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CHAPTER I


CHARLOTTE stood listening to the silence in the house, and it was the most impressive silence she had ever heard in her life. If the house had been empty for centuries it could not have been more deathly still and waiting for something to shatter it. If one cocked one’s head one could hear the solemn booming of the waves on the beach at the foot of the cliff on which Tremarth had been built, but this was purely background music… a serious dirge that went on and on and changed its tempo only with the changing of the weather.
Charlotte looked up at the portrait of Great- Aunt Jane above the fireplace in the hall. Great-Aunt Jane must have been painted at the phase of her life when she was abandoning all thoughts of getting married and sampling the wilder delights of living, and the grimness of her shapely lips indicated not so much resignation as a painful acceptance of an Unkind Fate. Undoubtedly Jane Woodford had been designed for matrimony, for she had an excellent skin and slightly sensuous curves, and her beautiful big brown eyes fringed with long and luxuriant eyelashes were the eyes that had been passed on to her great-niece.
Charlotte moved closer and looked up at the portrait intently. She could only very dimly remember Aunt Jane, but the little she did remember made her wish she could remember more. Aunt Jane had smelled of lavender water and had seemed amiable and indulgent enough to a five-year-old, but always unapproachable. She had bestowed sweets and a pat on the head occasionally, but had frowned at a raised voice and the sudden slamming of a door. She lived in a world where the carpets were thick and the long velvet curtains that hung at most of the windows imprisoned a good deal of the sound that went on around her, and fortunately for her there were no such things as motor-car exhausts in her day, or holiday-makers trailing caravans over the cliffs.
She would probably have protested violently at the sight of a party of holiday makers sunbathing at the foot of the cliffs if she had come upon them by accident; but again, fortunately for her, the beach below Tremarth was sacrosanct in her day. The only people who ventured near it were collectors of fossils and those interested in marine life- cultivated dilettante types who went on walking tours, and occasionally stayed at neighbouring houses.
But now Tremarth had been handed down to Jane’s great-niece, Charlotte Woodford… and in addition to the house Charlotte had inherited her jewellery and her trinkets, and indeed everything she died possessed of. The very gold cross she wore in the portrait – a gold cross studded with fine-quality pearls – was held close in Charlotte’s hand as she looked up at her.
Poor Great-Aunt Jane, she thought. For years she had lived in a kind of private nursing- home-cum-guest-house, owing to failing health, and Tremarth had been shut up and had stored away the silence that so impressed the new owner.
She walked swiftly through the house and returned to the great kitchen, where the enormous dresser was stacked with some very handsome china. It was all so vast and in a way pretentious that she wondered what she was going to do with it. There were so many rooms, and they were all filled with extremely valuable furniture, and most of those rooms had wonderful outlooks over the sea. Tremarth would undoubtedly make a wonderful hotel or guesthouse, but she couldn’t see herself running the place as a guesthouse. She had no experience, for one thing, and she had a kind of feeling that Aunt Jane would object very strongly.
She put through a telephone call to her friend Hannah Cootes, in London, and urged her to catch the next train down to Cornwall.
“It’s the sort of house you’ll love,” she told her, “and apart from that I don’t think I could bear to spend a night here alone. Every room is full of the sea, if you know what I mean. The light of the sea is on every ceiling, and the smell of the sea seems to be everywhere. In addition there is a strong odour of potpourri and decaying furniture. I’m very much afraid the woodworm has got at some of it.”
“What a pity… I mean, how wonderful! ” Hannah, at the other end, declared with fervour.
“You mean the woodworm?”
“No, the sea… and the house, of course! I’ve masses of work, but I don’t think I can bear to stay away. What are you proposing to do yourself? I mean, are you going to live there?”
“I’ll try it for a time, once you get here. I’ll spend to-night at the local inn.”
“You tempt me sorely. I can just picture you enjoying a candlelit dinner in some smuggling hostelry -”
“There may still be smugglers on this part of the coast, but I doubt it – And the landlord of the Three Sailors doesn’t look as if he’s the type who goes in for candlelit dinners. He’s probably famous for his lobsters, but I’ll know more about that by this time to-morrow. Do you think you could catch the morning train?”
“And bring my work with me?”
“Of course. You can have a suite of rooms to yourself… absolutely no one to disturb you. So long as you come!”
“I’ll come,” Hannah promised.
“Good.” Charlotte felt relief course through her. “I’ll meet you at Truro station. And now this place is getting a bit eerie, so I’ll make for the Three Sailors. Aunt Jane’s portrait is hanging above the fireplace in the hall, and she looks a bit ghostly in the gloom.”
“I expect the house is haunted,” Hannah said cheerfully at the other end.
“Don’t!” Charlotte exclaimed. Then she decided that if Aunt Jane haunted the place she’d learn to put up with her.
Nevertheless, once the telephone receiver had been returned to its rest and the unbroken silence of the house clamped down again she did feel a decided urge to escape as quickly as possible. The hall, with its mellow panelling and sombre portraits, great stone fireplace and tall windows – one of them inset with what looked like an armorial bearing – was gathering shadows so quickly that she could almost see them crowding in on her, while outside, in the brilliance of the early evening, the emerald lawns sloping down to the sea and the gay flower borders that had been maintained meticulously despite the owner’s absence might have been part of another world.
The sea, with the sparkle of western sun on it, the green-clad cliffs, the overhanging arc of blue sky, the snowy-breasted gulls circling the wide heavens… they were all calling to her, and calling to her insistently, and she gathered up her handbag and gloves and darted out through the gardens to her car, which she had left on the drive in front of the entrance porch. She didn’t even stop to make sure the French window by which she left the house was locked, and as she shot off down the drive she was uneasily aware that she had panicked, for no reason, except that the house was empty, and those shadows had seemed to want to engulf her.
Beside her in the car was Waterloo, her black spaniel, and she told him about the gardens in which he could roam when they moved in the following day, and she also told him that his Aunt Hannah was coming to join them. Waterloo who was a fairly old dog, more interested in humans than gardens, wagged his tail at the mention of Hannah Cootes, who was a prime favourite with him.
The landlord of the Three Sailors had already reserved a room for Charlotte. His wife showed her to it, and a cheerful Cornish waitress attended to Charlotte’s wants in the dining-room. There was no lobster on the menu, but the roast chicken was excellent, and Charlotte thoroughly enjoyed her meal.
Afterwards she carried her coffee into the small and rather stuffy visitors’ lounge, watched television for about twenty minutes, and then decided it was high time she did something about Waterloo’s evening meal. She went into the bar, where the landlord was dispensing liquid refreshment to various locals, and asked him whether he would see to it that the animal was properly fed.
The landlord beamed at her immediately, and assured her that his wife had already attended to Waterloo’s needs. Charlotte noticed a man at the bar, quite unlike the other customers, who were exchanging light badinage in the cheerful atmosphere, and it was while she was attempting to make up her mind about ordering an innocuous drink, in order to prevent the landlord receiving the impression that she considered the company of his locals a little beneath her, that he spoke.
He had a slightly bored expression, and, in fact, a faintly jaded air.
His smile was sardonically twisted, and his cool grey eyes as cold as steel.
“It’s Miss Woodford, isn’t it?” he asked, while he calmly selected another cigarette from his case and lit it.
“Yes,” she answered, her slim eyebrows shooting upwards in surprise. “But how did you know?”
“I study hotel registers.” His lopsided smile was somehow disquieting and definitely tinder- valuing. “It’s a useful habit when you want to find out something.”
“And you wanted to find out something about me?”
“As a matter of fact, I know quite a lot about you already.” He offered her his cigarette-case, but she shook her head.
“I don’t smoke.”
“And you don’t drink? Or very little? The occasional sherry before dinner, and that sort of thing?”
“How – how do you know?” She felt inclined to stammer and for no particular reason she felt annoyed. She was not in the habit of entering into conversation with complete strangers and discussing with them her various addictions, while their eyes flickered over her almost disdainfully and they looked drily amused.
This particular stranger was well-dressed and had the hallmark of being affluent, and she had observed that his cigarette-case was an expensive gold one adorned with a rather flamboyant set of initials. His shirt cuffs were immaculate and his tie seemed vaguely familiar. He was personable in a dark and very slightly forbidding fashion, and must have been somewhere in his early thirties.
“The way you hesitated just now, when trying to make up your mind about ordering a drink. You don’t frequent bars, but you’re sensitive about injuring other people’s feelings. The landlord is eager to be of service to you, and you think that’s very nice.”
“Well?”
She stared at him, her slim figure very erect; her shapely head with its cap of gleaming cop- per-beach hair aflame in the light that streamed down on it from an old-fashioned hanging lantern.
“But I don’t think he’s being unnaturally attentive when you’re Miss Charlotte Woodford of Tremarth, and you’re extremely attractive… if you don’t mind my saying so! ”
The landlord was preoccupied with one of his customers, but Charlotte glanced at him and bit her lip.
“I’d like some more coffee, landlord, if you don’t mind bringing it over to this table in the comer,” she requested in a singularly clear voice.
“Of course, miss… Certainly, miss!”
There was no doubt about it, she was a popular customer.
The dark man in the impeccable grey tailoring followed her over to her table in the comer.
“I wonder if you’ll permit me to introduce myself?” he asked, as if he had every intention in any case of doing so.
Her white eyelids fluttered, and her dark eyelashes lifted above her big brown eyes.
“Must you?” she asked in her turn.
She saw a flash of even white teeth as he smiled.
“It isn’t really necessary, because you do already know me. But it’s a very long time ago since we met – when you were only five. I used to give you rides round the orchard at Tremarth on my shoulders… remember?”
She gasped as she stared up at him. From the moment that her eyes alighted on him perched on a high stool at the bar strange things had been happening to her. She felt as if her memory was being tugged at. Few people can remember clearly the faces they encountered when they were five years old, but this one must have created for itself a niche somewhere in the deep recesses of her unplumbed retentive consciousness. She would have been exaggerating outrageously if she said that she recognised him. But memory was already beginning to stir a little, like a sleeper awaking from a prolonged state of trance, and she knew why those sardonically marked black eyebrows, and those disturbing grey eyes, had puzzled her. They had intrigued her against her will. And now she knew the reason why.
“But it can’t possibly be true,” she protested, still staring up at him. “You were so many years older – ”
“I was fifteen,” he told her, “and you, as I have just reminded you, were five.”
“You were away at school. But you came to Tremarth to stay with your uncle.”
“And you were staying with your Great-Aunt Jane.”
“My aunt didn’t like you. She discouraged your visits.”
“Because her house had once belonged to my family, and she disliked to think of herself as a usurper. That was precisely what she was, however. And she was not even a Cornish-woman!”
“You’re Richard Tremarth!”
“I am.” And he bowed slightly and mockingly from the waist. “One of your earliest admirers! Have I your permission to sit down and talk to you?”
Charlotte could think of no reason why she should be discourteous enough to refuse him this permission. True, the memories – such very, very faint and faded memories – he aroused had a kind of backwash of unpleasantness. She had disliked being carried on his shoulders round the orchard at Tremarth, and the childish perspicacity that had enabled her to sense that her Great-Aunt Jane was almost hostile towards him had no doubt shaped her own attitude of badly veiled dislike and mistrust. He was the local doctor’s nephew, and he visited Cornwall two or three times a year. His people were rich – his parents, that is – but it appeared that they were always abroad. Young Richard didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. In fact, to Charlotte he was a slightly unnatural boy already approaching manhood, who cared for very little except sailing and Tremarth.
She recollected now that he had seemed passionately devoted to Tremarth. He had taken photographs of it with his expensive German camera and carried them back to school with him in one of his opulent pigskin suitcases, and he had spent hours on the terrace trying to paint the south wall that overlooked the sea. But he was no artist, and his efforts had made her laugh – a little cruelly, as she realised now. She had had beech-brown curls and elfin dark eyes, and although she had had a wholesome fear of her impressive elderly aunt she had had no fear at all of the doctor’s dark, intense nephew. Quite the contrary, in fact. She had provoked him with the shamelessness of a far older specimen of her sex, and although she accepted sweets from him, and allowed him to take her out in his boat, she never thanked him for these favours.
She had told him on one occasion that she hated him. And now that she recalled it, she was not entirely surprised. He had been so extraordinarily possessive about Tremarth, saying that her aunt had no right to live in it. and one day he would buy it back. He would force her to part with it because it was the cradle of the Tremarth family, and he was more proud of being a Tremarth than he was of being English. She simply hadn’t understood why he had seemed to despise the English. He had insisted that he was Cornish.
And one day he intended to settle down in Cornwall. It was his background… his heritage.
“Well, well,” she exclaimed, as she watched him take a seat at her table and study her over the top of it. “Life is strange, isn’t it? I never expected a bit of my past to creep up on me when I returned to Cornwall.”
Richard, who was six feet two in his socks and as lean and lithe as a greyhound, smiled.
“I’m flattered to be described as a bit of your past.”
“You know what I mean_” She felt annoyed again.
“I’d honestly forgotten you. But then that isn’t really surprising, is it? I was only a baby. And to me you were neither fish nor flesh, if you follow my meaning. You were not another child I could play with, and you were not really a man. You were something in between, and you puzzled me.”
“If you’d had brothers and sisters I would not have puzzled you at all.” “No; but I hadn’t any brothers or sisters. I was – and still am – an only child.”
“I was an only child, too,” he told her. She studied him with rather more interest. He was astonishingly good-looking, really, in a dark and saturnine way. His eyes were quite extraordinary, and they fascinated her. She wanted to look away, but his eyes would not allow this, and they stared at one another, the colour stealing slowly into her deliciously creamy cheeks as she recognised that his whole expression was mocking her. She knew enough about men to realise that he found her attractive, but the curve of his mouth was hard and cynical. He had a square jaw that jutted ominously, and she wondered what it would be like to thwart him.
And then she found herself blushing furiously because it was such an extraordinary thing to think only a few minutes after making the discovery that she had known him in the past.
If he noticed the blush, his expression did not alter. He merely began to press her for information.
“So you haven’t been back to Cornwall for some time?”
“Not since I was five.” A dimple played for a moment at one comer of her mouth, and then vanished. “My great-aunt’s health deteriorated soon after that, and I never saw her again. She left Tremarth to my father, but he also is dead.”
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.
Charlotte found it necessary to lower her eyelashes. She shrugged.
“Like your father he travelled abroad a good deal,” she told him, “and in fact he died abroad. He was an archaeologist.”
“And your mother?”
“I’m sorry to say that they parted. But she’s dead, too, now.”
She thought that his expression grew slightly sombre, and his grey eyes harder between the short thick fringes of his very black eyelashes.
“So we’re both orphans,” he remarked. “But I’ve been an orphan for many years – and I’m used to it.”
“Your uncle?” she enquired politely. “I remember he was Aunt Jane’s doctor.”
“Dead, too, but one of my pleasant memories. I was fond of him.”
“I’m sorry,” she murmured automatically.
The landlord had brought a tray of coffee to their table, and had thoughtfully added another cup, but Richard Tremarth refused to be tempted when Charlotte poised the coffee-pot near the rim of his cup.
“Thank you,” he said absent-mindedly, “but I loathe coffee.”
He was frowning as he lighted yet another cigarette.
“You smoke too much,” she remarked, without passing to reflect that it was no concern of hers.
Tremarth shrugged.
“We all have one particular vice, and mine is not smoking.” She watched as the smoke crept upwards in a column and surrounded his sleek dark head. “I heard that Miss Woodford had died, and I came down here to take a nostalgic look at the house. You may remember that I once expressed the determination to possess it myself one of these days.”
“Yes,” she replied, “I do remember that.” “We all have dreams, but some of them are not very practical. However – ” He glanced at her swiftly and then away. “Any objection to my having a look over the house since you’re here, and I’m here, too?”
“None whatsoever,” she assured him.
“I take it you’re not planning to live there yourself?”
“I really don’t know…She sounded surprised. “It’s too soon to make up my mind. To be honest, I’m not yet accustomed to the idea that I own the house.”
“And the contents?” He shot the question at her. “Your aunt left you everything, of course?” “Everything except an income to maintain the place. She died very badly off, I’m afraid.” She was amazed by the appearance of relief in his face.
“Then you can’t even contemplate living there yourself?”
“I’ve told you I’ve no idea what I’m going to do with it-”
“But a young woman of your age! Alone – in a house like that!” Relief gave place to an alert hardness that widened her eyes and aroused in her the beginnings of real resentment. “I mean, you’re not even married. Or are you?” Suspicion edged his voice and narrowed his eyes while, to her astonishment, his fist on the table clenched itself until the knuckles showed up white and gleaming in the rays that were streaming from the ship’s lantern overhead. “You’re not just calling yourself Miss Woodford and living apart from a husband, or anything of that sort?”
“Well, really! ” she gasped.
“Are you?” he persisted, his mouth like a steel trap.
“Certainly not!” She couldn’t remember feeling so indignant for a long time. “For one thing I don’t believe in married couples living apart, and for another I’m not even – engaged!”
“Good!” He relaxed so completely that she could almost have deceived herself that she had imagined that alteration in his expression. She saw his even, well-cared-for white teeth again as he smiled across the table at her, and between his thick eyelashes his grey eyes actually softened. “Then there’s no one to tell you what you must or must not do? You are your own mistress?”
“I hope so.”
“And you probably have a job of some sort?” “I run a typewriting bureau with a friend. She’s carrying on without me at the moment.” He looked as satisfied as if she had supplied him with a very useful piece of information.
He rose from the table unexpectedly.
“You must forgive me if I say good-night to you now,” he said. “Whenever I pay a short visit to Cornwall I like to make the most of it. The tide’s out and the moon will be up in another ten minutes or so” – he consulted his watch – “and I want to take a walk. Discovering the old familiar places is one of my favourite occupations when I’m down here at Tremarth.”
She looked up at him in some surprise. Even by the light of a Cornish moon, discovering old familiar places might be a trifle difficult at that late hour of the day.
“Good hunting,” she replied carelessly, as she poured herself another cup of coffee and realised even as she did so that it would probably keep her awake when she took herself upstairs to her room. “I hope you’ve got cat’s eyes. Or perhaps you normally take your exercise when other people are thinking of going to bed?”
He looked down at her unsmilingly.
“If you’re visiting the house to-morrow, may I go with you? I don’t want to be a nuisance, but I would like to look over it again.”
“Of course,” she answered immediately. “As a matter of fact, I’m leaving here to-morrow morning after breakfast, and shall be staying at Tremarth after that. At any rate, for a while -”
He looked down at her intently.
“Thank you,” he said, “I have my own car. I’ll simply follow you up to the house as soon as I see you leave.”
She was about to call after him that she was sorry she couldn’t offer him lunch because there were no stores, as yet, at Tremarth, but he swept out of the bar with a few quick strides, and she was left with the impression of someone who was a complete and – she suspected – rather ruthless stranger, and a memory that didn’t actually link up with that stranger.
The Richard Tremarth she had known when she was a child had found her a nuisance, but had gone out of his way to please her. This man was not as pliable and she could not imagine him going out of his way to please anyone. He was very much a self-contained unit who conveyed to her the strong impression that he was not visiting that part of the world because of nostalgia, but because he had some sort of an axe to grind.
She said good-night to the landlord and made her way up to her room in the quaint centuries-old inn. Her bed was turned down, and the room itself looked very inviting, but after switching on the light for a moment she switched it off again and went across to the window. Below it lay the cobbled village street, a small opening opposite at the end of which she could see the sea.
Richard Tremarth had been quite right about the moment when the moon would rise, for it was already lifting itself above the rooftops and shedding a light across the placidly heaving sea. From where she stood at her window she could see a semi-circle of glistening white beach, and some dark cliffs looming above it. She could also see a tall figure striding out across the sand, making for the line of cliffs and looking very purposeful, and not in the least as if his sole purpose was to enjoy himself.
A faint frown drew her slim eyebrows together. Since they were such old friends, why hadn’t he asked her to accompany him? After all, as he had reminded her, he had once given her piggy-back rides round the orchard at Tremarth.
Try as she would, she couldn’t imagine him giving her anything but a few formal minutes of his time after this lapse of so many years.



