his eyes at last, and the look on her face had told him all he wanted to know.

“Oh, my darling,” he stammered, and they had kissed then for the first time, tight, quick, inexperienced kisses, while they were both frightened of the hunger that lay between them.

‘Peter!’ Every brick and stone, every corner of Birch Vale called out his name. Would she ever be free from the desolation and the anguish? Why try to escape? It was no use, she had tried all through the war, and tried again when, as hostilities came to an end, she had volunteered for India. The long, arduous hours of nursing somehow now seemed only a nightmare. She could hardly remember the people with whom she worked, the patients whom she tended. Only Birch Vale had been real to her, Birch Vale and Peter – whom she would never see again.

She had received a decoration for the work she had done, and it mattered so little that she was surprised when people congratulated her. She had volunteered for further service, for more strenuous work, and was bitterly resentful when her body rebelled against her determination and refused to do any more. She had collapsed, been sent home and finally discharged. Discharged! When she most wanted to stay out of England – and yet, while she fought for her health, she knew that sooner or later she had got to face facts, had got to face Birch Vale.

Her father’s death had meant so little to her that she was ashamed of herself for taking it so indifferently. But Colonel Morrow had never been more than a shadowy authority in her life, someone who had prevented her from attaining her heart’s desire and who, when the war had started, had persuaded Peter that they were too young to marry. Cynthia had once thought she would never forgive her father for that, and then she had realised that she could not even hate him. He was not important enough. Her mother might have understood, she thought. If her mother had lived, perhaps things would have been very different, but she had died before Cynthia could tell her about herself and Peter. When she was gone, Cynthia had known that her father would never be more to her than a stranger. She had felt then that her position was very like Peter’s. He was an orphan, she was certainly orphaned in affection, for her father had wanted a boy and had never forgiven her for being of the wrong sex, and her mother had been ill for so long that she had become only a gentle, sweet voice from a great bed.

That left only Peter, and she asked for no one else, for Peter was everything she needed – father, mother, brothers and sisters, and lastly, lover. Peter smiling down at her tenderly, Peter commiserating when she had hurt herself, Peter taking part in some childish adventure, part true, part imagination, and Peter finally loving her so that she knew the feel of his arms, the touch of his hands, the softness of his lips on her mouth.

Oh, Peter! Peter! – must the past continue to haunt her, to be inescapable, even after eight years?

“If Miss Morrow does not want to sell Birch Vale, I shall quite understand.”

Robert Shelford had said that, and Cynthia hated him for it. How could he understand? How could he – this handsome, raffish, red-headed young man who seemed to take everything that happened as a joke? She had taken a dislike to him at first sight when he had come walking onto the terrace through the open drawing room window, with Mr. Dallas prattling happily beside him. He had seemed to stride out of the house with an air of authority and possession about him, as if Birch Vale were already his. He was laughing, too, laughing, Cynthia presumed, at something Mr. Dallas had said, yet as his laughter changed to a smile of greeting as the solicitor introduced him, she had just seen that faintly mocking glint in his eyes which aroused some strange emotional response within herself.

Yes, she had hated Robert Shelford at first sight, hated him even while he praised the house and said how much he wanted it, hated him even more when he promised that it would be restored to its former glories. How did he know what it should look like when the weeds had been taken away from the overgrown flowerbeds, when the lawns had been mowed to that velvet smoothness that had been theirs before the war, when the deep tracks of tanks and army lorries had been obliterated from the drive?

Cynthia had seen the damage in the house, the smashed fireplaces, the defaced walls, the broken stair-boards and the cracked panes of glass, but somehow it had not mattered. For her Birch Vale would always be beautiful. But for this stranger, this man to whom Birch Vale could mean nothing, to talk of redecoration, to speak gently, almost tenderly, of putting back the clock, was almost more than she could bear. She had wanted there and then to tell him the house was no longer for sale and she forced herself to bite back the words as they rose to her lips, only to have them burst from her uncontrollably at the final moment when the documents lay between them in the estate office.