CHAPTER II


SHE was enjoying the sunshine on the terrace when he drove up in his car the following day. It was a silver-grey Italian car, and one that was built for speed. When Tremarth alighted from it, also wearing a rather pale shade of grey, there seemed to the watching eyes of Charlotte something lean and almost greyhound-like about him.
He ascended the worn steps of the terrace in a single bound, and stood beside her in the sunshine. He smiled at her in the faintly onesided way that he had smiled at her the evening before.
“I saw you leave,” he said. “I hope you didn’t feel as if I was trailing you.”
She glanced up at him in some surprise.
“Good gracious, no…why should I?” She didn’t know why but with his eyes regarding her somewhat critically – or so she thought
– she felt nervous and a trifle awkward. For no reason at all, she had dressed herself with particular care, and the morning itself was not any fairer than she was, with her warm creamy skin that went with her red-gold hair overlaid with just the faintest tinge of pink.
There was no doubt about it, she felt on the defensive, and there was a crispness in her speech that made her voice sound rather hard and waspish. She was wearing a slim dress of light blue silk, and her small feet were encased in neat white shoes with a medium heel. She had decided against the sort of beach-kit she had brought with her, and which she had intended to wear on such a delightful June day, because somehow she had suspected that Richard was looking upon this visit as a formal affair. And as the new mistress of Tremarth she wanted to be formal, too.
“Will you come this way,” she said. She led the way through open French windows into the drawing-room. It was the loveliest room in the house, and he must have remembered it. She saw his eyes rove round it appreciatively, and his head went back restlessly. The room was in shadow, for that side of the house did not get the full blaze of the sun until the afternoon, but dimness suited this room, for it was a kind of oasis of tranquillity, with white-panelled walls and a quiet grey carpet covering every inch of the floor space.
There were chairs and couches upholstered in silvery-grey damask and brocade, a waterfall of silver-grey damask at each of the windows, and some delightful side tables and charming pictures on the walls… There were- cabinets full of china and the kind of bric-a-brac a house accumulates over the years, a chessboard with carved ivory pieces set out on one of the tables, and a baby grand piano.
Tremarth walked up to it and tried the notes, with a smile of appreciation curving his lips.
“I remember this,” he said. “I remember strumming on it on several occasions when your aunt was out of the room.”
Charlotte did not answer.
“The room is very much as it always was,” was all she said.
Then she turned and led the way into the dining-room, which adjoined at right angles the drawing-room. It, too, was very much as it had always been – except that some of the more valuable pictures had been sold in recent years. There was a magnificent long dining-table of highly polished mahogany, a side-board that should have gleamed with Georgian silver only most of it was badly tarnished and awaiting the ministrations of someone who loved silver, and a very handsome fireplace with a portrait above it.
Richard Tremarth glanced up at the portrait, and then stood rather rigidly in front of it for several seconds. Charlotte glanced at him almost apprehensively, for she knew that the portrait above the mantelpiece represented a Tremarth – one of Richard’s direct ancestors.
He was a portly gentleman in an eighteenth-century wig, and from the uniform he wore he must have been an admiral. Richard appeared transfixed by him and his florid complexion and light grey eyes – actually not at all unlike Richard’s own, save that they held rather more of a nautical twinkle. Charlotte could picture him inhaling snuff and being very gallant to the ladies. Richard Tremarth had his back to her, and so far he seemed scarcely aware of her presence.
“I think my Great-Aunt Jane must have bought Tremarth complete with contents when she took it over,” she observed. “A lot of the things here she added to it, of course, but much of the furniture went with the house.”
Tremarth nodded – a little grimly, she thought.
“That is correct,” he-said. “Miss Woodford took the place over lock, stock and barrel. My Great-Uncle Joseph was in financial difficulties, and he had to part with the place.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, and then it occurred to her that really she was not sorry.
Waterloo accompanied them from room to room as they made their inspection of the house. Charlotte was very devoted to her dog, whom she had rescued from rather an unhappy way of life, and she had felt her spine stiffen with resentment when Tremarth had at first ignored her favourite companion. But after padding behind them up the stairs on their way to the first floor, Waterloo managed to insinuate himself alongside the tall, aloof figure in immaculate grey, and when they looked into the magnificent master suite which Aunt Jane herself had occupied before she went into the nursing home, the dog’s cold nose accidentally brushed against Tremarth’s hand, and he looked down in surprise that resulted in his whole face becoming illuminated by a smile.
“Hullo, old chap,” he said. “What’s your name?”
“Waterloo,” Charlotte answered for him.
Richard’s eyes gleamed, and his white teeth flashed engagingly in contrast with his deeply- tanned skin.
“An unusual name for a dog,” he remarked, “but highly suitable for an occupant of this house.”
And Charlotte knew he was thinking of the admiral downstairs, and of the various military gentlemen whose portraits adorned the walls, and perhaps of one or two of the very elegant Regency ladies who must have tripped up and down the stairs – such a splendid curving staircase. She went ahead of Tremarth into the nursery wing, and showed him the room in which she herself had once slept. There was an old rocking-chair leaning a little decrepitly in front of the nursery fireguard, and on the bookshelves there were still dogeared copies of the books she had thumbed years ago while searching eagerly for the colourful prints they contained.
Richard, in very much the same manner that he had tried the keys of the piano, selected one of the books and opened it at random. It was a very early copy of Through The Looking Glass, and Charlotte felt ashamed when she recognised her own handiwork with a crayon. Almost defiantly – because she felt sure he would be critical – she told him:
“I did that! ”
Very much to her surprise he looked up at her and smiled – and it was the nicest smile she had yet seen on his face.
“You would,” he said, almost as if he was humouring her. “You were a very diligent young woman with a pencil, I remember. Only unfortunately you didn’t make much sense! ” They returned to the ground floor of the house, and she had the feeling that he was clearing the decks for action, as it were, and getting down to the real reason why he had happened to visit Cornwall at the same time as herself.
He started to prowl restlessly up and down the hall, which was now flooded with sunshine because the front door was standing wide open to all the brilliance of the morning. He had a habit of taking long strides, and his footfalls rang firmly on the floorboards. The long shafts of sunlight played over him and his erect figure. Charlotte was, in spite of herself, fascinated by the shimmer of his sleek dark hair and the faint ripple of a wave that there was in it. She experienced a fancy that one of his forebears on the wall appeared to be looking down at him with benevolence.
“Well now,” he said, stopping short in his pacing and swinging round to confront her, “I might as well tell you why I’ve taken up so much of your time this morning. It wasn’t solely because I wanted to renew my association with Tremarth.”
“No?” She looked up at him in a very level and direct way, while almost absent-mindedly one of her hands played with Waterloo’s ears.
“No,” The light friendliness had gone, and his expression was purely businesslike. “I won’t beat about the bush, because no doubt your time is valuable as well as my own. I want to buy Tremarth – and I want to get the details settled up as quickly as possible.” “What!”
She looked as if she was not entirely certain she had heard him right.
He repeated:
“I want to buy Tremarth. I’ll give you any price you care to ask for it. You may or may not know that I’m not a poor man, and money as such means little to me. Just name your price, and you can have it. Of course I’d like to have the furniture, too – or most of it!
– and your price must cover that. It might be better if you get someone to value it for you, although my firm, which deals in priceless antiques and distributes them all over the world, can undertake that job for you. I give you my word they will be completely fair and there is no possible danger that your interests will be disregarded. They will, in fact, have instructions beforehand to be meticulously fair, and after that I can assure you I shall be over-generous rather than under. So how soon would it be convenient for me to send someone down?”
Charlotte was more fascinated by his flood of eloquence than by what he was saying. He had conducted his tour of the house in almost oppressive silence – apart from the one or two observations he had made and the remarks he had flung at Waterloo; but now, it seemed, he could not repeat himself too often, and it was his repetitions that finally secured Charlotte’s full and amazed attention.
She took Waterloo by the collar and shut him out on the terrace; then she said to Tremarth that he had better-return with her to the drawing-room. A little impatiently, for one who admired the place so much, he accompanied her.
Once inside the room Charlotte assembled her brightest wits and delivered what she personally considered a particularly final type of speech.
“I don’t know what gave you the idea that I might be willing to sell this house, Mr. Tremarth, but I do assure you I have no such intention of parting with it. At any rate not for the moment. A few months from now I may have come to some decision about the house, but for the present I’m well content to try living in it – despite the fact that they may be a little difficult.”
“It will certainly be extremely difficult.” His brows were bent and he was gazing at her as if he simply could not credit the evidence of his ears. “For one thing, it badly needs modernisation… and I don’t suppose you have any domestic staff available?”
“I believe there’s a daily woman who comes up from the village to open the windows and remove the surplus dust – that sort of thing.” She smiled at him as if she fully realised how inadequate that kind of assistance might turn out to be. “And a friend is coming to stay with me for a few weeks, so between us we shall manage. In fact, I’m looking forward to giving the place a magnificent spring-clean.”
She walked across to the piano and ran her finger across the ebony top of it. She held it up for his inspection.
“See? The daily woman isn’t all that good.” “Good?” His voice sounded explosive. “You could hardly expect a village woman to keep this place as it should be kept – ”
“I don’t.” She continued to smile at him, almost sweetly. “That’s why I’m looking forward to the arrival of Hannah Cootes. As a matter of fact, she’s on her way down from London at this very minute… I’m picking her up at the station this afternoon.”
“And you won’t sell?”’ His voice was hard and icy.
“I’ve told you, not at the moment. If you like to contact the local estate agent in, say, three months’ time, you might possibly discover that I’m open to offers.”
“I can make you my offer here and now. You’ll never get anyone else to be so generous!”
“Why not?” She leaned against the piano and. regarded him with a bright and curious gleam in her eyes. “After all, you may be rich
– and presumably because you’re rich you don’t want to do anything with the house, such as turn it into a hotel – but there are all sorts of people motivated solely by the eagerness to make money who might see in Tremarth a very valuable property. You must admit it would make a wonderful hotel or country club – ”
She was quite alarmed by the bleak ferocity of his expression.
“If you turn Tremarth into something of that sort, I – ” He drew a long breath. “I simply won’t allow it! ”
“You can’t prevent me, Mr. Tremarth,” she reminded him sweetly.
He took a few obviously agitated turns up and down the room, and then returned to her with his pocketbook in his hand. From it he removed an impeccable slip of pasteboard and placed it in front of her on the piano. She saw that it was beautifully engraved with his name and address in Grosvenor Square, London.
“I don’t think either you or your friend will find it very much fun housekeeping in a house with twenty bedrooms,” he observed in such a tight voice that she realised he was having difficulty controlling his temper. “At any rate, not after the first couple of weeks. So I’m leaving you my card in order that you can get in touch with me. I shall not get in touch with you again myself… but I feel fairly confident you will have a change of heart in a very short time from now – possibly within the next forty-eight hours! – and I have no doubt at all that I shall be hearing from you! It’s fortunate for you that I am a fairly patient man!”
It was not what Charlotte herself would have described him as, seeing the taut look about his mouth and the frustrated gleam in his eyes, but it was his impudent assumption at that moment that impressed her most, and because of the unmistakable red in her hair her temper rose.
“I think it is quite unlikely that you will be hearing from me, Mr. Tremarth,” she emphasised, “either within the next forty-eight hours or the next six months.”
He shrugged his shapely shoulders.
“I have warned you that I’m a patient man.” As if he had suddenly realised that his time was valuable and he was actually wasting some of it he turned away and headed for the drawing-room door. But before he reached it he remembered that he owed her something, and turned and delivered himself of some slightly acid thanks.
“It was good of you to show me over the house,” he pronounced stiffly. “I was not surprised to discover that it’s exactly as I remembered it – even to that coating of dust on the piano. I don’t think your Great-Aunt Jane was exactly well served by her domestics, but at least they were hardly a problem in her way.”
He strode out into the hall, and she followed him more slowly. Just before he disappeared into the blaze of sunshine on the terrace he cast his glance in her direction and wished her a formal good-bye.
She answered mechanically:
“Goodbye…” And then, with a dimple appearing at one comer of her mouth, she added, “Richard!”
Tremarth paused for a moment as if in surprise, and then continued on his way out to his car.
Charlotte drove into Truro that afternoon and met the London train, and the slight gloom that had held her since the morning evaporated when she caught her first glimpse of Hannah’s cheerful countenance.
Hannah Cootes had been her friend since her schooldays, and there was virtually no difference between them in age. But Hannah looked several years older, and she was one of those people who always struck everyone else as ‘sensible’. She had an outdoor complexion, short dark hair, and because of the closeness of her work she invariably wore glasses. She painted miniatures, and was already acclaimed as quite a competent artist. Charlotte, who always itched to take her in hand and dress her just a little bit more smartly, as well as set her hair for her and get her to experiment with one of the more reliable brands of cosmetics, felt her lips curving in amusement when she realised that Hannah had left London in the same old paint-stained corduroy slacks she used when she was working, and for luggage she had only a single suitcase.
Charlotte took it from her and assured her that she was delighted to see her.
Hannah apologised for the working clothes.
“But it was as much as I could do to catch the train, let alone furbish myself up a bit,” she admitted. Then, admiring, her eyes flickered over Charlotte. “But you look wonderful, as always! Why you ever bothered to start a typewriting bureau when you might have been modelling clothes I can’t think.”
Charlotte smiled at her.
“There are any number of girls who look good in clothes,” she assured her admiring friend, “but typing other people’s letters is one sure method of earning a living. However, my future plans are somewhat different now, and I may not return to typing letters. I shall probably sell out my share of the partnership and invest it in something else.”
“Oh!” Hannah’s eyes were bright and questioning as they walked towards Charlotte’s small parked car. “Such as what?” she enquired.
Charlotte glanced round at her almost impishly over her blue clad shoulder.
“Tremarth?” she suggested. “I had an idea this morning, and I may yet make it work!”
On the way back to Tremarth there was so much to talk about that Charlotte did not pursue for the time being whatever plan it was she had formed for the house that had once belonged to her great-aunt. And when they finally arrived at Tremarth Hannah was so full of admiration for its attractive exterior that it seemed a pity to introduce such a purely commercial topic as making the place pay when the new arrival simply wanted to reproduce it on canvas.
“It’s a lovely old house,” she declared. “It’s a long time since I had a go at a really large canvas, but to-morrow I’ll set my easel up on the terrace and see what I can achieve. Luckily I’ve brought several canvases with me – ” it had been difficult to find a place for them in Charlotte’s tiny car – “as well as my oils. I can see that I’m going to have a heavenly time now that I’ve actually arrived!” and she sounded really enthusiastic.
Charlotte smiled at her affectionately and led her inside the house. Hannah’s enthusiasm increased and she practically dissolved into rhapsodies over the splendid hall fireplace and the panelling that was so remarkably well preserved.
“If this house belonged to me,” she declared in a reverential whisper, “I’d settle down and live in it, and I’d never return to London.” “Ah, but you’re an artist,” her friend reminded her, “and artists can settle down almost anywhere if they like the surroundings enough. I’m a very practical person, and I think the kitchen is a bit of a problem… But you’ll discover that later on!”
They ascended the stairs to the room she had got ready for Hannah. It was next door to the one she had selected for herself, and they both had magnificent views, looking directly out to sea, and had the added convenience and touch of intimacy of sharing a bathroom.
Hannah spent some time examining the furniture and assessing its value from the stand point of one who was fairly knowledgeable about such matters, and then they went downstairs to the kitchen to make a pot of tea Waterloo accompanied them, and since he and Hannah were old friends it was a very satisfactory day for the old dog. In the morning he had met a man he had liked – although Charlotte was considerably at a loss to know why he had actually fawned on him. And now Hannah had contrived to stay with them, as evidenced by the luggage she had brought with her, and that gratified Waterloo very much indeed.
Even Hannah, however, was brought up a little short when she saw the size of the kitchen. A coach and horses could have filled it with ease, and left room for a team of outriders. The paintwork was decidedly drab, and the vast kitchen dresser was crowded with china that was unashamedly dusty. The daily woman during her tours of duty had obviously had little time to devote to it, and as Charlotte lifted cups off the hooks she carried them fastidiously over to the sink and washed them under a running tap before drying them on a clean tea-towel.
Hannah nodded in an enlightened way.
“Yes, I see what you mean.” She perched herself on a comer of the big centre table. “But I still think it’s a wonderful place, and you’re lucky it’s yours. Miracles could be achieved with a lick of paint in this kitchen, and I’m not entirely a decorative artist, you know – I can stoop to working with an ordinary pot of house paint, and in fact I’m rather good at it. I painted every inch of the woodwork in my own flat, and if you’d seen it before I did it you’d unhesitatingly acclaim me as nothing short of a miracle-worker.”
“As a matter of fact I did see it,” Charlotte replied. “I happened to call one afternoon when you were up to your neck in high gloss paint.”
“Then you’ll agree that I’m no mean performer, and my services ought to be utilised here. How soon can we get hold of some paint, do you think?”
“We could go into Truro again to-morrow… or we could probably get some locally.” “Splendid! Then let’s try and see what we can do locally.”
But as they sipped tea and ate buttered scones with strawberry jam at the kitchen table Charlotte felt the need to point out to her friend that it might be a wasted effort if they made an attempt to improve the distinctly drab appearance of the kitchen. For one thing, it would involve a lot of paint, and if they were to do the job properly they would have to scrub and treat the woodwork first, and the whole enterprise would take several days of united effort. Unless someone was going to live in the house afterwards – and she emphasised the word live’ deliberately – it seemed hardly worth it to exhaust themselves simply because Hannah was rather skilled at transforming dingy paintwork.
Hannah helped herself to another scone and added a generous topping of strawberry jam to it, and then looked along the length of the table at her friend with rather more of an alert look in her eyes.
“But you kind of implied you had some sort of plan to live here,” she reminded her.
Charlotte looked diffident.
“If I did, it probably wasn’t practical. In fact, I’m reasonably certain it isn’t in the least practical,” she replied.
“But it was a plan? You had some sort of brilliant idea?”
“In a way – ”
“Can you possibly afford to live here without doing something to make the place pay for its upkeep?”
“You know perfectly well that I can’t.”
“Well, then… What was this brilliant idea?”
Charlotte slipped a piece of cake to Waterloo, who demolished it in a flash.
“I dismissed the notion of running it as a hotel, because everyone dreams of turning their home into a hotel when they want to make it pay. And it’s not a very original idea, anyway… But I did think I might have some success if I ran it as a nursing-home.”
“A what?”
A faintly pained expression crossed Charlotte’s delightfully smooth and attractive face.
„I don’t know why you should be so surprised,” she protested. “After all, you have had some experience as a nurse. I mean, you did do two years as a probationer, didn’t you? And if you hadn’t become so obsessed with the idea of painting miniatures you might have stuck at it And although I know nothing at all about nursing I could look after the domestic side… and we could employ people! Just one or two,” rather more vaguely, “when the thing was going well enough to justify the expense. At first it might be a good idea if we catered for convalescent patients only.”
“It would be the only idea,” Hannah offered it as her opinion, without actually wishing to pour cold water on the scheme. “Unless you’ve got a large amount of capital tucked away somewhere you couldn’t possibly equip this place for really ill people. But I’ll admit it’s the ideal location for convalescence. Not only is the house perfect for that sort of thing, but you’re right on top of the sea, and you’ve got extensive gardens and are far removed from any intrusive sounds. It couldn’t be better, in fact, looked at from the point of view of situation – ”
“Well, then?” Charlotte enquired eagerly.
Hannah shook her head.
“For one thing, I’m not a qualified nurse, and I’ve got a job to do even if I were. And unless you’re hand-in-glove with a Harley Street specialist you’ll never get any patients.” “I could advertise,” Charlotte suggested with the same eagerness.
“You still won’t get any patients. Anyway, do you know anything at all about the doctors down here?”
“Not so far. But there must be one quite near. In fact – ” and she broke off.
“Yes?”
“There used to be one with a house down in the cove. He was my Aunt Jane’s doctor… a Dr. Tremarth. His people once lived here at Tremarth…” “How interesting.”
“And when I was a child I played with his nephew who came to stay with him.”
“More and more interesting,” Hannah commented. “In fact, quite absorbing. But I fail to follow your line of reasoning. You’re not suggesting that this Dr. Tremarth might still be functioning as the local G.P.?”
“Of course not! In fact, I know he’s dead.” Hannah’s eyebrows rose.
“Spirit healing?” she suggested. “Or has the nephew taken his place?”
Charlotte rose restlessly and started to prowl about the kitchen. She stood in front of the cold and empty range and regarded it dubiously as she decided to take Hannah more fully into her confidence. She told her about her visitor of the morning… the man who had once, as a mere gangling youth, carried her around her aunt’s orchard and helped her rob the apple trees of their fruit, and who was now so changed that it was difficult to identify him with that slightly besotted youth. For there was no doubt about it, at that time, despite the nuisance value that she had for him, he had been under some sort of a spell that she exercised… a kind of willing slave to all her more precocious whims.
She had responded by treating him with supreme childish arrogance… had pulled his hair and even kicked him at times, when she felt in the mood, and he didn’t come to heel immediately. It was true that at times he had looked as if he would like to give her a jolly good spanking. But he never had.
And now every time his grey eyes flickered over her they did so with a kind of contempt and she had the feeling that his only possible use for young women of her sort was motivated by the knowledge that she stood between him and something he desired ardently… far more ardently than his bleak grey eyes could possibly make one believe.
“He wants to buy Tremarth,” she ended with a bluntness that made the words sound almost brutal. “It’s his family home, and he wants it. And he’s got so much money that I simply have to name my price!”
Hannah sat forward as if her attention had been firmly riveted at last.
“And -?” she asked.
“I’m not going to let him have it. I won’t sell! ”
Hannah drew a long breath that was almost like a breath of acute relief.
“I’m glad,” she said. “If you sell the place I won’t be able to come and stay here… and I’ve every intention of spending my summer holidays here for the next ten years. After that, we’ll see. I’ll probably try Bournemouth, or somewhere like that.”
Charlotte looked very nearly as relieved as her friend sounded.
“Then you do think I’m not just being awkward refusing to sell?”
“Of course I don’t… For one thing, you’ve hardly had a chance yet to find out whether you like it here, and even if you do ultimately sell you ought to allow yourself a brief respite in which to enjoy your sudden inheritance. Your Aunt Jane would probably haunt you for the rest of your life if you handed the place over to a stranger immediately because the colour of his money dazzled you – ”
“But Tremarth isn’t a stranger! His people once lived here.”
“Yes, you’ve already explained that to me. But if family pride is one of their principal virtues why did they ever part with the house in the first instance?” “They were probably hard up -”
“But this young man is rich! ”
Charlotte remembered that Richard had always given the impression of being rich. And, in fact he had admitted it.
“I believe it belonged to another branch of the family. In fact I’m almost sure it was his uncle who sold the place to Great-Aunt Jane.” “Then your great-aunt was probably doing him a service when she bought it.”
Charlotte looked doubtful.
“Aunt Jane wasn’t even Cornish!”
Hannah smiled at her and waved her hands in the air.
“Don’t be sentimental,” she implored. “A business transaction is a business transaction, and at the moment the house is yours. My advice to you is to hang on to it… for a while, at least. I realise you haven’t the money to live here in the same way that your great-aunt lived here, but that doesn’t mean you have to rush into a sale because someone else insists on it! I don’t like the sound of this man one bit. He sounds arrogant and inconsiderate, and he must have followed you all the way down from London when you left it. You say that he was actually staying at the local inn when you arrived?”
“I found out later that he had booked a room by telephone and arrived about half an hour before me.”
Hannah frowned.
“I hope you left him in no doubt that you were unlikely to change your mind?”
“I did.”
“And if he comes here pestering you again I’ll help you deal with him.” Nothing further was said that night about turning Tremarth into a convalescent home, but before they went to bed Hannah put an arm somewhat clumsily about Charlotte’s shoulders and squeezed affectionately.
“When in doubt, do nothing,” she advocated. “Get your bearings… and leave it to your Aunt Hannah to think out some escape from your difficulties if the problem really arises! And now I feel so tired, as a result of all this good sea air that is filling the house, that I expect to sleep like a log in my four-poster bed, and I hope you’ll do so in yours!”
The two girls parted outside Charlotte’s door, and while Hannah went to test the temperature of the bath water in their adjoining bathroom Charlotte walked across to her window and stood looking out across the open expanse of cliff on to which the rambling gardens of Tremarth abutted, and straight out to sea.
It was rather a cloudy night, and there was no moon at this hour. She remembered that on the previous night Richard Tremarth had said he was waiting for the moonrise to discover some of the old familiar places he had known when he was a boy.
She had actually seen him walking on the sands below the inn, and had wondered whether he would have the audacity to peer into darkened caves in which he had once pretended he was a smuggler, or venture into the silent woods that crept down with the creek to the murmuring seas’ edge. She was absolutely certain those woods had figured very largely in his activities when he was a boy, and as this was a nostalgic pilgrimage he was making
– apart from his intention of acquiring Tremarth – he would not overlook one tiny comer that could be revisited, especially once a cold round moon stole up out of the sea.
Charlotte was about to draw her curtains over her window when her eye was caught by something on the cliff top, and she went closer to the glass to concentrate her full attention upon whatever it was. In the end she decided that it was a stationary beam of a pair of dipped car lights, and the vehicle itself was quite indistinguishable in the gloom. She stood listening to the booming voice of the sea breaking on the rocks at the foot of the cliffs, and while she did so the car lights moved slowly forward until they disappeared like pale sword- thrusts into the night.
The last thing she was able to make out before the car finally disappeared was a twinkling rear light that reminded her of the twinkling eye of a ruby under the slow-moving pall of thick white cloud.
The mass of cloud moved out to sea, and the stars shone forth and the motionless surface of the sea became irradiated by a diffusion of moonlight that appeared to be made up of glittering diamond points and mellow primrose light. Impulsively she thrust open her window and leaned out, and the moonlight poured across her hair and gilded the coppery curls.
Below her the gardens were tranquil and sweet, with night. There was a smell of roses floating in the cool night air, and the short sweet turf almost immediately below her window exuded a kind of incense. She felt slightly bemused by the beauty of it all, and she leaned there far longer than might have been wise considering the slight nip from the sea and the feeling of prevailing moisture gathered beneath the centuries-old trees.
Tremarth, she thought…A lovely home that the members of the Tremarth family who had once had the pleasure of living in it must have cherished in the same way that some people – particularly women – cherish jewellery and lovely clothes. She herself had never possessed any valuable jewellery, and most of her clothes were fairly simple because she was unable to afford couture models. But if she had to choose between a Paris wardrobe and the opportunity to go on living in this graceful house that was now hers by right…
“I’d choose Tremarth,” she thought, running her hand lovingly over the sill of the window. “I wish somehow it would become possible for me to go on living here at Tremarth!”



CHAPTER III


THE next day the two girls acquired some pots of paint from the village store and started to touch up the woodwork in the kitchen and other neglected comers of the house. As if by mutual consent they said nothing about the reasons why they were thus attempting to disguise the various weaknesses of the house, behaving as if they had just moved in and were intending to settle down there indefinitely.
Charlotte removed all the cushion covers from the cushions in the drawing-room and washed and ironed and replaced them, attacked the carpets with carpet cleaner and polished the furniture. Mrs. Ricks, the daily woman from the village, put in a somewhat belated appearance, and began an assault on the bedrooms; and Hannah painted away steadily in the kitchen, covering herself and anyone who unwisely approached too near to her with paint, but satisfying herself and Charlotte that the job was worthwhile long before the second day of intensive operations was over.
Mrs. Ricks was a useful cook, and she prepared the girls’ meals; but after so much labour they felt the need of something slightly more tempting than a cold Cornish pasty when they desisted from their efforts and took a bath and changed into fresh un-paint-stained and undust-streaked clothes. They made do with the pasty on the first evening, but the second evening seemed to issue them with a challenge. Charlotte decided that as hostess she must do better for her guest who was already working her passage in a most ungrudging manner, and said they would go down to the Three Sailors and have dinner in a slightly more civilised setting than the kitchen at Tremarth.
Hannah was nothing loath, and put on a smart little black number for the occasion that was rather over-dressy for the Three Sailors, and would have become her even more if she had taken pains with her make-up and adopted a hair-style that was more in keeping with her youth and did not make her look like a severe governess in search of unfamiliar entertainment. Charlotte – following upon the intrusive thought that Richard Tremarth might still be staying at the inn – decided to wear her latest acquisition for a quiet evening away from home, and that was a lemon yellow silk dress over which she draped a black lace mantilla that she had bought on a trip to Spain the previous summer.
The two girls set off in Charlotte’s car, and the landlord of the Three Sailors welcomed them with effusive smiles and assured them he could fit them up with a table in the dining room. Luckily they had chosen one of the occasions when his menu, was quite exceptional, and that meant a bottle – or rather, a half bottle, since they were neither of them heavy drinkers – of wine to accompany the meal, and perhaps a liqueur apiece afterwards.
When they arrived at the liqueur stage, however, Charlotte said she would skip it, remembering that she had to drive them both back to Tremarth; but as the half-bottle of wine in the dining-room was still very nearly half full the landlord did not seem to think there would be much danger of her infringing the laws of driving. He had carried coffee to them in the lounge, and was beaming because of the flattering comments on the meal he had just served to them, when Charlotte asked him whether Mr. Tremarth was still a guest at the inn.
The landlord looked slightly intrigued when she asked the question, and then admitted that Richard Tremarth was still staying with him.
“But he’s a gentleman who likes to come and go when he pleases,” he explained. “He may be in to dinner to-night, and he may not. At the moment he’s out. I think he’s doing what he calls’ ‘rediscovering Cornwall’,” he added, lowering his voice as if to him that was a novel occupation.
Charlotte nodded, and then addressed a remark that had nothing whatsoever to do with Richard Tremarth to Hannah, just in case the landlord might have received the wrong impression. He no doubt remembered that she and Richard had sat at that same table on the night of her arrival in Tremarth, and although it must have struck him that their relationship was not particularly good one could never tell.
On the way back to Tremarth Hannah voiced the thought that Charlotte herself was thinking as she drove over the cliff top in a swirl of cold, white unfriendly mist that had encroached upon them from the sea.
“Your friend Tremarth must either have made up his mind that he’s not going to remove himself until you’ve changed your mind about selling him your house, or else the countryside has really gone to his head and he can’t have enough of it.”
She peered through the swirling white vapour ahead of them, and warned:
“Look out! You were very nearly off the road…”
“Sorry!” Charlotte jammed on her brakes, and then proceeded more cautiously. It was eerie driving through the mist, and she felt as if ghostly fingers were tapping at the windows on either side of her, and behind them the blackness they had left behind seemed intense. “We would pick upon a night like this to go out junketing, wouldn’t we? Not that a dinner commencing with grapefruit and taking in local lobster and apple flan before its grand climax of coffee and no liqueur could honestly be described as junketing! But I’m not really used to this part of the world, and – ”
Headlights pierced the mist and bathed them in a flood of uncanny yellow light, and Charlotte practically gasped as the oncoming car swept past them. It was travelling far too fast for such a night and such a spot, and Hannah, too, gasped:
“The man must be out of his mind! Or else he’s in a tremendous hurry to get somewhere -” “It was Richard Tremarth!” Charlotte had glimpsed him only for a moment, and she had also recognised his gleaming, expensive car. “He’s probably hungry and hoping they’ve kept some dinner for him at the Three Sailors.”
“He’ll never reach the Three Sailors if he continues on his way like that!” Hannah was peering backwards through the rear window at the disappearing tail light of Tremarth’s car, caught up in a pocket of mist. “He’ll go over the cliff! ”
“Oh, don’t!” And Charlotte shuddered so much that she decided it was her own fear of going over the cliff that was affecting her. They were very close to the edge here, and in fact the wall of Tremarth rose up like a bastion on the other side of them and provided her with the uncomfortable feeling that it was literally thrusting them into the sea. The road was quite wide, but allowing for the various indentations in the cliff it was not so wide, and her heart had been in her mouth when Tremarth swept past them.
She sighed with relief when she recognised the tall piers of a pair of gates ahead of them, and knew that once inside the drive they would be comparatively safe. And if they wanted to avoid crashing into a tree-trunk they could always walk up the drive.
The next moment vexation rolled over her, for the car had stalled as a result of the crawling speed at which they were proceeding. They had come to rest in a comparatively clear stretch of the road, with the red brick wall of her own house on their right hand and the sea making mystical splashing noises on the beach at the foot of the cliff on their left. The noise of the sea seemed strange in the otherwise clammy stillness, and she was about to remark that it was a most inconsiderate moment for an engine to go out of action when that same curious stillness was shattered by a sound like a violent explosion.
Hannah blenched visibly and stared at Charlotte.
“What… do you suppose that was?”
“It sounded as if something blew up! ”
“What could blow up in a place like this? On a lonely stretch of coast like this?”
“A car accident?”
Their eyes met and held for a moment, and then each was scrambling out of the car and on to the wet grass of the cliff top.
“It’s no use my attempting to turn the car,” Charlotte panted. “I couldn’t do it in a place like this, with so little visibility!”
“Then don’t try.” Two years of hospital training, and with memories crowding back on her of some testing experiences she was unlikely ever to forget, undoubtedly affected Hannah’s thinking just then, and without considering it necessary to explain her intentions she started to run back along the road they had crawled over only a minute or so before. Long before Charlotte had started to break into a trot after her she had disappeared into the darkness and the mist, and Charlotte called frenziedly in fear lest she too should become the victim of an accident that would mean that her body would be found the following day at the foot of the cliffs, if it had not already been carried out to sea by the tide.
“Keep away from the cliff edge! It’s dangerous and crumbling in places -! ”
Her voice came back to her like an empty echo on the moistureladen air, and she realised that the only thing she could do was follow Hannah and hope that, by some miracle, disaster refrained from claiming them both, and that when they finally caught up with one another again the shock would not be so great that it would pulverise their wits.
If an accident had happened they would need their wits. Not that she had any doubt at all that Hannah would keep hers. Hannah might think she was an artist, but she should have stuck to nursing.
Her instincts were quite obviously the right ones, and it was Charlotte who allowed her feet to drag became she was horrified of what awaited her at the end of a fairly peaceful and reasonably convivial evening. And the knowledge she had that, unlike Hannah, she was never at her best in a crisis made her feel slightly sick.
Ahead of her the blanket of mist was pierced by an angry light. It was like the damped-down glow of a bonfire, and as far as she could judge it was on the cliff top, and most certainly not on the beach.
So, if the car that had speeded past them had overturned, it had done so without rolling over and over down into the inky blackness of the sea.
But if that really was a conflagration…”
Hannah’s voice came back thinly to her through the mist.
“Stay where you are! There’s nothing we can do… and the heat’s too great to get really near.”
Charlotte came to a standstill within a foot or so of her friend. She put both hands to her face to protect it from the intense heat, and in her ears an angry roar like the howling of a gale in an old-fashioned chimney, and a continuous crackling that was even more horrifying than the hollow roar.
“Is it – is it the car that passed us?” she barely whispered to Hannah.
The latter nodded.
“It must be. As far as I can make it out it hit a projection of your wall, but it didn’t go over into the sea although it must have turned somersault several times.” She was tinning her glance in all directions, seeking with a very faint hope in her heart for some evidence that the driver – Richard Tremarth – had been thrown clear, and was in need of some attention from her and reasonably close at hand. But every time her fascinated gaze was drawn back to the glowing wreck of the car the hope died, and she knew that what she was feeling was a forlorn hope, and that no one could live who had been involved in such a catastrophe.
Charlotte said as much as she stood there with her hands pressed against her face, her gaze equally fascinated.
“Why, oh, why was he travelling at such a speed?” she demanded of the bleak unfriendly night.
But Hannah didn’t answer.
“We must make absolutely certain,” she said, a minute later. “I’ll grope my way along this end of the verge, and you retrace your steps. If he was anywhere on the road we’d have stumbled over him before this.”
Charlotte turned mechanically to return by the way she had come, and then out of the strange and ghostly night a voice spoke to her
– a little plaintively, but quite strongly:
“You don’t have to search! I’m here! Luckily, for once, I didn’t fasten my seat belt… I was thrown clear! I’ve just climbed up several feet from somewhere down the re… He indicated the rocks below them, and then folded up on the grass and lay almost touching Charlotte’s feet. “Sorry!” he apologised, before he became unconscious.
Hannah took charge in a way that proved her to be a considerable loss to the nursing profession. First she ascertained that the victim was breathing, and had not passed out altogether, and then she ordered Charlotte to stay with him while she returned for their car and drove it back along the road to the spot where Tremarth was stretched out silently on the soaking wet grass of the cliff top.
“But wouldn’t it be better if we left him undisturbed until we can get an ambulance?” she protested, with memories of the one or two lessons she had received in first-aid rushing up over her.
Hannah answered immediately: “If we do he’ll die of pneumonia. So far as I can judge he’s not badly hurt, but he is concussed. If we can get him into the car he’ll be all right, provided we’ve enough strength to get him into Tremarth!”
“Thankfully we’re on the telephone,” Charlotte breathed with relief. “The Emergency Service will get you a doctor.”
Hannah did not wait to discuss the matter, but darted back along the road to the spot where they had parked the car. By some strange irony of fate the mist had started to clear, and by the time she reached the car a patch of starlit sky was visible above her head, and wan fingers of moonlight straggled across the cliff top. Hannah decided to risk going over the cliff herself and backed the car, and Charlotte saw the tail light moving towards her with more relief in her heart than she was sure she had ever experienced before.
She had made one or two attempts to penetrate Richard’s unconsciousness and establish beyond doubt that he was not badly injured, but following upon that single “Sorry!”, and his collapse at her feet, he had made neither movement nor sound.
The moonlight showed her his unconscious face, and she lifted it and his sleek dark head gingerly on to her lap. Moisture was sparkling on his hair, and she found that she had a handkerchief tightly clenched in her hand and dabbed at it with a comer of the cambric that was impregnated with the perfume she had used before going out that night.
Fresh horror seized her as she recollected the kind of evening they had enjoyed while Richard was approaching his doom… and despite Hannah’s optimism she found the fact that not so much as one of his eyelids quivered horribly alarming. She had been talking of him as if he was a kind of public nuisance, and now here he was at her feet, his cheeks slightly hollow, his thick eyelashes very dark, his mouth very shapely and curved a little upwards at the corners as if in his state of unconsciousness he was not entirely unhappy.
Charlotte bent nearer to him, and tried to trace the likeness between him as he now was and the boy who had so obligingly obeyed all her behests when she was so very young, and in the attractiveness of his mouth and the square chin below it she thought she succeeded. Richard had always had a polite and rather bright smile for her great-aunt, who had described him as a handsome boy, despite the fact that she had had little or no time for him, and Charlotte thought him an almost startlingly handsome man as he lay with his head in her lap… and this surprised her afterwards, for when people are unconscious they do not normally appear at their best, and yet Richard Tremarth, who was now in his early thirties, actually caused a strange little wrench in the region of her heart as she gazed at him in the cold, unfeeling moonlight and recognised a most peculiar and insidious masculine appeal.
The fact that he was a hard man – and had wanted to turn her out of her house – was forgotten. When Hannah came running swiftly over the grass and made to lift his head from her lap she protested sharply:
“Are you absolutely certain it’s safe to move him?”
“Of course! Unless you’d rather we left him here to contract pneumonia…?”
They had great difficulty in getting him into the car. Episodes from various films and television plays that she had witnessed returned to Charlotte as they half dragged and half carried him towards the stationary vehicle, and when the most difficult moment arrived and they had to get him on to the back seat he partially recovered consciousness and more or less helped himself. But he relapsed into complete unconsciousness again once they had draped him as comfortably as they could against the back seat.
Charlotte felt as if her nerve had all but completely gone, and she was only too happy for Hannah to take over the driving and get them back to Tremarth in as short a time as possible. She sat in the seat beside the driving seat and watched nervously in case Richard rolled off the back.
Within a matter of minutes lights were streaming from Tremarth and
Hannah was telephoning for a doctor. The latter came in a remarkably short space of time and helped them get Richard inside the house, and on a couch in the drawing-room he finally recovered consciousness and appeared amazed to find them all grouped attentively round him. In particular he appeared to find it astonishing that Charlotte, in her lemon-yellow silk, should be actually down on her knees within a few inches of his face; and when he made the discovery that he was in the drawing-room at Tremarth an oddly gratified smile crossed his face.
“Strange, he murmured, “very strange.” Then he grimaced at the doctor who was ordering him to he still and not attempt any talking.
“Don’t be silly, doctor,” he protested weakly. “I gather you are a doctor…?”
The competent young man who apparently nowadays resided in the village of Tremarth and had taken over old Dr. Tremarth’s practice smiled at him in a cheerful manner.
“For your sake I hope I’m completely qualified,” he answered. “You’ve got a lump on your head that is going to be very painful in the next few days, and I’m afraid your left arm is broken. You’re going to have to let me set it! ” Tremarth winced.
“Any other broken bones?” he asked.
“None that I’ve discovered as a result of a preliminary examination. But on the whole, I’d say you’ve come off rather lightly ”
Tremarth winced again. The light seemed to be hurting his eyes, and Charlotte switched off the big central light and put on a tall standard lamp instead.
“What – happened?” Tremarth wanted to know, blinking bewilderedly up at the ceiling.
“You came to grief in your car. I’m afraid it’s a complete write-off.”
The eyes of the man on the couch turned almost appealingly to Charlotte. “Car?” he queried. And then a glimmering of intelligence showed between the thick black eyelashes. “Oh, of course, I – I’d stayed out rather late, and I was hoping to get back in time for dinner… ”
“According to these young ladies you were travelling at about sixty miles an hour.” Richard’s white teeth gleamed.
“That must be an exaggeration,” he said huskily. “It was on the cliff top, and I’d hardly be breaking records in a confounded sea mist at that elevation. I remember the mist was particularly irritating…”
“Nevertheless, you’ve smashed up your car, and I’m afraid you’re not going to feel too good yourself for some time. Miss Woodford has a room you can occupy, but I’m not sure you ought to make the effort to get upstairs tonight. I’m not even sure it wouldn’t be best if I packed you off to the hospital straight away. You’ll have to have some X-rays, and you’ll probably need efficient nursing. But I don’t like the thought of jolting you again to-night-” “Of course not,” Charlotte protested, and was amazed because she felt so strongly about it. “It wouldn’t do at all, and in any case Hannah knows a lot about nursing, and Richard
– Mr. Tremarth,” she corrected herself – “can stay here on the couch to-night, and to-morrow we can see about moving him. We’ve lots of empty bedrooms, and hospitals are always overcrowded…”
Her voice died away, and she found the doctor smiling at her a little.
“You can say that again, Miss Woodford,” he observed. “I doubt very much whether I could get a bed for Mr. Tremarth tonight, but tomorrow is an entirely different matter. Tomorrow we’ll have to have a thorough examination.” His eyes swung round to Hannah, standing very slim and shapely in her smart black dress beneath the flattering rays of the standard lamp, and he cocked an eyebrow at her. “What’s this about you knowing something about nursing?” he asked. “You certainly behaved very admirably to-night… and I noticed you seemed to wear a detached air that didn’t interfere with your usefulness when dealing with our friend on the couch here.”
Hannah explained.
“I trained for two years in London, and I was actually entering upon my third year when I decided I’d rather not go on. I’m not sure now that I did the right thing in giving it up as a profession, but at least I know enough to do emergency duty to-night if you feel you can trust Mr. Tremarth to me.”
The doctor studied her appreciatively for a moment, and then nodded.
“Of course. In any case, I haven’t got very much alternative.” He bent over the patient. “I shall leave you in good hands, Mr. Tremarth, but to-morrow I’ll have to get you moved. You should be quite comfortable on this couch – ” he glanced at Charlotte – ” with some blankets and pillows and things. And now, if you feel up to it, I’ll have a go at that arm.”
Charlotte withdrew hurriedly in response to a meaningful look from Hannah, and while the mistress of the house rushed round collecting blankets and an eiderdown from the spare room that had luckily been given a thorough airing and spring-cleaning that day Hannah lent her assistance to the local practitioner, whose name was James Mackay.
The fact that he had red hair and one or two freckles indicated that he was very Scottish; and by the time the minor operation on the arm was over Hannah was of the opinion that he was also a very good doctor.
Charlotte set milk boiling on the kitchen stove for no reason that she could think of – except that they might all require a hot drink before the evening was over – and carried hot water- bottles as well as the blankets to the door of the drawing-room. She hesitated outside it for a full half minute, but when no sound reached her ears from within she opened the door a mere crack and peeped inside.
The patient appeared to be resting quietly on the couch, and Hannah and the doctor were over by the window, talking earnestly. Charlotte crept towards the couch and was relieved to discover that Tremarth’s colour was distinctly better than it had been when she left the room, and although his eyes were closed he opened them immediately as she drew near.
“Thanks, Nurse,” he whispered with a very faint twinkle in the darkly grey eyes. “You may not be even partially qualified like your friend, but you did just as good a job to-night. And I seem to have taken possession of your house whether you will or not! ”
She slipped a pillow under his head and covered him with the eiderdown, and it was obvious that he was very drowsy, for he settled down immediately and appeared to slip away into slumber.
Hannah came across to her and spoke softly. “He’s had an injection, so he should sleep, but of course I’ll stay with him throughout the night. Dr. Mackay thinks you ought to go to bed and behave normally, but you can relieve me in time to have a bath in the morning. It might be a good idea if we offered the doctor some coffee before he leaves.” “Of course.” Charlotte was only too eager to do something practical, and having switched on the powerful electric fire to increase the temperature for the patient, and tucked in an end of one of his blankets, there didn’t seem much more she could do. So she departed hurriedly once more to the kitchen, made the coffee and brought it back to the drawing room.
Hannah, she realised, had changed perceptibly in the course of the last hour. The only things that were missing were a crisp cap and apron as she stood talking quietly to the doctor, and Charlotte found herself marvelling that she had ever felt the urge to abandon the profession of nursing. Her professionalism must have impressed Dr. Mackay, for he seemed to forget that she was not even qualified and appeared to have few qualms at the idea of leaving her in full charge of the patient. Just before he took his departure after hurriedly swallowing his coffee he said as he might have said to a nurse at the local hospital:
“Very well, Nurse, I’ll leave you to take over now and make him my first call in the morning. But of course, if you’re at all alarmed about him in the night you mustn’t hesitate to get in touch with me. However, I don’t think he’ll give you much trouble. He’s pretty tough, and lucky to be alive, anyway! ”
He nodded goodnight to her, and Charlotte accompanied him out into the hall.
“I’ll get in touch with the police,” he told her. “I should have done so before, but the patient had to come first. In any case, there’s nothing they can do about the wreck of that car. I suppose the landlord at the Three Sailors will have his home address?”
“Yes,” Charlotte answered, and that set her wondering whether there was anyone who ought to be informed about the accident – anyone who might be closely concerned because of it. She knew very well that Richard Tremarth had no parents, and somehow she had assumed he was without a wife. But there could be a fiancee, or even
– she couldn’t dismiss it – a wife!
She was feeling very thoughtful when she returned to the drawingroom. Hannah had poured herself another cup of coffee, and was sipping it in front of the glowing electric fire. Despite the fact that it was summer time the cold sea mist had lowered the temperature dramatically, and the long drawing-room, with its big windows overlooking the sea, was only just beginning to feel warm and comfortable.
Hannah nodded at an armchair she had drawn close to the patient.
“I’ll settle myself there,” she said. “Fortunately, I’m pretty good at keeping awake when it’s necessary, and I don’t think there’s much danger of my falling asleep. But just in case I grow drowsy I’ll read a book.”
“Can’t I take over half way through the night?” Charlotte suggested.
“No.” Hannah shook her head. “I promised the doctor I’d be on hand just in case – well, just in case, you know! ”
“But he’s not badly injured, is he?” Charlotte whispered, with a sudden extraordinary amount of fear in her voice as she moved nearer to the couch.
Hannah’s reply was almost as non-committal as the doctor’s would have been.
“We don’t think so, but that was a ghastly crash he was involved in. I’ll never forget the startling explosion when that petrol tank blew up!”
Charlotte stood looking down at the finely-drawn face on her immaculate pillows.
“I do hope you and Dr. Mackay are right,” she barely breathed. “I hope he’s not badly hurt! ”
Hannah flickered a somewhat surprised glance at her.
“It’s strange, isn’t it,” she mused, “that only an hour or so ago we were talking about him? At that stage I don’t think it would have hurt you very much if you’d heard that he’d jumped into the sea! ”
Then she smiled unexpectedly.
“Do you remember what we were talking about only yesterday? About the nursing-home,
I mean. Well, we’ve got our first patient! ”