Abruptly, because she was embarrassed, Cynthia got to her feet. She turned from the table and stood at the window looking out over the park. In the distance she could just catch a glimpse of a long, broken roof-line – grey against a blue sky.

There was silence in the room behind her, and Cynthia knew that Robert Shelford had prevented Mr. Dallas from speaking. He was a garrulous little man, it would have been his instinct to argue with her, to try to convince her for her own good. Yes, Robert Shelford was keeping him quiet, perhaps with a glance, perhaps with a gesture of his hand. Damn him, what right had he to interfere? If Dallas wanted to speak, let him speak. She turned round abruptly.

“I have thought things over,” she said sharply. “I shall sell Birch Vale, but not the Dower House. The Dower House will remain in my possession, and I shall live there.”

She saw Mr. Dallas draw a deep breath, and then she knew he was calculating rapidly exactly how much this would mean off the price agreed on for the entire estate.

Robert Shelford merely smiled at her. It struck her that he was entirely at his ease, leaning back comfortably in his chair.

“I agree, of course,” he said, “and – stop subtracting, Dallas – it makes no difference to my offer.”

“Makes no difference, Mr. Shelford?” Mr. Dallas looked at him with wide eyes.

“No difference,” Robert Shelford repeated the words. “My offer was for Birch Vale. If Miss Morrow wishes to keep the Dower House, she is welcome to it.”

“But that is ridiculous.” It was Cynthia who spoke now, returning to the table and to her original seat. “I cannot accept your charity, Mr. Shelford.”

“There is no question of its being charity. The Dower House is very charming, but it is not Birch Vale. It is Birch Vale that I wish to purchase, and it is for Birch Vale that I have made an offer. There is no need for Mr. Dallas to alter all these papers, let us sign them now as they stand – then allow me to give you, Miss Morrow, as an unconditional gift, the house and gardens known as the Dower House.”

“But why?”

Their eyes met across the table. For a moment it seemed to Cynthia that the mocking gleam in his was replaced by something else. He did not speak, and yet she felt strangely perturbed, strangely shaken. Abruptly she looked away.

“I cannot accept charity,” she repeated stupidly in a low voice.

“I am not asking you to,” he replied. “You are giving me Birch Vale. That is what I want.”

Yes, that was what he wanted. Birch Vale! Cynthia felt her heart turn over at the thought. He was right, he was putting things in their true perspective. What did it matter what else she took so long as he could keep the one thing of real value?

Resolutely Cynthia forced herself to turn to Mr. Dallas.

“You think the suggestion is practical, Mr. Dallas?”

The little solicitor looked from one to the other.

“I think it is very generous of Mr. Shelford, very generous,” he said, “and I am sure, Miss Morrow, as my firm is acting for you in this matter, that they would like me to express your gratitude.”

He evidently thought her wanting in manners, Cynthia thought, faintly amused. Well, it made no difference. The Dower House was at the other end of the park. If she lived there, she was not likely to see much of Robert Shelford. If she lived there... She realised that already she was doubtful of her own decision, and then something hard and resilient within herself rose in her own defence. This was something she had got to do. She knew that at last. This was her only chance of happiness. She had run away long enough. She had allowed herself to be haunted, to be ghost-ridden – she had become a fugitive from reality. Now the moment had come when she must be strong or go crazy. The Dower House was there. She would make it a home. She would try, amid the quietness and peace of its walls, to rise phoenix-like from the ashes of her own youth. 

Somehow Robert Shelford had managed to make up her mind for her. She glanced at him and saw that he was watching her, waiting for her. He was still and yet she realised that he exuded virility. Never, she thought, had she met anyone so alive, anyone who gave such an impression of being driven by a living force. Yet of the three people in the room, he was the only one relaxed, obviously undisturbed by nerves or the problems of a restless mind. He was waiting for her but waiting without impatience.

“Thank you, Mr. Shelford,” she said quietly. “I accept your gift. I only hope that you will not regret your generosity.”

“Why should I?” Robert Shelford asked. “And now there is another matter. Will you sell me the furniture from Birch Vale? I understand that you have it stored in the stables. I would like to restore the house, to put things back as they were before the war.”