CHAPTER IV


CHARLOTTE found it impossible to sleep once she retired to bed. For one thing, she had neglected to provide herself with a hot-water bottle, and almost certainly her experiences of the evening had been a shock to her, and in a sense she was suffering from shock.
She felt chilled, and unable to get warm, and her brain was so alert that sleep, she was sure, would evade her altogether until dawn broke. And as soon as it was dawn she must make absolutely certain that Hannah was relieved.
But long before dawn cast a pearly light across the sea she had left her bed and paid two stealthy trips downstairs to ascertain whether everything was all right in the drawing room. Opening the door without disturbing Hannah, she saw that the patient was undisturbed on the couch, and Hannah was sitting under the standard lamp with a neglected book open on her lap.
Charlotte stole back to bed, and ten minutes later decided to get up and dress and go down to the kitchen and make some tea. She had pulled a warm sweater over her head as an accompaniment to a pair of slacks, sponged her face and hurriedly combed her hair, and was creeping along the corridor towards the head of the stairs when a moving shadow in a doorway attracted her attention, and to her horror she saw in the dim light a tall figure swaying precariously and holding on to the jamb of the door at the same time.
Charlotte fairly raced to his side, and managed to prevent him slipping in a crumpled heap to the floor.
“What on earth are you doing?” she demanded in tones of the utmost horror. “How on earth did you get up the stairs?”
Richard answered her in a perfectly lucid but rather faint voice. “Walked up, of course.” He was trying not to lean too heavily on her, because for one thing they were very close to the head of the stairs, and for another she seemed very small in comparison with his height, and close up against him the disparity became very obvious. But in the dim light of the corridor his pallor was alarming, and although his voice was clear his movements were vague. “That couch was so damned cramped. I thought if I could find a bedroom…”
“But of course,” Charlotte answered soothingly, thanking her stars
– and his – that she had had a disturbed night, and that even although
Hannah had obviously succumbed to drowsiness she had not. And she was not even a partially trained nurse! “My room is very close, and if you lean on me you’ll be able to make it. But you must lean on me!” she implored, as he seemed determined to avoid doing so. “I’m not so fragile that I can’t stand a little strain! ”
A wan smile touched his lips as he glanced down at her in the poor light… and the corridor was very badly lighted indeed. Charlotte made a mental resolve to alter all the bulbs the following day.
“You don’t seem to me to be a very stout sort of a person. But then you never were, were you? Just a kind of sprite when you were five years old! ”
“In here,” Charlotte gasped, and urged him with every ounce of her strength to incline towards the open door of her room. Once inside it he seemed to be struck by the very feminine atmosphere, for in the short time at her disposal she had actually transformed it considerably, and in addition to the handsome period furniture and the thick carpet a lot of her things were scattered about, including photographs of her parents, perfume bottles on the dressing-table and some wispy items of underwear lying over the back of a chair.
“But this is your room! ” he protested.
“It doesn’t matter. And fortunately the bed is fairly warm. But I’ll get you some hot-water bottles, and wake up Hannah. She must have fallen asleep! ”
“Let her sleep,” he urged, as he settled down thankfully against her tumbled pillows.
But Charlotte tore downstairs and startled Hannah very nearly out of her wits as she shook her awake. Hannah blinked up at her bewilderedly for a moment, and then leapt up out of her chair as the shock of realisation was borne in on her.
“Oh, don’t tell me I fell asleep! ” she wailed. “You did.” Charlotte sounded terse, but she was consumed with anxiety for the patient upstairs, and the disastrous effect the walk up the wide staircase might have had on him. She would never have believed, a few days ago, that she could feel such concern for someone who was not closely related to her – and as she had no close relations that made it all the stranger, for she had no yardstick with which to measure the quality of her concern. “But fortunately for you and Mr. Tremarth I’ve hardly closed my eyes, and instead of rolling downstairs he’s upstairs in my bed. You’d better come at once and make certain he’s all right.”
Hannah needed no second bidding, but flew ahead of Charlotte up the stairs, and into the room her friend and hostess had selected for her own.
Richard Tremarth must have been very uncomfortable on the drawing-room couch, for the old-fashioned feather bed on the huge half tester that stood in the middle of the pale fawn carpet with big pink roses sprawling all over it had struck him as the next best thing to floating on a cloud when his stiffened limbs had relaxed themselves upon it, and he was already sunk in deep and apparently peaceful slumber. Hannah felt his pulse without disturbing him, satisfied herself that, although quick, it was not actually racing, and sank down on Charlotte’s dressing-table chair with a moan of dismay.
“What will Dr. Mackay think of me?” she wailed.
Charlotte, conscious of immense relief, regarded her kindly.
“There’s no reason why he should ever hear that you didn’t keep awake. After all, it’s some time since you were actively engaged in nursing, and I don’t want to sound as if I begrudged it you, but you did drink most of the wine at dinner, and you’re probably not used yet to the strong sea air. If anything had happened to the patient on the way up the stairs it would have been different. But you say he’s all right! ” “He seems to be reasonably all right.”
But Hannah was inclined to rock backwards and forwards with distress.
“It’s an unpardonable thing for a nurse to fall asleep on duty! And I never did it before… no, not even in my very earliest days as a probationer! I was too afraid of the ward sister, for one thing.”
“Well, there’s no ward sister here, and we can tell Dr. Mackay that you’d left the room for a moment and Richard – Mr. Tremarth
– seized the opportunity to vanish up the stairs.”
Hannah regarded her with hollow eyes.
“The patient knows I was asleep. And what would have happened if you hadn’t been awake?”
“I was awake because I was cold and couldn’t get to sleep.” And that reminded Charlotte that Richard was still without hot-water bottles. “There was no particular virtue attaching to the fact that I was awake while you snatched a nap, but now that we’re both up I think we’d better give the maximum amount of attention to our first patient -” and she smiled encouragingly at Hannah. “You go and take a bath and I’ll fill the hot-water bottles and make us some tea. As a matter of fact, I was on my way down to the kitchen to make tea when I ran into
Richard____________________ Somehow I can’t get used to calling him Mr. Tremarth!”
It was an admission she made to herself rather than Hannah.
It was a wonderful early dawn, and the sea was flushed with rose as she made the tea. She stood beside the kitchen window and looked out at the delightfully fresh world of dew-drenched roses and white-capped lazy wavelets, and thought of the green cliff-top where Richard’s car had come to grief absorbing the warmth from the first rays of sun, and wondered what the real explanation was of that mad burst of speed of his the night before. He had been driving quite recklessly, and he must have been aware of it himself. He was not the sort of man to bother about his dinner… or that was the impression she had received of him. He might have been healthily hungry, but he wouldn’t have risked his car and his life simply and solely because the landlord at the Three Sailors might have assumed that he was not returning for dinner that night, and locked up the kitchen.
In any case, the landlord at the inn was much too obliging not to provide something for a guest.
Charlotte felt inclined to shake her head over that ridiculous explanation, and at the same time her curiosity was aroused, and she wished she knew the answer. But one man’s poison was another man’s meat. Only a few days ago she and Hannah had been discussing the starting of a nursing-home, and now here they were with their first patient! He was a patient they were hardly likely to have for long, for the doctor was almost certain to whisk him off to the local hospital after he had seen him that morning, and that would be the end of an unusual episode.
Goodbye to Richard Tremarth… Possibly an agreement with his agents to sell to him, and then back to normal again. Very likely back to London and the old routine.
But when the doctor called he was not so optimistic about the idea of removing his patient. The hospital was fairly full, and their beds were precious. Richard Tremarth seemed to be doing reasonably well where he was, although he was undoubtedly slightly concussed and in addition to a strapped-up arm an ankle was injured and had to be dealt with. The doctor was satisfied as a result of his examination that no other serious damage had resulted from the accident – which was a miracle – and all the patient really needed was rest and attention. He was certainly somewhat astonished when he heard that his patient had selected a moment when his nurse was temporarily absent to walk upstairs and install himself in Charlotte’s room, but apart from raised eyebrows he said nothing.
It was Charlotte who offered the explanation about Hannah being temporarily absent, and she could tell by the faintest flicker of amusement in Richard’s eyes that he understood she was defending her friend. He said nothing, however – perhaps because her own eyes were quite definitely appealing to him – and afterwards Hannah thanked her in gruff tones.
“You shouldn’t have done it, you know,” she said. “Your precious Richard is perfectly well aware that I fell asleep on duty, and one day when he feels like it he may tell Dr. Mackay. Not that I care,” she added, with an air of bravado. “I’ve no intention of returning to nursing, so it doesn’t worry me.”
But Charlotte had already observed how eager she was to please Dr. Mackay, whose red hair positively quivered like a flaming torch in the morning sunlight that filled the sick-room, and she was quite sure she would blench most unhappily if he rebuked her. She smiled a little to herself, wondering why human beings went out of their way to deceive themselves.
But they had a problem on their hands which prevented her thinking about very much else just then, and that was to ensure that the patient didn’t have a serious relapse as a result of being cared for by them. It was obvious Dr. Mackay thought Hannah was quite capable of taking charge of the nursing, but he did offer to send a night nurse along as soon as he could find one who was free.
“It isn’t easy nowadays, however,” he explained, “and this is an out-of-the way place. In London it would be different, of course…
He turned to the patient.
“You’ve no objection to being looked after here by Miss Woodford and Miss Cootes?” he asked.
Richard, who was still extremely drowsy and difficult to rouse, smiled faintly.
“You’d better put the question to Miss Woodford and Miss Cootes,” he suggested. “They are the ones who are going to be burdened with me, and I should hardly think they want me here.”
But Charlotte assured him earnestly that, since the doctor didn’t seem to think it would be a good thing to move him, they were quite in agreement that he should remain where he was.
“In your bed?” he asked, looking straight up at her and proving, by the slight quirk at one comer of his mouth, that he was not actually suffering from amnesia, and he knew perfectly well what was going on around him.
“There are lots of rooms in the house,” she replied, automatically smoothing the top of his sheet, “and I can choose another for myself.” “How long can I stay here?”
“As long as it’s necessary.”
He smiled in a curiously contented manner, and turned his face to the wall.
“In that case I shall probably become a permanent invalid,” he murmured drowsily.
For the remainder of that day he slept under the influence of the drugs that had been administered to him, and required little or no attention from his nurses. Hannah took up her station beside his bed, and arranged with Charlotte to have a sleep during the evening so that she could take over during the night, and she made it perfectly clear that Charlotte was to have little to do with the actual nursing of the patient, not so much because she was untrained but because the circumstances were slightly peculiar. After all, as she pointed out to her friend, Richard Tremarth was virtually a stranger to her… and the fact that she had known him when she was five years old didn’t add a touch of conventionality to her performing services for him that an unmarried girl wouldn’t normally perform for a little-known man of Tremarth’s years.
“You mean wash him and that sort of thing?” Charlotte asked, and Hannah nodded.
“It’s different for me,” she explained.
Charlotte agreed… and wondered afterwards what would have happened if Hannah had been without any sort of training and the same set of circumstances had occurred.
When Tremarth really came to himself it was she, Charlotte, however, who was on hand to watch him frowning perplexedly round the room that was filled with the light of sunset. He lay listening for a few minutes to the monotonous surging of the sea, and for a while he watched the reflected light of the sea on the white-painted ceiling as if it fascinated him; and then he turned his dark head swiftly in Charlotte’s direction and asked her in quite a strong voice:
“What time is it?”
“It’s about half-past eight.”
“In the evening?”
“Yes.”
His grey eyes were frankly puzzled as they gazed at her.
“Why am I here? And where exactly am I?”
“This is Tremarth… Tremarth House. Don’t you remember? You had an accident – in your car. It overturned on the road the night before last.”
His grey eyes grew so dark they appeared almost black for several seconds, and then the pupils became distended and she could have inserted a finger in the deep cleft between his brows.
“I don’t remember. I don’t remember anything…He looked very white in the warm light that filled the room, and because it appeared to be worrying him she went across to the windows and drew the curtains.
She bent over him very gently.
“But surely you remember Tremarth? It’s your favourite house! ”
“No.” He winced this time as he shook his head.
“You don’t remember that you wanted to buy it?”
“No.”
“You have no recollection at all of the accident?”
“None whatsoever.”
Charlotte hesitated, standing there beside his bed – that was in actual fact her bed. Her instincts warned her that she should refrain from questioning him and run along the corridor to Hannah’s room and waken her. Hannah might know how to deal with this situation, but she did not.
And to complicate everything a violent curiosity was stirring in her. It was almost a ‘must’ that she find out something.
“But you do know me?” she asked him softly. “You’ve very good reason to remember me, because you were annoyed with me on the night of the accident – ”
He stared straight up into her eyes.
“You’ve got red hair,” he murmured almost absent-mindedly, “and I suppose it’s very pretty hair. It appears to curl naturally.”
“It does curl naturally,” she agreed.
“You’re very pleasant to look at altogether, but I haven’t the foggiest idea who you are. Ought I to know you very well?”
“I’m Charlotte Woodford,” she said distinctly.
He closed his eyes.
“Sorry, Charlotte, but if you said you were Florence Nightingale I’d have to believe you! To the best of my knowledge I’ve never met Charlotte Woodford.”
Charlotte went downstairs and sought out Hannah with a very grave look on her face. Hannah was not so immediately alarmed as Charlotte was, and said she had heard of cases of this kind before. It was nothing to be really startled about that Richard Tremarth, having survived an appalling accident, should have forgotten who he was. It was simply a form of amnesia resulting from delayed concussion. He had probably received a blow on the head that was much worse than any of them had imagined, and he would probably be foggy about everything around him for a while at least.
Nevertheless, she wasted little time in telephoning the doctor, and the latter said he would be with them in about half an hour. He too took the news quite calmly, saying reassuringly that it was the sort of thing that often happened.
Charlotte, however, was seriously troubled. As she pointed out to Hannah he appeared to have forgotten everything… and that in a matter of hours.
“Only this morning he knew me perfectly well,” she said. “He walked up the stairs under his own steam, recognised that the room we entered was my room, and was concerned because he felt he had no right to turn me out of it. Of course I told him it didn’t matter about it being my room, and he looked so relieved at the prospect of getting into bed. I’m sure he was normal at that time.”
“But since then he has had a long sleep.” Hannah went upstairs alone to see the invalid, and Charlotte had no opportunity to find out what transpired at the interview because the doctor arrived before she left the room again and he suggested, quite kindly, to Charlotte that it might be a good thing if she remained downstairs while he conducted a fresh examination of the patient.
“After all, he is only a very casual acquaintance, isn’t he?” he said, in the same kind and detached voice. “I mean, it’s upsetting enough for you to have your house turned into a temporary nursing-home, and you don’t want to be harrowed by all the medical details as well.” “Oh, but he’s an old friend – ” Charlotte protested.
The doctor’s eyebrows arched.
“I mean, I knew him years ago,” Charlotte explained.
The doctor smiled.
“In that case, he should remember you. But if you really mean years ago then you must have been very young at the time.”
“I was only a child.”
Dr. Mackay shrugged.
“Then if there’s been a very long interval between your childish knowledge of one another and your present acquaintanceship he’s still not much more than a virtual stranger to you, is he?” he observed reasonably. And Charlotte realised that what he meant was that unless there was some particular reason why Tremarth should have her firmly imprinted on his mind she was no more likely to affect his present state and assist his return to a normal one than any of the other people around him
– including the doctor himself if it came to that.
Charlotte allowed him to go upstairs to the invalid with an odd feeling of resentment, nevertheless, and when he had departed and Hannah passed on to her the information that he was not seriously concerned about the patient’s lapse, and expected it might last for several days unless something happened to jog his shrouded memory, she could not refrain from arguing somewhat perversely that it did seem to her extraordinary that Richard wasn’t able to recall her.
“But why?” Hannah asked, studying her with rather more intentness than usual, as if she was suddenly intrigued.
Charlotte shrugged.
“Oh, I don’t honestly know why. Except that he was very annoyed with me recently, and when you’re annoyed with a person you're less apt to forget them than if they happened to be someone else,” she argued without very much conviction herself, However.
Hannah went on studying her with a certain unconcealed interest.
“Apart from that is there any very good reason why he should remember you?” she asked.
Charlotte appeared suddenly confused by the direct question, and actually developed a slight pink tinge in her cheeks while she denied the imputation emphatically.
“Oh, no, of course not!… Why,” she added naively, “we don’t even like one another.”
“You mean you don’t like him?”
“Oh, I don’t dislike him at all!”
“But you think he was annoyed with you for good reason?”
“He wanted Tremarth…”
“Well, he must have wanted it very badly, for his subconscious took over and literally forced him into that crash the other night. If he wasn’t dwelling on you he was dwelling on Tremarth… and now it seems very likely that he’ll remain a patient here for weeks.”
“Oh, do you think so?”
“Well, perhaps not weeks. But it could be one or two weeks. Do you think you can afford to keep him all that length of time, and provide the various extras that will be necessary?” “Of course,” Charlotte replied, with a considerable amount of surprised emphasis this time. “Of course,” she repeated.
Hannah smiled somewhat curiously and turned away.
“Well, if you’ll forgive me,” she said, “I’ll go and have another look at him.”
Charlotte made a careful inspection of the contents of the kitchen and the larder, and by the time she was rejoined once more by her friend she had already drawn up a long list of essentials that would have to be obtained from the village store if the patient’s physical wellbeing was to be maintained. Hannah took the list from her and arched her eyebrows a little at the sight of such items as chicken in aspic and fresh strawberries if available, and she suggested that there were probably some strawberries in the garden if they went searching for them. And a more economical buy than chicken in aspic – which the village store was hardly likely to have in stock – would be a couple of fresh chickens from the local butcher, which they could keep in the larder and turn into various things like soups and casseroles when the need arose.
“It might even be worth a trip into Truro,” she suggested, “if you really mean to stock up. I can’t see the importance of strawberries, but you’re bound to get them there if you really want them.”
Charlotte was immediately captivated by the idea, and then it occurred to her that this would mean leaving the patient. She looked anxiously at Hannah.
“We can’t do that, can we?”
“I can’t but you can,” Hannah replied, with the faintest of genuinely amused smiles. “I’m in charge, don’t forget. You’re free to do more or less what you like.”
Charlotte objected at once that they would have to take turn and turn about, and then it apparently struck her that she was putting forward a line of argument with which neither Dr. Mackay nor Hannah herself would be likely to agree. The most that she would be permitted to do was sit with the patient occasionally, and apart from that it was her job to look after the domestic side. She agreed after a hesitation of several seconds:
“Oh, all right, I’ll go into Truro tomorrow. You must make me a list of any medical requirements you’re likely to need, and I’ll make out a really comprehensive list of the things I think are needed.”
Hannah smiled at her more kindly.
“Don’t spend all your money,” she advised. “Remember he’s a rich man and can afford to be looked after, but you’re only a poor working girl.”
Charlotte said without having the least intention of doing anything of the kind:
“I can always present him with a bill when he leaves! ”
Hannah allowed her to have a peep at the patient before she went to bed – in another of the many bedrooms at Tremarth that she had hurriedly got ready for herself – and she found him lying with his eyes closed in a room that was illuminated very, very softly by a bedside lamp.
At first she thought that Richard Tremarth was asleep, and she was resisting an impulse to tiptoe to the side of bed to make sure when his eyes opened swiftly, and he turned his head sideways to regard her. “Oh, so it’s you! ” he said.
Her heart gave a quite extraordinary bound, and with a note of relief in her voice she exclaimed, “Oh, so you do remember me!” Richard Tremarth looked faintly bored, and then he began to look slightly puzzled. She was so obviously delighted because he seemed to know something about her.
“Well, I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?” he said. “You’re the redheaded young woman who calls herself Charlotte Something-or-other I’m afraid I don’t seem to have a very retentive memory at the moment, and I’ve forgotten what your surname is. But I’m sure you told me! ”
“Woodford,” she murmured, advancing very cautiously to the side of the bed. “Charlotte Woodford.”
“Ah, yes.” He lay looking up at her, and apart from the fact that they had a slightly abnormal look about them his eyes shone with very subdued humour. “You asked me whether I’d seen you before, and I had to tell you the absolute truth that to the best of my knowledge you’re an absolute stranger. That other young woman, too… I didn’t know her from Eve.” “She… we’re friends,” Charlotte explained. He nodded, and winced very slightly because it obviously hurt his head.
“That’s what she said,” he said. “I must say I find her soothing and rather comforting. Is she a fully trained nurse?”
“She’s partially trained.”
“She struck me as being pretty competent. She told me I wasn’t to talk, and above all that I wasn’t to ask any questions ” His eyes left her face and roved in a puzzled way round the room. “I don’t know why,” he confessed, “but I’ve got a sort of impression that this is a woman’s room. It’s very tidy at the moment, but I seem to see it littered with feminine things.” “My things.” She spoke very, very softly, close beside him, and although Hannah might not have approved she could not resist adding: “This was my room.”
The puzzled look in his eyes worried her. He was so plainly trying hard to remember, and the effort of trying to recapture something of his past life seemed to hurt him almost as much as actually turning his head on the pillow.
“Yours? Then why don’t you turn me out?” “Because I’m perfectly happy for you to be here… Because, as I tried to make you understand, you had an accident, and we put you to bed here.”
“But…? Why your room…?”
“You seemed to take a fancy to it.”
He frowned, shut his eyes tightly for rather a long moment, and then once again let them rove round the room.
“It’s a nice room, a very nice room. And I’ve a kind of impression the sea is outside – ”
“It is.”
“And I’ve been here before.”
“You have! ”
“When?” He looked directly up at her with very bright, clear eyes. “Tell me when! ”
“Oh, you’ve been here several times.”
He caught at her hand that was pressing lightly and coolly against his forehead, and he inhaled the perfume of her fingers with obvious pleasure.
“You smell nice,” he said. “Lavender and old lace… lavender and hem-stitched pillowcases! Did someone make lavender bags in this house long ago?”
“My aunt did.”
“And did I know your aunt?”
Hannah put her head round the door, then came in very purposefully and frowned reprovingly at Charlotte where she stood in close proximity to the patient in the bed.
“I hope you’re not worrying him, Charlotte,” she whispered. “There’s lots of time for him to find out where and who he is, and tonight is not one of them…” She frowned still more as she saw the overbright eyes gazing up into Charlotte’s face as if he felt that it contained a secret. “Please say good-night and leave us,” she added urgently.
Charlotte was filled with an extraordinary and quite unreasoning resentment as she found herself forced to leave the room and take up her station on the landing outside. She understood perfectly that Richard Tremarth, if not in an actually critical condition, was far from well, and as it was getting on for ten o’clock it was certainly far too late to be perplexing even a semi-invalid.
But she had felt that things were stirring in Tremarth’s mind as she stood with his hand grasping her wrist and his face pressed very close to her fingers, and if only Hannah hadn’t intervened… But then Hannah, of course, was a nurse, and she was acting on instructions from the local doctor. When she rejoined Charlotte on the landing she was looking quite cross with her.
“You really ought to have had more sense than to ask him a lot of questions,” she said. “A patient who has lost his memory gets it back gradually, and not as a result of having it jogged at a time when he ought to be asleep. I’ve given him the sedative Dr. Mackay left for him, and he should sleep peacefully throughout the night. But just in case he wakes and feels the urge to start wandering about the house as he did last night I’m going to sit with him through the night. You can wake me about six o’clock – if I should happen to doze off! ” with a certain amount of defensiveness – “with a nice cup of tea, and if everything’s all right you can sit with him for a few hours while I snatch a bit of rest. And then you can go off to Truro and do your shopping! ”
Charlotte was suddenly and very genuinely concerned for her friend.
“You’ll be worn out,” she protested.
Hannah denied that she would be anything of the kind.
“I’m tough,” she assured Charlotte. “And I’ve done this kind of thing before. But perhaps, if it’s necessary to sit with him to-morrow night, I’ll let you relieve me for a few of the darkest hours of the night. However, it’s quite possible that he’ll be very much better tomorrow.”
“I hope so,” Charlotte breathed, and Hannah looked mildly taken aback by her strange earnestness. “I really do hope so!”