“Put things back as they were before the war!” Cynthia almost laughed aloud. What optimism! What a ridiculous, fantastic ideal! Then she remembered and answered him soberly enough.

“I shall be delighted for you to have the furniture, but I understand that a lot of it has deteriorated. Mr. Dallas, however, has an inventory and a good idea of what price it would be fair for me to ask. When the house was requisitioned, everything was put in the stables with the exception of the pictures. They are at the bank, and I would not wish to sell those.”

“Of course not!”

Mr. Dallas took charge.

“I have here an inventory, Mr. Shelford. The price is marked against each item. I anticipated that in selling the house Miss Morrow…”

Cynthia ceased to listen. She sat back in her chair. Was this all a dream? She had dreamed so many in the past years. Was she really signing away her birth right? Had she, too, in doing so, decided her own future? She had hardly been inside the Dower House since her grandmother died. Her father’s mother had lived there until she was eighty, a frightening old lady, filled with the pride of her birth and imbued with the history of Birch Vale.

“There have been Morrows at Birch Vale for five-hundred years,” she told Cynthia the last time she had gone to see her, “and now the line will die out.”

“But it won’t,” Cynthia protested. “I’m marrying Peter, Granny. You remember we told you about it. Don’t forget, Peter is a Morrow, too.”

The old lady had failed to understand, at least, so Cynthia thought at the time. Now she wondered if she had seen clairvoyantly beyond that moment and had known, yes known, that the line was finished.

“If you will just sign here, Miss Morrow.”

Mr. Dallas was pushing the papers towards her. She signed without reading, signed her name, “Cynthia Morrow”, again and yet again. Then she got to her feet.

“If you are going back to London, Miss Morrow, may I offer you a lift?” Robert Shelford held out his hand. As Cynthia put her hand into his she felt all her former antagonism, all her dislike, surge up irrepressibly within her. He was so vital. There was something, too, in the combination of red hair and dark eyes that gave him almost an unusual look, or was it merely unmodern? She distrusted handsome men, Cynthia told herself, but it was not from his good looks that she shrank – it was something else, something so magnetic and disturbing that she snatched her hand from his firm, warm grasp.

“No, no, thank you,” she said hastily. “I have got various people I want to see. I will find my own way back to London, thank you.”

“If there is anything you want, I hope you will ask me,” Robert Shelford said.

Cynthia stared at him in surprise and then remembered. He was the Squire now, the owner of Birch Vale.

“I think it is unlikely that I shall trouble you, Mr. Shelford.” She turned to the solicitor. “Goodbye, Mr. Dallas. I shall be back in London this evening if you wish to get in touch with me.”

Robert Shelford opened the door for her. She tried to prevent herself looking at him as she passed, but irresistibly she turned her eyes to his. His lips were smiling. His eyes seemed to be mocking at her. 

‘He is enjoying himself,’ she thought, then, irritated almost to a fierce anger, she passed through the door and outside into the warm, sunlit air.

Slowly Cynthia walked down the path of the agent’s house and stood hesitating. To her right was a drive, which led towards Birch Vale, to her left the narrow lane that would lead her eventually to the Dower House. Deliberately she turned left and started to walk resolutely down the lane. She tried to keep away from her mind the thought that she was leaving her home behind her, turning her back on it, and that in leaving it she had at last said goodbye to Peter.

‘I have got to be sensible,’ she told herself, and knew that she was in fact nothing of the sort. This morning when she had left London she had meant, once she disposed of Birch Vale, to find herself a flat or a house in which she could rest until she was well enough to take up some sort of work again. She had never visualised a future for herself in which she would do nothing, and yet what would there be for her to do at the Dower House? What indeed?

Illogically she found herself blaming Robert Shelford for what had occurred. It was his fault, for somehow because of him she was committed to living near to Birch Vale, committed to living with only her memories of the past. There would be no escape.

‘I won’t do it, I won’t!’ Cynthia told herself, and yet she continued to walk forward, her feet carrying her determinedly towards the Dower House.