CHAPTER V


CHARLOTTE quite enjoyed herself in Truro the following afternoon, spending money freely or as freely as she dared – and buying all sorts of dainties for her invalid at Tremarth. She would not normally have purchased hot-house grapes at the price she paid for them, but for Richard Tremarth they seemed a good idea. And so did avocado pears and peaches, a brace of partridges (out of season, of course, and therefore very expensive) some smoked salmon and a clutch of plover’s eggs. She didn’t know why she bought the plover’s eggs, except that they, too, seemed a good idea, and if Tremarth’s appetite was likely to be as elusive as his memory he would require tempting in order that his strength should be maintained.
Lastly, before she turned her car for home, she bought magazines and paperbacks, and then with the boot of the car loaded set off out of the car-park. The Cornish countryside that surrounds its somewhat dour capital – built upon granite over which the waves of the sea once washed, and therefore understandably a little detached and divorced from the encroachments of a modem world – is extremely attractive, and Charlotte certainly found it so as she drove along at a steady forty miles an hour, and felt for no easily understandable reason a desire to sing.
Flowers… she thought suddenly. She might have added to her expenditure, by buying some really wonderful hot-house flowers for the invalid’s room, but the reason she had hesitated was because there were so many sweetly scented ones in the garden at Tremarth. And nothing could really improve upon a bowl of roses. She would take the scissors when she got back and snip, snip, snip until she had enough to fill a charming and rather valuable silver bowl that stood on the hall table at Tremarth and carry it up to gladden the invalid’s eyes. She would place it on his dressing-table, where he could see it easily…
And she might place one or two choicer blooms in a glass beside his bed. If he was as bewildered as his dark eyes indicated the roses might give him comfort.
When she came in sight of Tremarth. after driving up over a cliff-top that was brilliantly green in the evening light, she could not prevent herself from feeling profound satisfaction as she viewed the pleasing outlines of her own house. It was such a very, very beautiful house in an even more beautiful setting, and the knowledge that it was hers affected her in much the same way as a warrior returning from a gruelling campaign that had taken him overseas to some very hostile lands might have felt when he returned to his ancestral castle.
It was not a castle, but it was considerably more useful, and it was home. It was her home! And what was more, she could keep it! She would keep it!
Waterloo, who had been disappointed earlier in the day because she had declined to take him with her in the car, came out and wagged his tail at the sight of her, and put his nose amongst the purchases in the boot. Hannah too emerged, and stood watching Charlotte unloading her somewhat strange collection of expensive greengrocery and other edibles, but made no attempt to assist her. She stood at the head of the flight of steps, wearing a crisp blue linen dress and a clean starched apron which she appeared to have included by accident amongst her luggage-they were left-overs from her hospital days – and looked extraordinarily efficient and charmingly wholesome with a slight application of lipstick and powder, which she usually disdained, but a little repressed, and even tight-lipped, which struck Charlotte as rather odd.
Handing up packages containing smoked salmon and Dover sole, which she had been unable to resist, and urging careful treatment of them, Charlotte enquired why she looked so grim. With a sudden surge of anxiety she enquired:
“There’s nothing wrong with Richard, is there? I mean, he’s not any worse?”
“No, he’s not any worse.”
“Has the doctor called?”
“Oh, yes, he called shortly after you left, and was fairly satisfied with the patient’s condition. But unfortunately, also shortly after you left, someone else called to see him… and she’s still here! Upstairs in the sick-room, sitting beside the bed and already quite at home! ”
Charlotte very nearly dropped her parcels, and her comparatively relaxed, carefree expression vanished altogether.
“She?” she demanded.
“A Miss Claire Brown, or so she calls herself. Says she’s Mr. Tremarth’s secretary.”
“Oh!” Charlotte exclaimed, and she and Hannah stared at one another for rather a long moment. And then Hannah roused herself sufficiently to help Charlotte with the parcels, said she would go through to the kitchen and make her a pot of tea, if she hadn’t already had some, and suggested that Charlotte, as mistress of the house, went upstairs and interviewed the young woman who was sitting with Richard Tremarth.
“Quite obviously he hasn’t the least idea who she is, but he seems to like having her sitting there with him. So unless you’re prepared to put her up for the night you’d better make an effort to dislodge her,” Hannah suggested. She peered inside one of the packages, and appeared somewhat overcome. “What on earth are these?” she demanded. “I thought pheasant shooting was over for this year! ”
“They’re partridges.”
“However much did you pay for them?”
“I – I can’t remember.” Charlotte was peeping at herself in the hall mirror, and pushing a wayward lock of hair out of her eyes. “Do I look tidy enough to go upstairs?”
“Of course you do. But wouldn’t you like some tea first?”
“No, I – I think I ought to see this young woman.” Her eyes met Hannah’s very, very faintly amused brown ones. “What is she like?” she asked. “Is she -?”
“Oh, charming. Not at all what I would describe as the average kind of secretary. And she must get a thumping good salary, because her clothes are marvellous. And she looks more like a model than a secretary… Well, that’s my opinion,” Hannah concluded, as if she personally considered her opinion was seldom at fault. “You see girls like her in the glossy magazines!
Charlotte reached for the grapes and the peaches that she had purchased for Richard, and said she would take them with her upstairs. She took another hurried glimpse at herself in the hall mirror, wondered whether anyone would ever be likely to describe her as the type of young woman you might find in a glossy magazine, and ordered Waterloo to return to the kitchen with Hannah. Then, nervously smoothing the front of her hair again, she ascended the stairs until she stood outside Richard’s room, and even before she tapped on the door and entered she caught the monotonous drone of voices from within.
The room – her room – was full of flowers. She need not have concerned herself about failing to buy some, for Miss Brown must have spent a small fortune on acquiring a selection of really prize blooms. Charlotte thought Hannah might have warned her as she gazed with astonishment at the tightly packed vases… and it seemed to her that every container in the house had been brought into use for the roses and lilies and other not so easily recognisable varieties that were saturating the atmosphere with perfume.
There would be absolutely no need for her to go wielding her scissors in the garden in search of some fragrant if rather overblown blooms for the sick-room.
Richard Tremarth was sitting up in bed and looking faintly flushed under his tanned skin, but his eyes were bright and amused, and even if he couldn’t remember very much he was obviously not suffering from boredom. His lug gage had been sent up to Tremarth from The Three Sailors, and Hannah had got him into fresh pyjamas that were quite strikingly becoming to one of his sleek, attractive darkness, especially as the almost purple blueness of the silk lent a quality of purplishblueness to his otherwise, unfathomable darkly grey eyes. And despite the fact that he was amused his eyes were still giving away few secrets. Charlotte noticed the length of his eyelashes, and felt her heart turn over.
Miss Brown, who was occupying the most comfortable chair the room contained and sitting very close beside the bed, was laughing in an attractive way when Charlotte entered the room, and she was still laughing as she stood up to acknowledge the presence of the owner of the house. Her wood-nymph blue eyes had a bright sparkle of pure gaiety in them, under her fluttering brown eyelashes, and there was a glow like a peach in her smooth, firm cheeks. She said as she held out a hand to Charlotte, and tossed back the spun-gold hair from her shoulders:
“You must be Miss Woodford, because Richard said you had red hair! As a matter of fact, he said you had the reddest head of hair he’d ever seen on a woman, and I’m afraid he kind of suspects it’s an indication of your temperament. But I’m sure you are behaving like a ministering angel to him at the moment, and even if he isn’t he ought to be profoundly grateful to you! I know I am, because he’s so obviously being marvellously looked after! ”
Charlotte could not immediately think of any suitable reply to this, but she took Miss Brown’s hand and murmured something about doing the best they could – by which she meant that, she and Hannah were doing the best they could, and of course Dr. Mackay, whose bill she hoped would later be settled by Richard Tremarth. The remark about her hair did not predispose her to take a tremendous fancy to Miss Brown… particularly as the wood-violet eyes had sparkled with rather unkind humour as she made it.
“I gather that you’re Mr. Tremarth’s secretary,” she observed. “I hope he recognised you?” she added, without any deliberate intention of sounding drily sceptical.
Miss Brown looked downcast for a moment.
“Well, no,” she had to admit. “I was horribly shocked because when I first walked into the room he just looked at me as if I was an absolute stranger. However, we’ve had a talk since then, and I honestly feel I’ve helped to jog his memory a little…She turned and bent gracefully over the bed, smiling warmly and encouragingly at the patient while she smoothed his top sheet in a womanly way with pretty and dexterous hands. “Haven’t I, Richard darling?” she enquired softly. “You’re not quite as woolly as when I arrived! ”
An expression of dry humour appeared in Tremarth’s eyes, and he even smiled a trifle whimsically.
“If you mean that I’m rather woollier than when you arrived, then I’m quite ready to agree with you,” he replied, while he seated himself more comfortably against his pillows, and seemed fascinated by the evening light as it stole across Charlotte’s hair. “In my experience secretaries do not normally address their employers as ‘darling’, but perhaps you’re not an ordinary secretary?”
Claire looked back at him quite unabashed, and continued to smile. “Well, shall we say I’m not a – frightfully ordinary secretary?” she suggested. “I manage to combine other qualities as well! ”
Charlotte said hurriedly that she had been shopping in Truro and had bought him some grapes. She held them out to him in their paper bag, adding that she would bring a fruit dish up from the kitchen on which they could repose together with the peaches she had also bought him when she went downstairs again.
“I – I hope you’re fond of fruit,” she said a little lamely, and received the curious impression that the invalid’s eyes actually warmed as he thanked her.
“You’re being embarrassingly good to me! ” “That’s what I said,” Claire Brown chipped in. “When one stops to consider that it must have been frightfully inconvenient taking you in and turning this nice house into a kind of nursing-home-’ ’
“Oh, rubbish!” Charlotte exclaimed. She looked at Miss Brown as if she could never really take to her, and then enquired rather more breathlessly of the invalid whether he liked fish.
“I bought you some Dover sole and some smoked salmon – ” “Good heavens! ” Miss Brown exclaimed. “You are determined to spoil him! ”
Charlotte ignored her.
“I hope you’ll feel like a little of the sole to-night,” she said, still sounding a little as if she had hurried up several flights of stairs without pausing for breath, “because I’ve discovered a new way to cook it-a very digestible way! There’s a wonderful book of invalid cookery downstairs amongst my aunt’s books, and I’ve been looking various dishes up____________________ I hope I’ll be able to tempt you when you get your appetite back! ”
“Thank you,” he murmured, very, very gently, “you really are a ministering angel! ” “I’m not much of a cook, but – but I’ll do my best!” she promised, sinking down on to the side of the bed and automatically straightening the sheet that had already been straightened by Miss Brown.
The latter walked over to the big window and started tugging apart one of the tightly- packed vases of flowers that had been placed there by Hannah.
“I bought these in London,” the donor declared somewhat sharply, “and I don’t want them to fade too soon! If Richard is to have the pleasure of them I’m afraid they’ll have to be arranged rather more loosely than this! Do you think I could have another vase?” barely glancing over her shoulder at Charlotte. “And if you’ll tell me where the nearest bathroom is I’ll do them without making a mess of your carpet! ”
“That won’t be necessary,” Charlotte replied quietly, going across to her and taking possession of the vase. “I expect Hannah was in a hurry when she crammed them in like this, and in any case there are far too many of them for a sick room. “If you don’t mind, a few of them could go downstairs -”
“I’d prefer it if they remained where they are,” Claire returned in an inflexible voice. “Well… outside in the corridor, perhaps?” “Not unless Richard finds the scent too overpowering?”
She glanced at Richard, and he looked slightly exhausted, as if rather more than the heady perfume of the flowers was overpowering him. Charlotte immediately experienced a sensation of guilt, and was annoyed with herself for entering into an argument about the flowers simply and solely because she hadn’t bought him any herself, and this fantastically attractive visitor of his had brought the contents of a florist’s shop all the way from London. She moved anxiously to the bedside and asked him whether he was feeling very tired.
“Not a bit.” He smiled at her, however, in rather a bleak, wan way. “Why should I be when I do nothing but lie in bed? And I seem to be causing a certain amount of dissension -” “You’re not,” she assured him warmly, once more tucking in his sheet. “It’s just that people have different views on how many flowers – particularly hot-house ones!
– should be allowed into a sick-room. Would you like me to draw the curtains together?” she enquired, as he blinked in the bright glare from off the sea that was filling his white-walled room. “It’s a bit trying – so much sun… ”
“No, leave them.” But he slid down in the bed and turned his face wearily towards the opposite wall. “Do you mind if I go to sleep?”
“No, of course not. And later on I’ll bring you some supper.”
“I’ll be in to see you to-morrow morning, darling,” Claire Brown said softly to him, as she, too, returned to the bed and bent over it. “I’m staying at the local inn – where you were staying until you had your accident – and I’ve booked in for a week, at least. I’ll come up every day, and we’ll have some nice, quiet chats – that might help you to get back your memory! ”
Tremarth looked up at her. He seemed to be trying to get her into perspective.
“Chats?” he echoed. And then, accompanying the words with a groan: “I wish I was a little more clear about things – ”
Hannah appeared in the open doorway.
“I think the patient can do with a little peace and quiet,” she said. She frowned severely at the visitor, and she also seemed to frown at
Charlotte. “If you don’t mind removing yourselves, you two?” she said. And then she pounced on the flowers, “And we’ll have these out for the night! ”
Downstairs Charlotte telephoned for the village taxi for Claire, and while they waited for it the two girls wandered aimlessly up and down the terrace outside. Miss Brown condescended to observe that her employer had come to grief in a very delightful spot, and she seemed to think the view over the sea from the terrace was rather staggering. Her slim brows crinkled as she turned to look rather curiously at the other girl.
“Is this the place Richard was thinking of buying?” she asked. “And are you the young woman who refused to part with it?”
Charlotte answered coolly:
“There was never any question of Mr. Tremarth buying Tremarth. “It’s not up for sale.” Claire Brown smiled in an amused way.
“You don’t know Richard,” she said “The fact that it’s not up for sale would mean little or nothing to him. If he wants something he – well, he just suddenly possesses himself of it!”
“I don’t think he is in the least likely to possess himself of Tremarth,” the other informed her coldly.
Miss Brown climbed gracefully into the taxi when it arrived, and she reiterated her intention of visiting the invalid the following day. With a cool wave of her white-gloved hand she called:
“I shall spend the day with Richard. I think it might do him good! ”