There was the sound of a car behind her. Instinctively Cynthia stopped, drawing herself close to the hedge, for the lane was narrow. A big green Rolls-Royce raced past. Robert Shelford was driving. As it flashed by, he raised his hat in greeting. She had a fleeting impression of his smile and his eyes, then he was gone. There was only the dust, billowing over an empty road and the feeling of anger and frustration in her own heart. 

‘I hate him,’ she told herself. ‘I hate him!’
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Cynthia put her head back and closed her eyes. The sun was warm in her face, seeping through the ancient glass of the diamond-paned windows. She felt tired, but it was indeed a very different tiredness from the utter exhaustion, the dragging bodily fatigue, that had been hers in the past six months. At times she had been so tired that she had often wished to die so that she might find relief from the burden of her own body – she had not, however, been able to sleep and she had lain awake hour after hour, haunted and tortured, or drifted into disturbing, miserable dreams in which fantasy and reality mingled disjointedly. Now, at the Dower House, she slept from the moment her head touched the pillow until she was called by Grace the following morning.

How lucky she was to have Grace and Rose! They were old, for they had been in service at the Dower House ever since they or anyone else could remember. Cynthia had been afraid of them when she had first come to take possession, and it had been one of the most terrifying moments of her life when she had had to tell them that she could not afford to keep them both.

They had listened to her gravely, their hands, gnarled and horny with long years of work, folded in their laps.

“Is it someone younger you will be wanting, Miss?” Grace asked at length.

Grace was always the spokesman, for Rose was her younger by two years.

“Oh, no, no, of course not,” Cynthia exclaimed. “You must not think that. Of course I want you to stay, would like to ask you to do so, but quite frankly I can’t afford it. You see, my father left a great many debts and most of the money I have obtained from the sale of Birch Vale has to go towards paying them off. After that is done I shall have a little left – but very little, for myself. In time I may be able to find some employment, which will augment my income, but at the moment the doctor insists that I must rest, and I think he is right. I am so tired, so utterly tired.”

Her voice faltered as she spoke. She was too tired for anything, too tired even to make decisions that must of necessity upset and distress her.

Grace looked at Rose. It was a glance of complete and utter understanding, and then she said,

“Rose and I would like to stay on, miss. We just couldn’t stand being parted, and the Dower House is, if you will excuse us saying so, our home. If you will just give us what you can afford, we will manage where the work is concerned, and as to the housekeeping, I think you will find that Rose is more economical than any modern cook you will be likely to get in these days. She is used to ‘making do’ is Rose. Your grandmother, miss, couldn’t abide a bit of waste, and Rose has been well trained.”

“If you will really stay with me,” Cynthia faltered, “I would be so grateful.”

She stood looking at the old pair, and then suddenly, impulsively, she held out both her hands.

“We will manage together,” she said, “the three of us, won’t we?”

In the weeks that followed Cynthia had learned that she had never known what comfort was until she came to the Dower House. She was looked after, nursed and cossetted by Grace, while Rose beat eggs in milk, made tempting dishes with fresh cream, bullied the butcher into sending the best cuts, until more than once Cynthia protested that if things went on like this, she would grow fat. Rose laughed at her, but when Cynthia looked in the mirror she could see that the shadows under her eyes were only ghosts of their former selves, and the hollows at the base of her throat were filling out. Once she had been pretty. Once Peter had said to her,

“You are the loveliest thing I have ever seen in my life. Sometimes I am afraid to touch you because you are so beautiful.”

“If I am beautiful, it is because you love me,” she had told him.

She wondered what he would say if he saw her now, and she felt ashamed because her hair had grown so lank and lustreless and her cheeks so pale, the skin taut and strained over the sharply defined bones. But there was an improvement. Not that it mattered, she told herself, and yet she was still feminine enough to be pleased.

How warm it was in the sunshine! Through the open window she could hear the soft, cooing notes of the doves that flew from tree to tree in the garden. There was a sweet, heady fragrance of honeysuckle, which grew over the porch and the more elusive perfume of mignonette coming from the herb garden.

She heard the door open behind her.

“I am sorry to interrupt you, miss,” Grace said apologetically, “but Joe Rogers has called on his way to the station to pick up your guest. He said perhaps you would tell him the lady’s name. He didn’t want to miss her or make any mistake.”

“No, of course. Tell him it is Mrs. Eastwood. She is small, fair and very pretty. He won’t be able to miss her.”

“I will tell Joe, Miss, and I have prepared the south room. Is that right?”

“Quite right, Grace. She will be comfortable in there, and the bathroom is next door.”

“That’s what I thought, miss.”

Grace withdrew, and Cynthia leaned back again in her chair. Why, she wondered, had she asked Sara Eastwood here? She was happier alone, gradually recovering her strength in this quiet, gentle atmosphere into which the world never seemed to intrude. Sara was of the world, and Cynthia knew she had made a mistake in inviting her, and yet what else could she do? She was sorry for the woman, had been sorry for her since the first moment she set eyes on her.

How well she could remember the heat and discomfort of that wayside station in India! The atmosphere in the carriage was almost overpowering. As the train halted, Cynthia had stepped down on the platform to stretch her legs and get what she hoped would be a breath of air. She had been travelling for twenty-four hours. She had gone north to take a stretcher-case from the hospital to a convalescent home in the hills – now she was returning. She felt tired, dishevelled and very dirty – and it was then that she had first seen Sara, immaculate in an uncreased white dress, her pretty, painted face framed by a wide-brimmed hat. Cynthia had stared at her, curious and at the same time instinctively resentful that anyone could look so cool and elegant.

Then she had noticed Sara’s companions. She knew the dark, handsome young Prince by sight. She had seen pictures of him often enough in the society pictorials. There was another man beside him, an Englishman, young, clean-shaven and rather attractive – and somehow Cynthia, watching the little group, knew at once that this was the man in whom Sara was interested, and who was no longer interested in her. It was obvious in the way Sara looked at him, in the quick, impulsive gestures of her hands as she touched his arm, tried to capture his attention, and then looked despairingly at the waiting train.

The passengers were disembarking. There was a great commotion and confusion round one of the forward coaches. Servants wearing the Prince’s uniform hurried forward. The Prince went forward, too, his hands outstretched in greeting, and the Englishman followed him. For the moment Sara was forgotten, and then with an effort the Englishman wrenched himself away from the newcomers.

“We had better find your carriage,” he said to Sara, and walked with her across the white, hot platform to where Cynthia stood watching.

He consulted the tickets he held in his hand.

“Yes, here you are. I do hope you will be comfortable.”

The servants had hurried up with a mass of baggage and it had all been piled in.

“You will write to me, Ralph, won’t you?”

Sara had spoken to him in a low voice, but it was impossible for Cynthia not to overhear.

“You know I will.” His tone was unnaturally hearty.

“And you won’t forget me?”

“Don’t be silly, Sara.”

“You don’t think there is a chance of your coming down to Calcutta? I am not in any hurry to get home.”

“Not a chance, my dear. The Prince wants me here, you know that!”

He looked away from her to where the Prince was still talking. The group suddenly burst out laughing. Cynthia could see the impatience on the Englishman’s face. He was bored with Sara, yes, bored. He wanted to get away.

“I think the train will be going in a moment, better get in.”

“Goodbye, Ralph.”

There was something desperate in the way she said the ordinary, familiar words. She raised her face to his, and taking off his hat he bent and kissed her cheek.

“Goodbye, my dear. Have a good journey.”

She had not replied. She clambered into the carriage and stood at the window.

“Ah, now you are off!” There was satisfaction in his voice. “Goodbye, Sara, goodbye!”

Still she did not answer him, she only stood there, one hand making an effort to wave in farewell, the other one clenched tightly against her side, the knuckles showing white in the intensity of her feelings.

With the usual rumbling, grumbling effort the train was off. For quite a long time Sara still stood looking out, and then at last she sank down on the seat on the opposite side of the carriage to Cynthia and hid her face in her hands. She wept silently until her control seemed to break and a tempest of tears shook her.