CHAPTER VI


HANNAH declined to allow Charlotte to visit the invalid’s room again that night, and as he seemed so much better, and even enjoyed a little of the specially cooked sole when it was prepared for him – after a sleep of nearly a couple of hours following the departure of his secretary – decided against sitting up with him that night, and simply set the alarm clock in her bedroom to awaken her every few hours.
Charlotte felt a little annoyed because her offer to sit with Richard for a few hours during the night was firmly rejected by her friend, and when Hannah expressed the opinion that young women were not good for Tremarth in his present state very noticeably elevated her eyebrows.
“Young women?” she echoed. “But you’re a young woman yourself, aren’t you?”
Hannah replied loftily:
“You forget that I’m a nurse. And,” she added, “I don’t happen to be particularly glamorous.”
“I’m sure that Dr. Mackay thinks you’ve a kind of glamour all your own,” Charlotte could not refrain from submitting it as her opinion. “As a matter of fact, I think he thinks you’ve a good deal of glamour in that fetching cap and apron you’ve unearthed from your suitcase.” Hannah coloured rosily, and as a result acquired a very definite healthy glamour.
“For all I know Dr. Mackay is a very much married man,” she said, revealing that there had been moments in the course of the past forty-eight hours when she had turned the matter over in her mind. “And in any case, he’s a very hard-headed Scotsman,” she added.
Charlotte smiled, and returned to the task of setting a breakfast tray for Richard Tremarth. Hannah did not neglect to notice that she added a pale pink rose to the tray – a fresh pink bud that would have opened up nicely by the morning. And the container she selected for it was a delicate crystal vase that she had unearthed from a china cabinet in the drawing room, a cabinet which housed only a few extremely costly items of china and glassware.
“You don’t think,” Hannah suggested, “that Mr. Tremarth already has far too many flowers in his room? Or will have when we off-load them all on to him again in the morning! ” Charlotte merely glanced at her but said nothing.
Hannah smiled, and let Waterloo out at the French window as part of the final ritual before settling down for the night.
Charlotte carried Richard’s breakfast tray to him while Hannah was still enjoying a leisurely bath in one of the far from up-to-date bathrooms at Tremarth, following an absolutely undisturbed night during which the patient had slept soundly and peacefully. He was looking so much better – and so very much more like the Richard Tremarth Charlotte had felt strangely antagonised by when he made himself known to her in the bar of the Three Sailors – that she could hardly believe he hadn’t also recovered his memory when she set the tray down on the bedside table, and prepared to swing the table across the bed.
“It’s a wonderful morning,” she declared, giving him quite a radiant smile, “and you look as if you’ve had a good night. Have you?”
“A perfect night. At least – ” he frowned a little as he attempted to recall it – “I must have slept like a log, for I don’t even remember dreaming. And I’ve had some pretty lurid dreams lately.”
“Have you?” She poured him a cup of tea, and held it out to him gently. “That must have been beastly. I hate lurid dreams.”
He smiled at her quizzically.
“To look at you one could only imagine you having the nicest dreams… cool and crisp, like that pink linen dress of yours. And by the way, it doesn’t fight with your hair, does it?”
“Ought it to?”
“Well, it is red hair, isn’t it?” He put his sleek dark head a little on one side and regarded her with undisguised interest. “And although I don’t know much about women’s clothes, and that sort of thing, I’ve always understood that redheads have to be careful when it comes to the choice of colours. After all, red has a habit of clashing with other colours.”
She smiled at him demurely while she tucked a pillow in behind his shoulders.
“I don’t have very much trouble choosing things to suit me,” she told him.
He looked vaguely anxious, noticing for the first time the rose on the tray.
“I haven’t offended you, have I?” he asked.
“Calling you a redhead, I mean _” He lightly touched the stem of the rose, while his black brows bent together. “For some reason your hair fascinates me I’ve a kind of feeling it’s linked up, in a way, with my past – whatever that may have been like!”
“Then you don’t remember anything clearly yet?” she asked, concern immediately entering her tone.
He shook his head. The expression in his strange eyes worried her.
“Not a thing! I wish I could, I – ”
“Yes?”
“You tell me I ought to know you, and yet I don’t. It’s – infuriating!”
“I wouldn’t let it worry you,” she said, in the wonderfully soft, feminine voice she had adopted towards him since his accident – such a contrast to the voice she had used when she declined to sell him Tremarth. “It’s not of any great importance at the moment, and you will remember.”
“Yes; but when?”
“Dr. Mackay says the kind of amnesia you’re suffering from clears itself up quite suddenly.” She was disturbed because she couldn’t give him any more convincing answer than that.
“And is this Dr. Mackay a good doctor? Is he a local doctor?”
“Yes. Hannah thinks he’s quite remarkably good.”
“Hannah?” Once again his brows crinkled painfully. “Oh, yes, the young woman who wears the nurse’s uniform but tells me she’s not properly qualified… But I’d say she’s extremely efficient all the same. I like Hannah,” he concluded in a more abstracted tone, as if it was not important, anyway.
“And what about Miss Brown?” Charlotte asked. “She’s terribly attractive, and surely you must remember her?” This was deliberate probing on her part, and she waited a trifle breathlessly for the answer. But when it came it told her nothing.
“Yes, she is attractive, isn’t she? She tells me she’s been my secretary for the past six months.”
“But you can’t remember working with her?”
“I can’t remember working with anyone… But you tell me I’ve an office in London. Have you been on to it?”
“Yes. They confirm that Miss Brown worked for y ou… B ut she did not add that the capacity in which Claire Brown worked for Richard Tremarth had seemed a trifle vague over the telephone, and the extremely competent young woman who had dealt with the direct question made a little late on the afternoon of the day before had seemed unwilling to commit herself on the subject of the actual duties for which Miss Brown received a salary. Hannah, who had set afoot the enquiries, had done her utmost to elicit more information, but it seemed that, apart from the fact that Miss Brown was at present on holiday, no member of Tremarth’s office staff was willing to describe her usefulness in detail.
If, indeed, she had any particular usefulness… which, from the tone of voice of the young woman on the telephone, seemed doubtful.
“I’m sure you’re looking forward to seeing Miss Brown again this morning?” Charlotte suggested with a blank, unrevealing face, despite the fact that he appeared confused, as she watched him dealing somewhat unenthusiastically with his scrambled eggs. “She’s staying at the Three Sailors, you know.”
“Is she?” But there was neither interest, nor a marked lack of it. He felt his unshaven chin. “Do you think I can deal with this this morning?”
“Of course, if you feel like bothering. You’ve got an electric razor, haven’t you?”
“If all my possessions have been removed from the Three Sailors, then I have.”
Charlotte, who had been moving towards the window to draw back the curtains still further and admit some more of the bright morning sunshine, turned in some surprise.
“Then you do remember that you stayed at the Three Sailors…! Can you also remember that you and I once had quite an important conversation there, and that it was concerned in the main with this house? In fact, if it hadn’t been for this house you would never have been at the Three Sailors! ”
“Oh, really?” He looked at her with polite interest, but if she had thought to catch him out – and she decided almost immediately that the attempt was unworthy – she was doomed to disappointment. He explained in the same rather colourless voice that her friend Hannah had explained all about the local inn, and she had been careful to give him details of the length of time he stayed there and the quantity of his luggage that had been removed from the inn. “I must have been planning to make quite a prolonged stay there,” he mused thoughtfully.
Later that morning the doctor arrived from the village, and after sitting with him for about twenty minutes and giving him a brief physical examination delivered himself of the opinion that the patient’s recovery would be aided by a little fresh air, and certainly by leaving his bed for a few hours.
“I suggest that you sit in a chair in your room to-day, and perhaps to-morrow you’ll feel like walking downstairs and out into the garden. Miss Woodford is fortunate in having such an enchanting garden, and if you like watching the sea then you won’t get a better view of it then you will from her terrace,” he said in an encouraging way. “I wouldn’t mind being an invalid at Tremarth myself if it meant that I could sit and look at the sea.”
But his eyes actually rested upon Hannah as he spoke, and for no other reason than that they were distinctly quizzical she flushed brilliantly.
No sooner had the doctor departed than Tremarth announced his intention of leaving his bed, and getting shaved and dressed. He also said he was going downstairs and into the garden, and not waiting for the following day.
Charlotte instantly looked alarmed and protested that he was not fit, and that the doctor’s advice should be followed to the letter; but her invalid merely requested her politely to leave the room, and suggested that perhaps Hannah would help him to dress. He was not exactly wobbly on his feet, but it would accelerate things if she lent him a hand.
“But there’s no hurry – ” Charlotte protested.
Richard Tremarth began to look slightly like a hunted man.
“There is a good deal of hurry,” he asserted. “When Miss Brown arrives I have no intention whatsoever of entertaining her up here, and outside in the garden she, too, will get the benefit of the sea air.” He grinned sideways, almost boyishly, at Charlotte. “I don’t feel my own man lying in a bed with a girl like Miss Brown sitting feeding me grapes and offering to read extracts from the daily newsprint aloud to me,” he confessed. “Besides, it isn’t fair to her.”
Charlotte couldn’t prevent herself from being awkward.
“Why isn’t it?” she demanded. “Presumably the only reason she’s down here at all is because you’re unwell?”
“Is it?” His white teeth flashed in his thin brown face as Hannah stood ready with his dressing-gown, having already placed his slippers within easy reach of the bed. “You don’t think I’m the fortunate one to be visited by anyone as dazzlingly attractive as Miss Brown, and that in order to show my appreciation I ought to make an effort, at least?” Charlotte looked openly taken aback, and Hannah smiled in an amused fashion which she endeavoured to make secret as she urged that he should take his time over getting out of bed, and asked whether he liked a really hot bath, or whether he preferred it merely tepid.
“I think you’d better leave us now,” she said in an aside to Charlotte, and the latter made no further references to Miss Brown and went downstairs feeling very much as if she had been snubbed, or at any rate put in her rightful place.
She went through to the kitchen to inspect the contents of the larder and plan the meals for the day, and it was while she and Mrs. Ricks, the daily help, were discussing the curious obstinacy of men when they were unwell, having already discussed the rival merits of junket and rice pudding as a sweet for lunch, that the local taxi made its appearance in the drive, and the enchanting Miss Claire Brown was decanted at the foot of the terrace steps.
She was dressed all in blue this morning – a light, azure blue that lent her a slightly angelic appearance, and plainly had the local taxi-driver slightly bemused as he accepted a generous-sized tip for his services so far, and arranged to pick her up in the same somewhat decrepit taxi at about six o’clock that evening.
“By which time our invalid will be feeling a little exhausted, I imagine,” she said as she turned to confront Charlotte, who had emerged from the house to greet her. “By the way, how is he?” she asked. “Much better, I hope?”
“He seems better, and he says that he is very much better,” the mistress of Tremarth informed her a little stiffly – she was afraid there was a smudge of flour on her cheek, and she had most unfortunately forgotten to remove her apron. The taxi-man’s eyes, although they widened with a modest amount of appreciation at sight of her, didn’t glow in the slightly fanatical way that they did as they returned to his fare, all light blue and golden.
“Oh, that’s splendid,” Claire replied, looking really pleased. “I was half afraid I might have exhausted him yesterday.”
She accompanied her hostess into the house.
“I’m a little early, I’m afraid,” she apologised, “but I did say I wanted to spend the whole of the day with him. Can I go straight upstairs to his room?” making for the staircase.
But Charlotte took quite an acute pleasure in preventing her.
“As a matter of fact, you won’t have to go upstairs,” she said. “The doctor suggested Mr. Tremarth should get up for a few hours, and he’s coming downstairs. If you like, you can go and sit in the drawing-room until he comes down, and I’ll bring you some coffee. Or you can wander in the garden… as you please! ”
Miss Brown looked displeased at being prevented from ascending the handsome oak staircase. She said something about doctors doing the most extraordinary things nowadays, and elected to go and sit in the drawing-room, to which Charlotte shortly afterwards carried a tray of coffee and some of her own home-made shortbread biscuits. Miss Brown disdained the biscuits, but accepted a cup of black coffee, and in between smoking a cigarette and sipping her coffee let her eyes rove openly round the room and commented on it as being quite a treasure-house.
“You seem to have quite a collection of antiques,” she remarked, “and although I don’t know much about these things I’d say that some of them are valuable. That rosewood desk over there, for instance – ” nodding at it – “looks like Sheraton to me, and I’d say that’s a very valuable picture in the alcove. If you’re ever hard up you can make money on these things.”
Charlotte studied her.
“Mr. Tremarth wanted to buy them – all of them! ” she emphasised.
Miss Brown looked only partially surprised.
“Yes, I did hear he was interested in making a purchase down here in Cornwall,” she admitted. “After all, he’s Cornish, isn’t he?” as if that explained the slight idiosyncrasy. Her light eyebrows crinkled in a frown. “Personally, I wouldn’t choose to have my headquarters in an out of the way place like this, but if you don’t have to remain tied to it it’s not so bad.” She nodded her charming golden head, as if to give emphasis to her thoughts and to convince herself. “Yes; under the circumstances I think I could put up with it, and after all this is a very attractive house.”
“What circumstances?” Charlotte enquired bluntly.
Miss Brown turned her lovely light blue eyes upon her. And then she smiled – very deliberately, and a little provokingly.
“Oh, come now, Miss Woodford,” she said, “you don’t have to have all your i’s dotted and all your t’s crossed, do you? I rather gathered from Richard that you were terribly shrewd and hard-headed – this was when he met you first of all, of course, and before his accident. When you told me just now that he wanted to buy all this – this conglomeration of good and bad furniture and other odds and ends,” waving a hand to indicate the room’s contents, “I knew that he was interested. I told you so last night, as a matter of fact, and you chose to be coy about his offer to buy. But if you want me to tell you why I'm interested “well, you might as well know that I’m not just Richard’s secretary. In fact, I’m not his secretary at all! ” “Oh, really?” Charlotte exclaimed, staring directly and rather fixedly at her.
Miss Brown inhaled a deep puff of smoke, and then exhaled it very gradually.
“I did work for him once – about a year ago,” she admitted. “I wanted a job, and he found me one. But I’ve known him for several years, and I think you can take it that we’re very good friends. In fact -
But at this stage of her revelations Richard himself chose to make his appearance, having somewhat slowly descended the stairs, and Claire rushed at him and seemed to be quite overcome by the sight of him standing on his own two feet once more.
“Oh, darling!” she exclaimed. “Oh, Richard, how wonderful to see you up and about again! I was so afraid I’d exhausted you yesterday, but I must have been good for you after all.”
Richard seemed very glad to reach a chair on the terrace, and he seemed even more appreciative when Charlotte stuffed a cushion in behind his shoulders and he was able to lie back comfortably, and
Hannah draped a rug across his knees because of the keenness of the morning breeze.
“This is good,” he declared, as his eyes rested contentedly on the line of blue sea. “This is very good indeed!”
Claire drew another of the comfortable terrace chairs up close beside him, and Charlotte accepted the hint and withdrew into the house. Hannah, a little more loath, apparently, to leave her patient alone with his visitor, retreated after lingering for a minute or so longer, and when she joined Charlotte and Mrs. Ricks in the kitchen she confessed that she was not entirely happy that Miss Brown intended to remain for the whole of the day.
“It’s true that she seems to know him very well, but I’m by no means certain that he welcomes her company as much as one might suppose,” she said.
Charlotte drank a half-cold cup of coffee and argued rather peevishly that she was quite sure Richard was delighted to have Miss Brown sitting with him.
“After all, she’s pretty enough to gladden the heart of most men, and even invalids can be responsive when it’s someone they particularly wish to see,” she opined a trifle dourly.
Hannah glanced at her.
“You think Richard was very glad to see Miss Brown? Well, perhaps you and I get entirely opposite impressions – ”
Charlotte banged her coffee cup down on the kitchen table.
“If you want to know the truth,” she said bleakly, “they’re practically engaged to be married. Oh, I haven’t had it officially from either of them, but Miss Brown was about to let a rather interesting cat out of the bag when she and I were in the drawing-room just now – and she’d ceased taking an interest in my furniture! And if Richard hadn’t put in an appearance when he did I’m quite sure it would have proved to be a very interesting cat indeed… Nothing less than that she plans to marry him one day. Possibly quite soon! ”
“Oh!” Hannah declined to appear very much impressed. “What makes you think that?”
“Because she’d got as far as admitting that they were very special friends… and also I’m quite sure she knows all about Richard’s interest in this house. She was trying to make up her mind whether or not she’d enjoy living here.” “Oh! ” Hannah said again.
“And she seems to think it will be all right if she doesn’t have to spend too much of her time in a tucked away place like Tremarth… all right for holidays, that is. She even thinks she might enjoy living with some of the furniture! The rest she’s not so sure about! ”
Hannah went up to her and quite unexpectedly put an arm about her shoulders. As she gave her a hug she said encouragingly:
“You’re letting your imagination work overtime, my dear! And in any case, there are two sides to everything… and Richard at the moment is absolutely convinced she’s more or less a stranger! ” Charlotte actually seemed to brighten.
“Yes, he does, doesn’t he?” she said more hopefully. “And even if he finds out that he’s committed to marry a stranger, he might not take to the notion too enthusiastically. He might even hesitate – at any rate until he’s got his memory back.”
“And that could take weeks or months – if he doesn’t recover in it in the next few days,” Hannah offered it as her purely professional opinion.
Charlotte looked as if she found the notion of their patient being deprived of his memory for' a considerable length of time surprisingly attractive… even wholly desirable.
But later on that morning, when she went out into the garden to pick raspberries, and returned to the house by way of the terrace, she felt as if a slight chill enveloped her comparatively cheerful spirits as she observed the pair sitting watching the sea. They appeared to have fallen into a state of contemplative silence, and despite the fact that Richard was frowning, as if the charms of the prospect were just a little bit wasted on him in his present state of invalidism and mental confusion, Claire Brown had an engaging half-smile on her lips,' and there was no doubt about it she found the prospect – possibly, also, of the future – very satisfactory indeed.
Charlotte halted her footsteps, and decided not to pass behind their chairs in case she disturbed them; but although he didn’t turn his head Tremarth must have heard her footsteps, and he called out sharply as she was about to turn on her heel:
“Is that you, Miss Woodford?”
Charlotte answered by hastening her steps until she stood beside him.
“Yes? Is there something you want?” she enquired with a touch of over-eagerness. Tremarth turned his head towards her, and there was an extraordinary expression in his eyes as they met and held hers.
“As a matter of fact, there is,” he replied quietly. “I’d like to go back to my room…”
“Oh, but____________________”
“The sun isn’t as warm out here as I thought it would be, and the glare of the sea makes my head ache a bit. I’d like to go back at once if you wouldn’t mind accompanying me to my room! ”
Claire stood up protestingly.
“Oh, but, Richard darling!… Only a few minutes ago you said how lovely it was out here! And that you could never have enough of watching the sea! And if you want to return to your room I can help you upstairs and tuck you up in bed if you honestly feel you’d like to go back to bed! ”
“Who said anything about going back to bed?”
He actually snapped at her, and Charlotte was so surprised she couldn’t believe it. Claire flushed, and looked momentarily dismayed.
“I don’t think he’s as well as we thought he was,” she said quietly over his head to Charlotte.
Tremarth burst out impatiently:
“What utter rubbish! Just because I said I’d got a bit of a head____________________” But his eyes were frankly appealing to Charlotte. “Anyway,
Miss Woodford has been looking after me for several days – with the assistance of her efficient friend, of course! – and I’m afraid I’ve got used to having her around as a nurse. Miss Woodford – Charlotte!” He smiled at her a little stiffly, as if the muscles of his face were stiff and slightly painful, and every intensely feminine instinct she possessed was touched by the anxious insistence in his eyes. “I don’t need anyone to help me upstairs, but I’d like you to come with me and I’m not going back to bed. I shall sit in a chair in my room.”
“You’re quite sure you wouldn’t like to sit in a chair in the drawingroom?” Charlotte asked.
“No. My own room, if you please – and I’d like to be left alone there until lunch-time! ”
If he had actually attacked her with violence Claire could not have looked more hurt She gathered up her white handbag and gloves.
“Of course, if you’d rather I didn’t stay with you, Richard, I’ll go,” she offered. “Perhaps you’re not as well as we thought, and it might be better if you have a little more rest. So I’ll come back to-morrow.”
“Do,” Richard begged her, no doubt repenting of his harshness and eager that she should not go away feeling too badly used. “I’ll admit I’m a bit of a bear this morning, but tomorrow afternoon! – I’ll be delighted to see you! ”
Claire accepted her dismissal graciously.
“Then good-bye, Richard darling…She advanced towards him, bent and dropped a light kiss on his brow. “Take some aspirin, or whatever sedative tablets the doctor has prescribed for you, and see what a good long sleep will do for you. Despite what you’ve said to the contrary I don’t believe you slept well last night! ”
Richard muttered something that could have been agreement, or otherwise, and Charlotte removed the rug from his knees and followed him across the floor of the drawing-room towards the hall and the foot of the stairs. Claire stood watching them where they had left her alone on the terrace, and as soon as they started to ascend the stairs she went through the hall to the kitchen and demanded somewhat aggressively to know where the telephone was, and whether Hannah knew the number of the taxi-man who was to have picked her up at six o’clock that evening.
Hannah obligingly found the number for her, and afterwards she stood smiling to herself in the middle of the kitchen, and was not surprised when Charlotte came downstairs and informed her that Richard was feeling rather exhausted.
“I’m by no means amazed,” Hannah said. “I’ve a kind of idea that a little of Miss Claire Brown goes a long way, and that despite her ravishing appearance she is not everything the doctor ordered for our patient. In fact, when she comes again I shall have, I’m afraid, to make it clear to her that for the time being Mr. Tremarth is not nearly strong enough to receive visitors for longer than about ten minutes at a time.” Charlotte went over to the old-fashioned kitchen range and started stirring a saucepan that was simmering on the top of it. She was debating whether or not to take Hannah more fully into her confidence… And suddenly she decided that as Hannah was virtually in charge of
Tremarth and responsible for his recovery she had better know the truth. Especially as it involved Miss Brown, and any visits she might think fit to make to the house.
“As a matter of fact,” she said slowly, stirring the contents of the saucepan, “it isn’t going to be entirely up to us whether or not any visitors are allowed – one visitor, anyway. Upstairs just now, while I was making him comfortable in the big chair near the window, Mr. Tremarth made an admission to me. He says that he and Miss Brown are engaged to be married! ”
The admission she did not make was that the revelation had affected her in rather a curious way, actually having a strange numbing effect on her sensibilities and slowing down her reactions, so that she felt peculiarly clumsy as she stood beside the stove and sought to prevent the brew inside the saucepan from burning as it came to the boil. She stirred mechanically, and mentally reminded herself of all the things she had to do before lunch time, but the will to do them with anything like her normal expertise seemed to have vanished. She felt as if someone had given her a thump on the head and she hadn’t quite recovered from the blow.
“Married?” Hannah moved nearer to her, and sniffed the burning saucepan even while she expressed herself as intrigued. “You mean he actually told you himself that he’s engaged to Miss Brown?”
“Yes.” Charlotte turned empty eyes towards her, and her whole tone was extremely flat. “Of course, I was fairly certain that there was something____________________”
“Yes, I think she rather indicated as much herself, didn’t she?” But Hannah wore the air of one who was really extremely surprised, and even in view of what she had just been told by no means convinced. “Was it,” she asked, “a sudden admission that Richard made to you? I mean, did he seem to want to get it off his chest, or did he kind of take you into his confidence? And above all,” with emphasis, “has he the least idea who she is?”
“What do you mean?” Charlotte stared at her, the emptiness still in her eyes. “Of course he must know who she is if he’s going to marry her – ”
“But only a short while ago we were agreed that he was completely safe from feminine machinations because he’s lost his memory,” Hannah reminded her. “Are you trying to tell me that in addition to announcing his engagement he has also recovered his memory?”
“No. No____________________” Charlotte looked startled, and the contents of the saucepan boiled over and she whipped it hastily off the stove. “At least
– that is… I don’t think so,” she concluded uncertainly.
Hannah shook her head at her.
“You mean to say you accepted it that he’s going to marry a woman who is a complete stranger to him, and as a result, of course, he’s wildly, deliriously happy?”
Charlotte looked completely bewildered, and much more uncertain than before. She also looked as if a faint thread of hope lightened her darkness.
“I didn’t say anything about him being wildly, deliriously happy,” she said huskily. “As a matter of fact – ”
“Yes?”
“I don’t think he’s at all happy! ”
“What a novel state of mind in which to contemplate marriage.”
“But it’s true that he – he thinks he ought to marry her – ”
“You make the whole thing sound more wildly romantic than ever, and I think it’s high time I went up and had a few words with our patient.” She regarded Charlotte in a very alert manner. “Can you recall the exact words Richard used to you when he told you he was going to marry Claire Brown?”
“Yes. He said, ‘I understand I’m engaged to be married, Charlotte!’ Apparently the wedding is all fixed! ”
“That settles it,” Hannah exclaimed, and bustled in a brisk, white-aproned, businesslike way over to the door. “I really shall have to have a few words with Mr. Tremarth!”



CHAPTER VII


BUT whether the result of the few words Hannah had with Richard Tremarth was of any particular value to anyone Charlotte was unable to tell, for Hannah was surprisingly uncommunicative about the brief quarter of an hour or so she spent closeted with her patient in connection with a matter that had nothing to do with his health. It seemed to Charlotte that her lips were a little tightened when she emerged from his room to supervise the laying of his lunch tray, and she did say something about maintaining a careful vigilance when he had anyone to visit him.
Charlotte, who had known him to have only one visitor so far, considered this a trifle ambiguous. But as the private concerns of their patient were really nothing to do with either of them, she said nothing further on the subject. Only awaited with a rather curious sensation of rising prickles under her skin the next appearance of Miss Brown.
For forty-eight hours they saw nothing of Claire, and then she arrived in an enchanting all-white outfit, and carrying a large basket of fruit and a supply of magazines and paperbacks. By that time Richard had grown more accustomed to descending the stairs, and he was sitting on the terrace when she arrived. The way in which they welcomed one another was not observed by anyone, for Charlotte was upstairs at the time dusting the bedrooms, and Hannah was in her own room writing letters. Charlotte, when she emerged on to the terrace with Waterloo walking beside her, found them engrossed in conversation… Or rather,
Claire appeared to be talking earnestly, and Richard was listening with the by now customary well- marked frown between his brows.
Apart from that frown he looked much better and more like himself, if rather thin and fine-drawn… And in fact, his fine-drawnness often brought a little ache to Charlotte’s heart.
When her footsteps sounded on the terrace behind his chair he looked round quickly, and even seemed relieved by the sight of Waterloo, who was always most friendly and welcoming whenever he saw him. Miss Brown, puffing a trifle agitatedly at a cigarette, threw it away and crushed it out beneath the heel of her immaculate white shoe, and also looked up frowningly at Charlotte.
“I hope it will be convenient for me to stay to lunch to-day,” she remarked.
“Perfectly convenient,” Charlotte answered.
Claire continued to frown.
“What do you think of him?” she asked, as if the patient was not capable of overhearing. “Is he really making progress? I’m a bit worried, because he still seems to find it difficult to remember anything that happened in his very recent past at all clearly – ”
“You mustn’t forget that I’m suffering from amnesia,” the patient himself remarked with a curious air of being perfectly complacent about his affliction.
Claire bit her lip in obvious exasperation. “Yes, I know, darling… But it is a bit trying sometimes,” she confessed, as if she really found it extremely trying. “I shall have to have a word with your doctor myself, and if he expresses any anxiety about you I shall insist on getting a man down from London to see what he can do for you. After all, if there is any brain injury you should be having treatment -” “Brain injury?” Charlotte sounded shocked and alarmed. “But of course Mr. Tremarth has no brain injury,” she protested, “or any other serious form of injury.
He is simply affected at the moment with a loss of memory, but Dr. Mackay says he may recover it at any moment…”
“Dr. Mackay!” Claire exclaimed, as if she had very little faith in him. “He’s the local G.P., isn’t he? And he’s probably had very little experience. I’m not at all sure Richard should be left to his tender mercies in any case.”
“I’m sure Dr. Mackay is perfectly competent to deal with this case,” Charlotte defended the local practitioner with a good deal of stiffness.
Richard put his head back – and it was such a shapely sleek, dark head in the sunlight and smiled at her.
“Oh, Mackay’s a very good chap,” he agreed. “I quite look forward to his visits… And as for Nurse Hannah, she’s wonderful. I’m surprised that she ever thought of giving up nursing.”
“And what about Miss Woodford?” Claire enquired, a trifle arctically. “Do you think it’s fair that she should have to devote so much of her time to looking after you and cooking for you? After all, there is no reason why she should do anything of the kind! ”
“True.” But Richard was still smiling lazily up at Charlotte, and to her slight confusion there was almost a caressing look in his eyes. “Do you mind very much, Charlotte?” he asked suddenly. “Looking after me, I mean? And making all those junkets, and things?”
“Of course not,” Charlotte asserted sturdily. Richard spread his shapely hands in a Continental gesture.
“Well, there you are! ” he exclaimed. “Charlotte doesn’t mind.” “Miss Woodford is far too polite to admit that she minds,” Claire declared with a good deal of emphasis – and particularly on the „Miss Woodford’. “So far as I have been able to gather she inherited this house and its contents from her aunt, and came down here to enjoy life and take advantage of living beside the sea. But all she has been permitted to do since your arrival has been climb the stairs many unnecessary times a day and fetch and carry for you. And that on top of having to literally dig you out of the wreckage of your car and bring you here.”
“Did you dig me out of the wreckage of my car?” Richard asked Charlotte, still smiling in a provocative and mildly quizzical manner. “Or is the story that I bounced out of it myself and landed quite literally at your feet rather more truthful and exact than the other version?”
“I certainly didn’t go anywhere near your car,” Charlotte assured him quietly. “For one thing, it was blazing like an inferno! ”
Miss Brown shuddered.
“How horrible!” she exclaimed. Then she looked at Richard as if for the first time she marvelled that he was alive. She bent forward and laid a hand caressingly on his knee. “Poor Richard,” she said very softly. “What a frightful thing to happen to you! ”
“I am alive,” Richard said shortly, and moved his rug-covered knee very slightly, so that her shapely white hand fell away. “I personally am extremely grateful for that – and grateful to Miss Woodford and Nurse Cootes for their care and succour.”
Miss Brown started to frown again – and the frown bit into her very white forehead like a cleft.
“There is still this question of your memory,” she pursued the subject unrelentingly. “It’s no use listening to people like Dr. Mackay and waiting for the moment when you remember who you are and everything else that is connected with you____________________ I do honestly think it would be best if we removed you to a nursing- home in London, and then I can go ahead with the arrangements for our marriage. It would, probably solve all sorts of problems if we got married immediately, and then I can devote myself to the task of looking after you.”
“Inside a nursing-home?” He lay back in his chair and regarded her queerly, with a cold, half humorous smile curving the comers of his mouth, and a rather unkind gleam of interest in his eyes. “Are you suggesting, Claire my dear, that we get married and spend our honeymoon in a nursing-home of your choice? Because I’m not at all sure what the rules and regulations are concerning that sort of thing! ” “Don’t be silly, darling.” She flushed and looked annoyed, and then almost immediately recovered her sense of purpose and returned to the attack with renewed determination. “You know perfectly well that what I meant when I said I could look after you was that I could do so in your flat if we are married. Naturally; while we are still only engaged I can only visit you in a nursing-home – or here so long as you remain here. But I feel quite strongly that you have made yourself a nuisance to Miss Woodford long enough.”
Once more Tremarth put back his head and looked upwards quizzically at Charlotte.
“And you agree with that, Charlotte?” he asked her again. “If you are honest, I mean?” “No.” She shook her head quite firmly. “I’d like you to remain here for as long as you choose to remain here, and I’m sure Dr, Mackay is of the opinion that you are already benefiting by the sea air. After all,” as if she was defending a secret urge to keep him there, and which she was quite sure Claire suspected her of being capable of attempting to do for some reason that was not yet quite clear – not shatteringly clear, that is – to Charlotte herself, “you haven’t been ill very long, and you haven’t given yourself a chance to feel steady on your feet, let alone regain your memory after such a frightful accident. Hannah and I both feel that you should take things a bit slowly for a time.”
“By which, of course, you mean that you wouldn’t recommend matrimony as yet? Not until I’m steady enough on my feet to take my bride in my arms and lift her over the threshold of my somewhat uninspiring London flat?”
Charlotte flushed brilliantly – far more brilliantly than Claire had flushed a moment ago as she hastily denied any such imputation.
“I think you’re steady enough on your feet… or you will be in a very short while if you continue to maintain improvement at your present rate; but not knowing very much about yourself – ”
“Or about my bride-to-be, if it comes to that!”
But Claire refused to look embarrassed by this reminder.
“You might be better off if you – if you stay where you are for another week or so, and allow us – Hannah and me – to look after you.”
Claire’s remarkable blue eyes developed a sparkle of pure malice as she put forward the suggestion:
“We could of course get married at once and honeymoon here! If Miss Woodford has no objection! If we did that I could help her and Nurse Cootes to take the very best possible care of you. Between us you’d be bound to make a remarkable and complete recovery in the shortest possible space of time! ”
But Charlotte, without realising it herself, looked so appalled by the prospect that Richard himself decided to end the discussion. And he did so in a suddenly curt and decisive manner.
“For goodness’ sake, Claire,” he begged her sharply, “stop talking about me as if I presented a problem, and do please get it into your head that I’m not exchanging my estate of bachelorhood at the present time for anyone – anyone, do you understand? And when I do get married I hope I’ll do so in a sufficiently fit condition to require neither nursing nor consultations about my state of health. Now, is that a tanker out there? It seems to be fairly close in shore, or making for the shore. Let’s hope it’s not planning to pile up on the rocks. This is a nasty part of the coast! ”
He placed a telescope, with which Charlotte had provided him, to a somewhat irritable eye, and the two girls glanced at one another for a moment, and then assumed an interest in the aspect of marine life that was temporarily engaging all his interest. Charlotte had the feeling that Claire was subduing a keen sense of frustration, and as for her… She only knew that she was conscious of a sense of respite. She was going to keep her patient for a little longer, and he certainly didn’t strike her as in any condition to get married, even had the girl he was contemplating marrying seemed somehow more suitable.
That night she took him a soothing milk drink before Hannah took over with his sleeping tablets, and somewhat to her embarrassment he returned to the subject they had been discussing that morning on the terrace.
“The whole point of my present situation is that I’ve got to recover my memory before I take any decisive steps,” he said to her. He was once more frowning and looking worried. “It seems absurd that I can’t even be absolutely certain that I did once propose to Claire,” he added.
“She would hardly say that you had done so if you hadn’t,” she replied, smoothing his top sheet as an excuse to keep her hands occupied.
“You don’t think she would?” and he stared hard at her.
“Would any woman as attractive as Miss Brown? There must be a lot of men in the world who would like to marry her.”
“You think she’s as attractive as all that?” “You said yourself only a few days ago that she’s almost unbelievably attractive.”
“So I did and so she is.” He lay back against his pillows and smiled at her – not as if he had anything very much to smile about, but as if he was suddenly rather drily amused. “I suppose I ought to consider myself an exceptionally fortunate man because she’s consented to become my wife! ”
“Well, don’t you?”
He smiled more widely, and even more drily.
“I don’t know. I feel like someone groping a perpetual fog, and although all that I see of Claire is very easy on the eye I simply can’t manage to recollect her… as I should be able to do if she’d ever made a very great impression on me.”
“When I first saw you at the Three Sailors you were very anxious to buy Tremarth. Was it because you were planning to get married, do you think, and you wanted somewhere familial where you could set up a home with Miss Brown?”
He shook his head.
“I don’t know.” His eyes twinkled. “But I do know this house affects me in a most extraordinary way. I know that I’ve been here before, often – and I know that I always wanted to return to this place.”
“You can’t remember visiting here when you were a schoolboy?”
Another shake of the head answered her.
“You can’t remember my aunt? You were a little afraid of her, I believe, but in a way I suspect you were fond of her, too. She was quite a personality.
“And you? You tell me that you were often here during my visits?”
“On more than one of your visits. I treated you abominably, but you were always very kind to me – quite exceptionally kind considering I was such a little beast.” She looked concerned by the memory of her own beastliness, and the little she had done to repay him for his determined cherishing of her. “Even Aunt Jane thought I treated you rather shabbily.”
“And yet you refused to sell your house to me when I asked you to do so! ”
Startled, she looked at him.
“You – you remember that?”
His eyes avoided hers. He stared out of the window at the moonlit sea.
“I didn’t say so. I think you must have told me so yourself.” He frowned at the shimmering pathway that was lying like a golden sword-thrust across the gently heaving indigo bosom of the restless Atlantic. There are occasions when, I suppose, you could say that I do remember some things… Not very relevant, perhaps.” “What sort of things?” she asked, with a queer sort of breathlessness.
He looked up and directly into her eyes.
“I remember a little girl with red hair.”
“Me?”
“Since your hair is very red now it must have been as remarkably red when you were a child! ”
“Then your amnesia must be getting better. You are recovering! ”
He shrugged against his pillows as if he was not prepared to agree with her entirely.
“You can say that if you wish, but it is when people are growing older that they remember in detail the things that happened to them when they were a child. I can remember nothing at all that has happened to me in recent years – not even your refusal to sell to me this house.” She felt a trifle perplexed by the slight perverseness of his attitude.
“But perhaps if you tried a little harder_”
“Do you think I’m not constantly trying to penetrate the fog that is all I’ve got left of a memory?” he demanded, with such a spurt of irritation that she practically recoiled noticeably. “Especially when it seems that short of a miracle happening I’m doomed to become a married man within a matter of a few weeks, possibly less.”
“Then you honestly don’t – don’t want to get married?”
All at once his grey eyes were disconcerting hard grey pools of mockery. “What gives you that impression?” he asked. “Something I said about a miracle depriving me of the opportunity to become the husband of one of the most delightful and enchanting young women I’ve ever set eyes on? Substitute the word ‘disaster’ for ‘miracle’ and you’ll realise that the one thing I’m looking forward to is getting married! In fact, I find it hard to wait… And that’s easily understandable, isn’t it?”
Charlotte felt herself turning a dull, but rather painful, red. He was amusing himself at her expense… She realised that. And although she couldn’t quite understand the reason he seemed to think it was no more than she deserved that she should be treated unkindly. Between the almost feminine fringes of his thick black eyelashes his eyes held her in a sort of contempt… And with her knowledge of all that she had done for him in the past few days, including the sacrifice of her own bedroom
– that seemed to her a little unfair. In fact, unreasonable, unless it was the result of his amnesia.
She stared back at him suddenly a little critically and curiously. Just how much did he remember of his past?
A little girl with red hair!
“I was a very plump little girl,” she remarked suddenly and soberly. “I had a large number of freckles, too.”
“You had nothing of the kind… And you were as slim as a sprite! ” “When you came here the other day to look over the house Waterloo behaved in a most extraordinary manner. He was most unfriendly towards you! ”
“He was not.” He seemed complacently satisfied because he was able to make the admission. “He was almost effusively friendly.” She gathered up the empty glass that had held his hot milk drink, and made for the door.
“Good-night, Mr. Tremarth,” she said softly. “I hope you have an absolutely undisturbed night, and are very much better in the morning!”
When she joined Hannah in the drawing room she was both looking and feeling extremely thoughtful, but Hannah was curled up on a settee in front of the television set that had been installed a few days before, and was not in a mood to be distracted. Her attention was, in fact, glued to the television screen, and she answered abstractedly when Charlotte spoke to her.
“Sit down,” she advised, “and put your feet up. Looking after invalids in a house of this sort is rather more than a trifle exhausting. If we were to go in for it in a big way we’d have to have a lift installed.”
Charlotte ignored her advice, and wandered rather aimlessly about the room. She was in no mood to talk, but there was something she might have asked Hannah if the latter had not been so obviously wrapped up in the development of an exciting television drama. But what was really rather remarkable was the way she fairly sprang to her feet and blushed like an eager schoolgirl when a tap came on the open French window and Dr. Mackay, without waiting for an invitation to do so, walked in between the quiet grey falls of brocade curtaining and greeted them with the coolness and assurance of an old and well-tried friend.
“It’s a wonderful night,” he observed. “I wondered whether one or other of you would care for a breath of air? I realise you’ve got a parent to attend to, but it doesn’t need two of you to sit with him and hold his hand, and in any case I imagine by this time he’s settled down for the night?” and he looked directly at Hannah as he spoke.
Charlotte rose at once to the situation. She smiled at Dr. Mackay as if she was only faintly amused by his rather appealing transparency, and agreed that there was little more they could do for their patient that night. But he would be the first to disapprove of them leaving him alone in the house, and she suggested that Hannah took advantage of the opportunity to stretch her legs… despite the fact that it had been Hannah who was the strong advocate of taking the weight off their feet.
“It’s wonderful in the garden at this hour,” she said. “But if you feel like going further… say a visit to the Three Sailors, I shan’t mind,” she assured them.
Hannah fairly beamed at her.
“You really mean that?” she asked.
“Of course. And don’t forget, there is a man in the house… even if he isn’t quite clear about who he is at the moment! ”
While Hannah rushed off to change and make herself look as attractive as possible for the unexpected treat ahead of her, Dr. Mackay accepted a drink from Charlotte, and sat on the end of a settee while he drank it.
“I am off duty to-night,” he admitted, “and if the alcohol content of this glass of sherry upsets the balance of my blood Hannah can take over the wheel of the car and drive us to the village.”
“I’m afraid it’s not very good sherry,” Charlotte apologised. She started to wander up and down over the pearl-grey carpets. “Dr. Mackay! ” she said suddenly.
;Yes?” He smiled at her, secretly agreeing with her about the quality of the sherry but far too naturally polite to make comments on it aloud. “Anything I can do for you?” he wanted to know.
“Not me, precisely.” She seemed to hesitate. “Dr. Mackay…”
“I’m at your service if you want anything, you know,” he told her affably. “Even if it’s free advice. But as you look extremely healthy and charming to me, I’m sure it’s not that.”
“No, I – ” She picked up a porcelain ginger jar, and then put it back again. “It’s about Mr. Tremarth! He seems to be making quite a good recovery, but I’m a little puzzled about – about his amnesia. He remembers some things, but not others. He doesn’t even remember that he became engaged to be married shortly before he met with his accident! ”
The doctor smiled humorously.
“Perhaps he regretted becoming engaged as soon as he’d committed himself, and now he’s particularly vague on that point because he’d get out of it if he could – and he hadn’t all the right gentlemanly instincts!
“But the young woman in question is quite lovely_”
“Yes. I saw her in the village about ten o’clock this morning.”
“And you – you do agree that she’s – extremely attractive?”
Dr. Mackay smiled suddenly and more broadly. He set down his glass on a little occasional table, and then rose and walked across to her and patted her on the shoulder.
“As attractive as they come. And I admit it’s hard on her if she can’t get him to fix a day for the wedding, but I shall strongly advise him to turn his back on the delights of matrimony for a while yet. For one thing it would be far from satisfactory from his point of view if he married a young woman – though wholly desirable – without being perfectly clear who she is; and from her point of view it could even be disastrous. I shall do something I’ve never done before and issue a certificate that he isn’t fit to marry if he desires it – and she is rather too persuasive. If he doesn’t desire it I shall have a good talk to him, and we’ll see what effect that has.”
Charlotte appeared imperceptibly to brighten.
“He can be very obstinate,” she remarked.
“So can I,” and his square chin told her that he was not exaggerating. “I – I don’t mind how long he stays here… I mean,” as he regarded her somewhat quizzically, “we did once talk – Hannah and I
– of running a nursing-home, and turning this place into one, and naturally we – we don’t want to lose our first patient too soon.” “Naturally,” and he sounded almost soothing.
“We’d like Mr. Tremarth to be really fit before he leaves.” “Naturally,” the doctor said again.
Hannah appeared, and she was looking so glamorous that Charlotte could hardly believe the evidence of her eyes. Lately Hannah had taken to using more make-up, and it suited her amazingly. She had also taken up the hem of her one really smart dinner-dress, and the combined effect of a slim shift-like dress that displayed her naturally pretty knees and about two discreet inches of her attractive thighs, rather heavily darkened eyelashes and a warm pink lipstick undoubtedly caused Dr. Mackay to lose his medical poise for a moment. He stared at her, and his eyes started to glow – and his excellently cared for teeth flashed in an approving smile.
“All this for the Three Sailors?” he said. “The landlord ought to stand us free drinks! ”
Charlotte watched them go, and she watched the tail light of their car as it disappeared down the drive. Once it had vanished she stepped out on to the lawn and felt the coolness of the night breeze as it fanned her cheeks and her bare arms, and she inhaled the perfume of the roses somewhat excitingly mixed with the tangy odour of the sea.
All around her the gardens of Tremarth spread in summer beauty under the stars, and it was the far-away brilliance of the stars as she lifted her eyes to them that made her feel suddenly and quite extraordinarily lonely. It was a loneliness of the spirit – an acute loneliness, because the two who had just left her were very obviously drawn to one another, and in a matter of weeks or months they might have cemented their present friendship by becoming engaged – or married! Doctors needed wives, and Hannah would make a wonderful doctor’s wife… and Charlotte was reasonably certain that if Dr. Mackay asked her to become his wife she would say ‘yes’!
Looked at in a very dispassionate light she would be very silly if she did not.
Then, with or without a medical certificate from Mackay, Richard Tremarth would almost certainly be marrying the lovely golden-headed Claire Brown in a very short space of time from now. He might have memories of a small redheaded sprite of a girl who had plagued him once, but he would marry the young woman who had hastened all the way from London to sit at his bedside as soon as she learned that he had been involved in an accident.
Charlotte began to shiver in the middle of the lawn, and she turned to retrace her steps towards the house. As always, when she was confronted with it – even under cover of soft and silken darkness – she lifted her eyes to it. She supposed she had loved it always, right from those early days when she had stayed in it with her aunt… And now more than ever she felt an almost passionate attachment to it.
If Richard asked her again to sell it she would refuse. She would go on refusing and refusing!
As she stepped through the lighted French window of the drawing-room she recoiled for a moment in alarm, for instead of being empty, as she had left it, a man was reclining at full length on one of the brocade-covered settees… the one in front of the television set, in fact.
Richard Tremarth was wearing his dressing- gown, and a silk scarf with polka-dots tucked in at the neck. His hair was beautifully brushed and gleaming, he had shaved very well that morning, and his chin was still smooth. He wore red morocco slippers, pale violet pyjamas, and a solid gold wrist-watch which he was consulting as she walked into the room.
“It’s too late for you to be wandering about alone out of doors in this remote spot,” he told her severely. “Not only are your shoes too thin and the grass almost certain to be heavy with dew, and therefore you’re risking a chill by getting your feet wet, but I don’t like the idea of you wandering about out there alone.”
“Was that why you got up and decided to come down here and keep me company?” she asked.
“It was one of my reasons,” he admitted. “Fortunately that box over there is switched off, and we can talk. And I have several things I want to say to you.”
“Yes?” she said, sitting down opposite him. “Nurse Cootes and the doc won’t be back yet… very likely not for some considerable while. That is if they’re sensible, and follow their inclinations. And that gives us quite a lot of time to make some plans.”
“Plans?”
“Yes; plans.” And he smiled at her as if he realised that for the moment he must humour her, as if he was humouring a child.