At length the storm subsided. It seemed as if the woman opposite had cried herself out. Her breath came now in little gasps. She raised her head for a moment from her hands, but only to reach for her bag, seeking blindly for a handkerchief. Cynthia had taken her own handkerchief from her bag, a large, white, clean one, strong and useful and in keeping with her nurse’s uniform.

“Won’t you have this?” she asked gently.

Sara wiped her eyes, and then she pulled the wide-brimmed hat from her head and flung it on the seat beside her.

“I am making a fool of myself,” she muttered.

Cynthia, looking at her, realised that she was older than she had thought at first. Her hair was tinted golden and her eyelashes, wet and smudged now, were darkened artificially. With her composure shattered and her face stained with tears, she looked what she undoubtedly was, a good thirty-five.

Sara blew her nose and reached for her bag.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and her voice was huskily attractive, while her smile had something ingenuous about it that made Cynthia like her.

“I’m sorry for you,” Cynthia answered.

Sara sighed.

“So you should be. I have just lost the only thing that makes life worth living – the man I love.”

“I’m sorry,” Cynthia said again. There seemed nothing else she could say.

“It’s my own fault, I suppose,” Sara went on conversationally. “I counted my chickens before they were hatched. I thought he cared for me and I just let myself get fonder and fonder of him. Oh, well, I should have known that nothing bores a man quicker than love – honest to God genuine love – they hate it.”

“Surely not all men?” Cynthia protested.

Sara looked at her over the scarlet lipstick that she was applying thickly to her mouth.

“Listen dear, does any man run after what he can get easily? Does any man value what is waiting for him at his elbow – or, in my case, on his lap? No, of course he doesn’t. If you want to catch your man, run away from him and run fast.” She laughed suddenly. “My trouble is I know all the answers, but I never have been able to apply them when it comes to something personal. Have you ever been in love?”

She asked the question casually, but somehow Cynthia felt that she must reply in all honesty.

“Yes.”

“Then you understand,” Sara said. “Or perhaps you don’t. When I am in love, I just have to go full out, a hundred per cent! I suffocate the poor devil! I realise that he never gets a chance to come up for air, and sooner or later he gets claustrophobia and he can’t get away from me quick enough. But can I stop myself? No! Oh, well, there it is. That’s my temperament, I was made like that.”

She had finished repairing her face by now, and she put the mirror and lipstick back into her bag and looked across the carriage at Cynthia.

“If you are in love,” she suggested, “you marry him quick. Don’t give him time to get tired of you. She who hesitates loses her man, and I have lost Ralph...”

Her voice faltered on the last words and the tears came back into her eyes.

“I’m making a fool of myself, aren’t I?” she asked fiercely. “I can’t help it. I suppose I shall forget him in time, but I shall never love anyone quite so much. The charm of that man!”

She talked of Ralph for the rest of the journey. Cynthia realised it was a relief for her to be able to talk to someone, and despite herself she became interested, not so much in Ralph, whom she diagnosed as a thoroughly selfish, spoilt young man, but in Sara. Underneath her rather showy manner, Cynthia recognised a warm heart and a big, generous nature. It was obvious that Sara would always get herself involved in love affairs, which would end badly, for she was too spontaneous, too emotional to do anything but go bald-headed for the thing she wanted. She had vitality, a certain strength of personality combined with an attractive, somewhat voluptuous body, and a not very perceptive mind, yet her charm was undeniable.

“What has happened to your husband?” she asked, for Sara had told her that she had been married.

“He walked out on me many years ago,” Sara replied. “He was American, one of the most attractive playboys you have ever seen. We were happy together for exactly six months, and then he got tired of me. I think if we had managed to stay together things would have been different. I loved him. I wanted to settle down and have children. That was certainly not Benny’s idea, and quite frankly I was too jealous of him. I made scenes, and scenes were the one thing that Benny could never get used to, so he left me, and his lawyers fixed up quite handsome alimony so long as I left him alone. So I came back to Europe and have just been drifting about ever since.”

“Drifting about” was the right term Cynthia thought, for in conversation Sara was naively revealing. There had been a Spaniard she had adored, only he had been called home from the Embassy in Paris. There had been a Frenchman who had been careful not to confuse love with marriage, but unfortunately had not remembered to mention his married state until Sara had fallen head over heels in love with him, there had been an Italian, an Austrian, and lastly – Ralph.

“I’m a fool where men are concerned,” Sara said, not once but over and over again – and the more she learned about her, the more Cynthia was forced to admit that it was true.

And yet though they were so utterly unlike in temperament and outlook, the two women had become friends. Sara had stayed for a month in Calcutta, hoping against hope that Ralph would change his mind and come down and see her, but when finally she had left for home, she and Cynthia had parted with warm promises of keeping in touch whatever the future might hold.

Sara was about the only friend that Cynthia had made in Calcutta – none the less in the long months that followed, the thought of her had slipped entirely from her mind, and it was with somewhat of a start that she had recognised Sara in London a week before when she had gone to collect some of her belongings from the quiet hotel at which she had put up on her return home. Sara had been standing in the hall, and it was her voice that Cynthia heard first, that low, husky, arresting voice.

“But haven’t you got anything cheaper?” she was asking. “I may be staying several weeks.”

“Sara!”

“Cynthia!”

There was astonishment in Sara’s voice, and then she had held out her arms.

“Darling! I have never been so glad to see anyone. I was feeling so blue, so fed up that I would have welcomed even my worst enemy, but to see you is just marvellous. What are you doing here? When did you get home? I wrote to you only a fortnight ago.”

“I ought to have let you know that I was on my way home,” Cynthia said apologetically, “but I was so horribly ill that when they put me on the ship, I was just too exhausted to do anything but lie there and feel angry because I didn’t want to leave India.”

“Come and tell me all about it,” Sara said, tucking her arm through Cynthia’s and adding over her shoulder to the girl at the reception-desk, “All right, I will take the room, although I think it’s highway robbery.”

“Are you staying here?” Cynthia asked.

Sara nodded. “I suppose so. I can’t really afford it.”

“But it’s cheap in comparison with other hotels.”

“Nothing is cheap to me at the moment,” Sara explained. “Benny’s been killed in an air crash and the alimony’s stopped. My dear, I am on my uppers I can tell you. I shall be all right, of course. I’ve got my jewellery and various other things, which should be worth a fortune, but I don’t want to start selling until I have looked around a bit. You know what it is if you are in a hurry, you’re always the loser.”

“You certainly look prosperous enough,” Cynthia said as they settled themselves in a quiet corner of the lounge.

That indeed was putting it politely, for Sara not only looked prosperous, but exotically expensive. Her hair was even more golden than it had been in India, the huge diamond clips she wore were in flamboyant contrast with the simplicity of a beautifully cut, exaggeratedly simple dress, and the rings on her long, crimson-nailed fingers, flashed and glimmered in the sunshine as she moved her hands.

“Tell me about yourself,” Sara suggested somewhat belatedly after half an hour when she had talked incessantly of her own troubles and difficulties.

Somewhat hesitantly Cynthia told her about the Dower House and her decision to live there, at any rate until she felt stronger.

“It sounds divine!” Sara exclaimed. “Oh, Cynthia, if you only knew how I long for a rest in the country, for the smell of English lavender, the feeling of peace and quiet! I want a holiday, that’s my trouble.”

There was nothing else Cynthia could do except ask her down to stay, and she had known by Sara’s quick acceptance and by the relief on her face just how much the invitation had meant. Only now, when the moment of her arrival was imminent, did Cynthia question the wisdom of having invited her. Somehow, she could not imagine Sara at the Dower House, could not picture her doing nothing but lie in the garden and eat the good meals that Rose prepared so skilfully. Sara always seemed to be the centre of excitement, emotional disturbances and the giddy social whirl. 

‘Well, if she is bored, she can always go,’ Cynthia told herself. ‘I’ll go and pick some flowers for her room,’ she thought and, getting to her feet, she moved across the cream-panelled drawing room to open the French window at the far end of the room that led into the garden. She walked across the smooth green lawn towards the rose garden – yet when she reached it, she did not stop but passed on to the cool shade of the rhododendron walk which led her into the shrubbery.
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