CHAPTER VIII


A WEEK went by and Richard Tremarth, in the old home of the Tremarth family, recovered his strength and regained most of his old vigour, without apparently managing at the same time to recover his memory. He seemed almost to luxuriate in this particular phase of his convalescence, delighting, apparently, in doing nothing, and finding the amenities – or lack of amenities at Tremarth – by no means a hindrance to his increasing well-being.
And the one thing that quite obviously did not trouble him was his failure to remember who he was. He accepted it that he was Richard Tremarth, that the old house of Tremarth had once belonged to his relatives, and as a house he admired it enormously. But he did not repeat his offer to purchase it from his present hostess, who was not a Tremarth but seemed to fit into the house and background very well.
He entered with a kind of amiable quiescence into Claire Brown’s plans to marry him. He was obviously in no hurry to marry, but he seemed quite willing to listen when she discussed the various arrangements she was making with him. It was very obvious, also, that he admired her… Sometimes Charlotte, who seemed to watch him very carefully these days, thought he admired her very much indeed. And in all honesty, and without attempting to undervalue Miss Brown in any way, she could not think of any reason why he should not admire her. Feel, indeed, a great urge to become her husband.
She was so enchantingly pretty, was never seen with a hair out of place, or a shine on her nose, or lips that required an application of lipstick. And her clothes must have cost her a great deal of money, for they were always beautifully made and charmingly designed, and were undoubtedly ‘couture’ clothes. And if she had been a top model she would have made a fortune for herself.
Charlotte sometimes suspected, from the way she moved, and her air of somewhat consciously desiring people to admire her, that there had been a time in her life when she had modelled clothes. She found it quite impossible to imagine her undertaking secretarial duties… and wondered why she still stuck to the pretence that she had once acted as Richard’s own private secretary.
He had a secretary in London who contacted them sometimes, but Richard was not allowed to enter into any business conversations with her. For one thing, he was not yet in a fit condition to enter into business transactions, and he appeared to have not the smallest desire to do anything of the kind. He was quite content to laze away the days at Tremarth, sitting on the terrace or one of the green swathes of lawn and watching the sea as if he could never tire of its endless, restless movement, or walking slowly about the gardens, admiring the flower borders and the wonderful Tremarth roses. He took to detaching rose buds from their stems and attaching them to the front of his jacket, and inhaling their perfume with a quiet air of appreciation and satisfaction. Sometimes he stood for long periods in front of Aunt Jane’s portrait above the fireplace in the hall, and on one occasion Charlotte caught him addressing Aunt Jane.
“I wish I could remember you,” he said to her. “You must have been a most excellent and worthy woman.”
He bent to inhale the perfume of the rose in his lapel, and then he looked up at her again.
“And you have a somewhat unusual niece,” he added.
Charlotte went away thoughtfully to the kitchen, and she remained thoughtful as she prepared the vegetables for lunch. That afternoon Claire arrived with a list of guests she intended inviting for the wedding, and she asked Richard whether there was anyone whose name he wished added to the list. Richard gave the matter his attention in the obliging way that was rather significant of his attitude to life these days, and then confessed that there was no one he could think of at the moment. Claire regarded him somewhat uncertainly, and whether or not it suddenly struck her that she was doing a strange thing arranging to marry at no very distant date a man who seemed quite unable to recollect that he ever had friends and acquaintances, and was quite unable to remember the name of one of them who might enjoy being invited to throw rice at him when he exchanged his state of bachelorhood for the married state.
She even began to look worried and reflective after a time – when the peculiarity of her position had time to sink in; and a short while later, while they were strolling on the terrace, she slipped a hand inside his arm and asked him whether he was really beginning to feel much more like himself.
“Oh, yes.” He gazed down at her with an unrevealing expression on his face, and then stared out across the sun-bathed lawn at the line of blue sea. “I’m feeling quite fit.”
“But you still don’t know who you are,… Or do you?” lifting harebell blue eyes to his face and trying to conceal the suspicion of doubt in her eyes, and the rather more alert, probing look.
“Do I – what?”
The bland blankness in the depths of his grey eyes baffled her. She began to feel vaguely frustrated.
“Know who you are? I mean, of course, you know who you are, because we’ve been able to offer you proof that you’re Richard Tremarth, with a flat in London and quite a comfortable income, and – and all the rest. You’ve business interests, too, but at the moment everything is being taken care of for you, and you don’t have to bother your head about that. I was having a word with your partner the other day, and he’s coming down to see you before the wedding, and of course he will be at the wedding. Your bank manager, too… As a matter of fact he’s also my bank manager. There are certain papers you’ll have to sign in the course of the next week, but there’s nothing complicated there, and your signature is all that is required.”
“Splendid,” Richard murmured lazily and contentedly. “You’re almost as useful as a business manager yourself, my sweet, and I consider myself fortunate to be marrying such a capable young woman. I hope it occurred to you, during the course of your conversations with the guardians of my material attributes, that some sort of a marriage settlement, or dowry, is important if you have your own interests at heart.”
She coloured delightedly.
“Well, as a matter of fact I would prefer it if I had some sort of independence once we were married… apart from my own tiny income, I mean. But I hardly liked to put it to you in so many words.”
“Oh, come.” His voice was dry. “I’m sure you could have found the right words with very little difficulty.”
“That’s what Tom said. As a matter of fact-”
“Tom?”
He’s your partner – Tom Armitage. As soon as you see him of course you’ll recollect who he is immediately.”
“Then why hasn’t he come down here to see me?”
“I think he’s busy… looking after your joint interests, of course. But you’ll almost certainly be hearing from him in the course of the next few days.”
“That’s what you said before. He’s sending me papers to sign… remember?”
“Yes.” If he had been looking more keenly at her it might have struck him that she was struggling with embarrassment, for her colour was slightly higher, and rather like the rosy afterglow left by a clear mountain sunset. “But you can have absolute confidence in him. He really has got your interests at heart, and mine since I’m going to marry you.”
“And you don’t think there’s the slightest need to hesitate before appending my signature to these papers?”
“Oh, no, none whatsoever.”
“Well, that’s fortunate, because handicapped as I am by an almost complete loss of memory I could very easily be taken advantage of. You, with your obviously shrewd business brain, will realise that. And no doubt that’s why you’ve taken the trouble to go into things with Tom.” She glanced at him for a moment almost uncertainly.
“Er – yes – yes, it is,” she agreed. And then more earnestly: “It has struck me from the first that at the moment you’re terribly vulnerable. You could be taken for a ride by anyone if they were sufficiently unscrupulous. You don’t even remember what your business interests are, and how can you know that you’re doing the right thing by signing documents that could mean you were damaging your own interests? Unless I tell you that it’s perfectly safe for you to do so! ”
“I suppose I have a solicitor somewhere,” Tremarth murmured thoughtfully. “But of course he could be as shady as the rest unless you vet him for me, couldn’t he?”
“Don’t be silly, darling.” She squeezed his arm with her slender fingers, but she sounded suddenly just a little vexed at the same time. “No one is shady… least of all your solicitor, who happens, however, to be abroad at the moment. If you’re anxious to see him I suppose we could cable him to fly back and have a few reassuring words with you… but it seems a little hard when he’s on holiday. He’s the junior partner, and apparently you’ve a great deal of confidence in him.”
“And the other members of the firm?” “They’re very elderly and rather dry-as-dust, and I don’t think you’ve ever had much to do with them. Wouldn’t it be better to wait and see your own solicitor when he gets back?”
“And what about inviting him to the wedding?”
“Don’t be silly, darling,” she said again, laughing patiently. “What would be the point of sending him an invitation when he’s at the opposite side of the world?”
Tremarth smiled suddenly, and appeared to relax.
“No good at all, my pet, and I’m simply being rather silly. It seems that I am in your hands-yours and Tom’s-and I might as well accept it that I’m in very safe hands.”
“Of course, darling.” She patted his sleeve affectionately, and her limpid blue eyes made every effort to reassure him-to convince him that he had not the slightest need to worry about anything. “You couldn’t be in safer hands… I give you my word about that! ”
“How comforting,” Richard remarked. He lifted his eyes to the clear blue of the sky, and as the sunlight poured over his naturally dark skin and the clear-cut outline of his features it seemed to her that they grew rather hard, and in fact the line of his lips grew so thin that the attractive shapeliness of his mouth disappeared for a moment, and there was nothing but a taut, cold line… a bleak and forbidding line.
“What’s wrong, Richard?” she asked, sensing that something was very wrong.
“Quite a lot.” Very deliberately he removed her hand from his arm, and then fastidiously dusted his sleeve with the tips of the fingers of his free hand. “Your reassurances are a trifle hollow, for you appear to have neglected to do your homework. There is no junior partner in my firm of solicitors, only two very senior men, neither of whom is out of the country at the moment. I received a highly concerned letter from one of them a couple of days ago. Tom Armitage, who used to be my partner
– we agreed to dissolve our partnership just before I came down here to Cornwall, and if he has not already vacated his desk and my premises and ceased to meddle in my affairs I shall have to go into the matter without delay – is in no position to send me documents. I’m afraid, if you think he has; then you’ve both been barking up the wrong tree. And as for that marriage settlement you’ve been dwelling upon so fondly… well, I hate to have to tell you this, but there isn’t going to be any marriage settlement, for the very excellent reason that I don’t think you and I are going to marry one another after all! ”
She gasped, and found it impossible to conceal a profound and almost ludicrous feeling of dismay.
“You’ve got your memory back!” she exclaimed.
He turned towards her and his bleak lips smiled coolly.
“I’m thankful to say I have,” he admitted. “As a matter of fact, I’ve been remembering things very nicely for days… ever since you came down here to overwhelm me with your attentiveness. But I wanted to find out how clever you were, and to what extent you were prepared to take advantage of my supposed amnesia. You and I have been quite friendly for some time – that is true. But we were never even on the doorstep of becoming engaged. It was Tom you fancied all along, wasn’t it? And Tom you proposed to marry, when and if you could between you pull off a worthwhile deal that would set me back a few thousands, and provide the two of you with a little nest-egg. I know all about Tom’s schemes, and the advantage that would be his if I was unwise enough to sign one of his precious documents. But I’m an awfully hard-headed man, my dear Claire, even when I’m suffering from amnesia! ”
She stood quite still in the very middle of a handsome slab of Cornish granite, and suddenly stamped her foot in sheer fury and vexation.
“You’re a… I despise you for being quite so despicable! ” she told him, her fair skin mottled with rage. “To pretend that you couldn’t remember anything… and to know so much! ” “Too much for your comfort and convenience?” He smiled at her almost lazily this time.
She bit her lower lip so hard that it bled.
“I’ve devoted a lot of time to you…”
“And spent a lot of money on grapes and things! But I enjoyed them,” he assured her, and showed her his excellent white teeth in a broader smile.
She glared at him for several seconds longer, and then abruptly her expression altered. She began to look vaguely triumphant.
“But we are engaged to be married!” she reminded him.
“You may consider yourself engaged to me, but I have no hesitation in informing you that I never intended to marry you. It was you who made all the running for reasons that seemed quite excellent to you, and I simply agreed to be lured into an engagement for reasons that seemed just as excellent to me.”
“You’re beastly and cold-blooded.”
“But most fortunately free.”
“Oh, no!” She smiled triumphantly. “We announced our engagement publicly, and Miss Woodford and Nurse Cootes are well aware that we plan to be married. Whether or not you were still suffering from amnesia when you agreed to marry me is of little or no importance. The important thing is that you did ask me to marry you! ”
“If my memory serves me correctly it was you who made the suggestion, and I agreed as you said just now.”
“It doesn’t matter… We are officially engaged!”
“Oh, no… Not if I have to take you into court and accuse you and Armitage of conspiracy.” And from the icy coldness of his smile she realised he was capable of doing just that. “And besides…”
Charlotte had just emerged from the house on to the terrace, and he extended a hand to her.
“Charlotte, come here!”
She came-as meekly as if she always did his bidding without a moment of hesitation.
“Charlotte, tell Miss Brown the true situation… tell her about your prior claim, and about that tricky memory of mine! We’ve known one another for years, haven’t we? And it was always agreed that we would marry! Why otherwise was I wasting my time in Cornwall when I might have been making money in Town?”
Although it affected her with extraordinary and conflicting sensations she allowed him to take her hand and hold it tightly, and with her eyes fixed steadily on the charming but distorted countenance of Claire Brown she solemnly echoed that what Richard Tremarth had just said was the truth.
They had known one another for years, and they were engaged to be married! Unfortunately, immediately following his accident he did lose his memory, and Miss Brown arrived on the scene while he was temporarily unsure both of who he was and his commitments. It had been a dreadful time for her, Charlotte… But she was sure now that she knew Miss Brown would recognise her prior claim. They couldn’t both marry him and become Mrs. Richard
Tremarth, and owing to that unfortunate amnesia the law would uphold the claim of the first fiancee.
Not that there was any question, of course, of taking the matter as far as that.
“Isn’t there?” Claire gnashed her teeth, and possibly for the first time in her life she looked almost ugly. “That’s what you think, you unconvincing conspirators. Do you think I don’t know when people are speaking the truth and when they’ve hatched a story which has no foundation whatever in fact?”
Richard glanced with a quizzical gleam in his eyes at Charlotte.
“Would you say our lifelong attachment had no foundation whatever in fact?” he asked her.
She continued to rise nobly to the occasion, although her newly discovered powers of deception and inventiveness amazed her.
“Hardly,” she answered. “I think I was about six years old when you first announced your intention of marrying me, and after that it was more or less a yearly affair. And of course when my aunt left me Tremarth we decided immediately that this was where we would live together as soon as a small formality like a marriage ceremony had been entered into. We had actually got around to discussing the date of the wedding when you had your accident. You were on your way to have dinner with Hannah and I when the crash occurred It was pretty obvious,” smiling at him sideways, “that you couldn’t get here fast enough.”
“I gathered from the landlord of the Three Sailors that you and Miss Cootes dined at the inn that night, and Richard’s dinner was being kept hot for him in the kitchen because he was late,” Claire retorted with a stony face. “And in any case he was travelling in the direction of the inn when the crash occurred.”
Charlotte shrugged her shoulders.
“You can’t blame me if my memory is a bit faulty after all the anxiety of the past few days,” she extricated herself from a slight mistake with the air of dismissing a trifle.
“All the same, I say that you are making the whole thing up… except that I believe you when you say you knew one another as children. That much can be verified locally. But I’d like to see the court that would uphold an engagement contracted when you were neither of you adults.”
Richard looked once again at Charlotte.
“Tell her,” he said.
“According to the terms of my Aunt Jane’s will,” she responded, licking her lips because the outrageousness of this lie appalled her even while she uttered it, “unless I marry Richard I can’t keep Tremarth. And if he declines to marry me he will forfeit a very considerable legacy-”
Claire looked triumphant.
“Well, that’s all right,” she declared. “Richard has plenty of money of his own… enough to keep us both in the condition of comfort and luxury to which I’m accustomed. You see, my father had a lot of money, but he speculated unwisely… and recently I’ve had to draw in my horns.” She smiled sweetly at Richard. “Shall we stop this and discuss our own plans?” she suggested.
His whole face hardened.
“How much?” he asked.
“To buy me off?”
“What else?”
A cold look of frustration crossed her face, and then she seemed to relax.
“All right, I know when I’m beaten… But your tactics are hardly gentlemanly. I hope our little Charlotte here will not regret it when she finds herself married to you.” She named a sum that caused Charlotte to open her mouth and gasp openly, and then added another condition. “No case against Tom Armitage. And not even a whisper of criticism of his behaviour as a result of this little episode.”
Richard appeared to hesitate for a moment, and then agreed to her terms. But his tone was withering and his voice like ice.
“I don’t care two pence, now that the danger is over, about your somewhat naive attempt to inveigle me into matrimony, but I would like to deal more satisfactorily with Armitage. However, if it means that I’m to be rid of the two of you-”
“One stroke of the pen – and a complete safeguard for yourself,” Claire told him. Then she, too, smiled a little wryly. “This is the very first time I’ve known my charms to fail so absolutely,” she confessed. “Usually I can twist men – most men, that is! – round my little finger. Apparently you’ve a very resistant little finger, Richard! ”
And then she gathered up her white straw hat, her gloves and her handbag from the lap of one of the comfortable terrace chairs, and turned on her heel.
“I’ll see you at the inn, Richard,” she said. “Or if you don’t feel strong enough yet to visit it you can send your cheque to me there.”
Charlotte stood beside Richard on the terrace and watched her go, and she couldn’t deny a certain uneasiness of mind because it seemed to her that they had conspired to bring about the humiliation of an exceptionally graceful and elegant young woman. With such advantages, such sun-bright hair and slender legs, such poise, distinction and cream and gold loveliness Claire Brown should live by right in such a gracious setting as that provided by the sweeping lawns of Tremarth, the mellow bricks of the old house, and the blaze of blue sea at the foot of the cliffs.
But unfortunately there was another side to her, and Charlotte had to admit to herself that it was a peculiarly nasty side – an acquisitive side, an unscrupulous side. And Richard had been perfectly right to be offended by her method of making use of him.
And what man likes to be made use of? Certainly not when the girl is very pretty! ”
“If – if she had not so readily fallen into your trap If she had refused to be bought off with the right amount of dignity, would you – would you have forgiven her?” Charlotte asked, when Claire was out of sight round a bend in the drive.
“Certainly not! I thought all along she was after something, and I more than suspected she was involved with Tom Armitage. At the back of my mind, even while my memory was still playing me tricks, I knew there was some connection between her and Armitage.”
“The thing I’m not at all certain about,” Charlotte confessed, as they stood there with the sunshine falling all about them, and the blueness and sparkle of the sea dazzling their eyes immediately in front of them, “is when exactly you recovered your memory. Was it suddenly coinciding with the arrival of Claire? Or were you beginning to remember things even before that?”
He turned to her smilingly.
“I’d recollected everything I’d ever known about you before Claire arrived, but I’m afraid I took rather a base advantage of you. I didn’t want you to know how completely I’d recovered my memory because it was rather nice living in a vacuum, and being ministered to by you was very novel and rather delightful. You’d been so careful to conceal your softer side from me that I hardly suspected that it existed, and when I discovered that it did exist… Well! ” “Well what?” she asked, looking at him rather dubiously.
“It was quite a wonderful experience! After being treated in such a hostile fashion when I asked you to sell me Tremarth… And I understood perfectly, once I’d made the discovery that you had a softer side, why it was that you’d always held me in a kind of thrall! You were a dream-maiden, someone one didn’t for- get.”
“Rubbish! ” she said, as if she felt uncomfortable. “Red hair and freckles don’t go with dream maidens… and you always knew I had a temper. I’m sorry now I refused to sell you Tremarth, but you can have it any time if you want it.”
“I’ll let you know when I want it,” he replied, in rather a curious, non-committal way.
She made a restless movement as if she was about to leave him.
“I’m afraid we deceived Miss Brown outrageously… All that about Aunt Jane stipulating I should marry you in her will, and you losing a legacy if you refused to marry me. I know we’d agreed upon it all in advance, but it couldn’t have sounded very convincing… although Claire was apparently taken in! Do you think you’ll be in any danger when she finds out that none of it is true?”
He answered in a detached way:
“Oh, I shouldn’t think so… And in any case, before I hand over that cheque to her I’ll get her to sign a slip of paper that will provide me with a safeguard for the future.” He lighted a cigarette in an abstracted way, cast it from him a moment later and ground it out beneath the heel of his shoe. “All the same, thanks for being so extremely co-operative… And while we’re on the subject of thanks, thank you for everything you’ve done for me here! ”
“It – it was nothing.” But she coloured almost painfully, and looked down at her slim, bare arms, that were stained with fruit juice, for she had been picking raspberries before she joined him on the terrace. “I – I’ll have to go and get on with my jam-making. I left some bubbling on the stove I hope Hannah has the sense to give it a stir.”
“I hope so, too,” he said quietly.
“I – expect you’ll be going back to London very soon now,” she suggested, horribly afraid they were running out of conversation, and that jam-making was to be her lot in future. “As I said just now, if you really want Tremarth, of course I’ll sell it to you! I’ll even let it go for
– for a very reasonable price! I feel you should have it. You’re a Tremarth, and the house is still full of the portraits of your ancestors, and – ”
“Charlotte, stop babbling!” He reached out, and suddenly she was pulled up against him, and the grey eyes that had once struck her as hard and flinty but were now bright with laughter and warm with tenderness provided her with the thrill of her life as they came within an inch or so of her own. He rubbed his cheek against hers, and his eyes looked deliberately into hers. He put a slim brown hand beneath her chin and tilted it. “Stop talking a lot of nonsense when you know perfectly well that it’s nonsense. You and I have been engaged to marry one another – even although it was not official – since we were children. I adored you then, and I adore you now… Rather more so, perhaps, since I’ve discovered what an excellent nurse you are, and if you think I entered into all that tomfoolery with Claire just because I found her fascinating and irresistible then the sooner you get the notion out of your head the better! I knew perfectly well what I was doing when I allowed her to announce our engagement, and if it made you jealous and unhappy then that was the end result I set out to achieve. Before I met with my accident it seemed to me you were as hard as Cornish granite… and just because I was suddenly laid low and you had to help nurse me was no real indication that you had in any way changed. I had to find out!”
“Oh, Richard,” she exclaimed, with a sigh of unutterable happiness, as she looked up at him with the most revealing pair of big brown eyes he had ever seen, or ever hoped to see, “is that absolutely true?”
“It’s so true that I marvel now that it’s all over that I had the endurance to go through with it! You see, I’m one of those admittedly very few and far between types on whom the devastating effect of a blonde is completely lost, for I don’t trust them… and Claire is very blonde, as you will admit. And apart from this disadvantage redheads have charmed me all my life! ”
She thrust him away from her for a few seconds in order to make absolutely certain he was completely serious, and then overcome by shyness buried her face in the front of his jacket. She asked him a very pertinent question.
“What made you think that your accident had changed my-my attitude towards you?”
“Every time I saw you looking at Claire I felt my heart bound! You’re too basically nice to be hostile, but I felt she was slightly more than you could stomach… and you fell in with my little scheme for getting rid of her with such transparent eagerness. Altogether, in the past week or so, I’ve found you very transparent.
“Ever since we brought you here and I was so terribly afraid you might be badly injured?”
“Yes.”
“Do you remember waking up on the settee and finding Hannah and I bending over you? We’d been talking about turning Tremarth into a nursing-home, and it looked as if you were to be our first patient.”
“Which I was. As a matter of fact, still am – until that Mackay fellow says I’m fit enough to leave! ”
He put a hand under her chin and forced her face out into the open. He smoothed her soft cheek with his long index finger.
“There’s something else I remember about the night of the accident. I remember coming to my senses on a cold cliff-top, and finding that by some miracle I was lying almost at your feet. Remember?”
Her face worked a little as she nodded.
“It was a miracle… One moment I was certain you were dead – burned to death in the blazing wreck of your car! ” and she shuddered and clutched at him – “and the next there you were, talking almost rationally, saying something about being thrown clear, and not fastening your seat-belt. I don’t think I’ve ever been so profoundly grateful for anything in my life! ” His sound arm crushed her to him. He spoke huskily into her hair.
“I’m glad I ended up at your feet. It was highly suitable.”
“But horribly cold and wet on the grass of the cliff-top-”
“Never mind the cliff-top. I was referring to the fact that fate always seemed to intend you to walk over me, although on that highly fortunate
– for me – occasion you were plainly too shocked to do anything of the kind. I shall never forget your face when I opened my eyes in the drawing-room here at Tremarth and saw that every scrap of colour had left your face, and your eyes were so big and horror-stricken they actually worried me. Shortly after that I was somewhat comforted by the knowledge that you were also conscience-stricken. You proved that when you turned your own bedroom over to me, and actually allowed me to crawl into the warmth and comfort of your bed! I shall never forget how sublimely comfortable it felt after the horror of that drawing room sofa! I liked the smell of your sheets, too – ” He wrinkled his nose. “I wished I could have prevented you changing them the next day! ”
"She put back her head and studied him with the faintest hint of suspicion.
“That night… when you said you didn’t remember who you were, or anything about the accident… did you really think I was a complete and absolute stranger bending over you?”
For one instant his eyes avoided hers, and then he smiled slightly and inhaled the perfume of her hair-a curl of which was brushing against his cheek.
“Shall we say that for twenty-four hours I was genuinely confused about a good many things? But when Claire arrived with all those flowers I was so badly startled because it looked as if she was about to take possession of me that my memory began, most conveniently, to bestir itself. And when I understood perfectly that she had the coldblooded intention of trading on what she believed to be a far more serious condition than it actually was I became both wary and alert. I realised it was somewhat dangerous allowing her to believe my mind was a blank, but as I have already explained it seemed a good opportunity to find out what she was up to… and there was the added inducement of making you jealous! I wonder whether you realise that from the moment you caught sight of all those flowers in my room your expression gave away your determination to remove them as speedily as possible? You’d bought quite a lot of things for me in Truro that afternoon, and to find me reclining in a bower of flowers, with a lovely lady seated at my bedside, was plainly almost too much for you! ”
Charlotte laughed… But the recollection of her annoyance on that particular afternoon, and the instantaneous dislike she had taken to Claire Brown, very quickly sobered her.
“I hated her,” she admitted, and once more buried her face in his shoulder.
Richard made a faint sound which could have been a mildly amused laugh… and then she felt his fingers stroking her hair, he spoke huskily, in a way that was new to her, and it actually seemed to her that his whole body was trembling.
“There was no need for you to hate her,” he said softly, practically inaudibly, into her hair. “There was never any need for you to dislike her. In all my life, I’ve loved and desired only one woman, and that is you! ”
She reached up and caught at his hands, and dragged one of them up against her.
“Is that true, Richard?” she asked.
“You know it’s true!”
Brown eyes and grey eyes gazed at one another… and he could hear her draw in her breath.
“But you couldn’t have really loved me when I was a child… And you haven’t seen very much of me since I’ve been grown up! ”
“I’ve seen enough! ”
“Then you must have been-”
“Waiting for you? I was! I waited for years for you to come back into my life, and when I heard that you’d been left Tremarth I knew that the signal had been given me that I could start laying siege to you. I didn’t really want Tremarth… That is to say, I did, but I wanted you as well… I wanted you more than anything else! And you turned me down, with brutal coldness and firmness! But now you’re going to marry me, and Tremarth is going to be our home! ”
“Is it?… Am I?”
Her lips were parted, her eyes were glowing, and he bent and kissed first the radiant brown eyes with their drooping white eyelids, and then the soft warmth of her mouth. With a little gasp of happiness and ecstasy she surrendered it to her, and both her arms fastened themselves tightly about his neck.
Hannah emerged from the house and looked startled when she observed them locked in one another’s arms. Then she smiled and advanced and offered her congratulations.
“I hope you’ll both be very happy!” she said. “James said you’d marry one another in the end… and as I’m going to marry James I think that will be very nice, because we shall be neighbours when you settle down at Tremarth! ”
Charlotte blinked at her a little stupidly.
“James?” she echoed.
“Dr. Mackay. He asked me to marry him last night… but I declined to say yes until Miss Brown had taken her departure. I take it she’s gone for good?” she asked, her healthily attractive face beaming complacently, as if she really had no doubt at all that the beautiful Claire had gone for good.
Richard caught Charlotte back into his one sound arm, and over the top of her flaming red head he smiled at Hannah.
“I think you can take it that she will not be returning to Tremarth,” he said. “I’ve a kind of idea that the Cornish air doesn’t really suit her!”
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