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Book I

CAUSE


CHAPTER 1

Eve looked around the room and said to herself:

‘Now what haven’t I done?’

She was always saying that – to herself! She was so afraid that there might be something she had neglected. She was, of course, far too conscientious, often to her own detriment, and the first to recognize that fact. But she was a girl with a deep, passionate sense of gratitude. Unceasingly she felt grateful to the parents who had been so good to her and who, even after their own child came into the world, had continued to love and cherish her as their own.

There was nothing she would not have done for any one of the Corderhay family. Hers by adoption – like the name. She knew little about her own parents. It was a closed book, never discussed. She was particularly devoted to the quiet, charming man who was her father. Jack Corderhay was popular with everybody, and Conservative Member for the district. One of the old school struggling to keep up appearances on rapidly dwindling means. Spending capital. Determined never to leave Corderhay Park, the home which he had inherited from old Admiral Sir John Corderhay, who had lived here in the days when they kept a staff of eight or nine indoors and six gardeners.

Extravagant, luxurious, amusing days for people like the Corderhays. But not so amusing now with half the great gardens going to rack and ruin, and only one or two faithful ‘dailies’ from the village of Ashmenster, which was about ten miles from Bournemouth. A series of living-in cooks of all nationalities came and went for some very good reason.

The whole family maintained that the fort was being held only because of Eve. Eve, who helped to turn out the rooms, keep the lovely silver polished, the exquisite china washed, and the flowers arranged with an artist’s touch. Eve really loved the place more than did her sister by adoption, Anne-Marie, who was a Corderhay by birth and blood. Sometimes when Jack Corderhay saw Eve’s almost desperate efforts to keep things going in the old grand manner, he would laugh and say:

‘I think you really are my daughter and that the blood of the Corderhays runs in you instead of in that pickle of a daughter of mine!’

This pleased Eve, just as she was pleased when the woman whom she called ‘Mother’ praised her – congratulated her on the success of a dinner-party, or the way the guest-room was arranged, or the shopping done.

‘You are my g-r-eat comfort and help, chérie,’ she would often say, and clasp Eve to her bosom. One of those emotional embraces which embarrassed even while it pleased the quiet, reserved English girl, who thought Antoinette Corderhay must surely be the most lovable woman in the world.

Antoinette was French. Jack Corderhay had married her during the First World War when he was a young Staff Captain stationed in France. She had been the daughter of a French General. Petite, vivacious, with a flair for clothes – that touch of chic which is the heritage of the Frenchwoman. And all the facile charm which she had handed on to her daughter. Anne-Marie definitely favoured the mother’s side. Antoinette, strangely enough, had none of the average Frenchwoman’s shrewd judgment or aptitude for running a household – or thrift. She had always been madly extravagant, and the people whispered that a good deal of Jack’s present financial difficulty was due to the fact that his French wife had always spent money like water and could not get used to the change in the family fortunes. She and Jack were still very happy together, however – the tall Englishman, now grey-haired and in his sixties, was still a lover to the pretty little woman with the touch of silver in her golden hair, and the still perfect, tiny figure. If they ever had differences of opinion it was on the subject of money. Antoinette simply must learn to cut down, but Jack Corderhay was damned if he could see how to make her realize it.

Anne-Marie was as big a spendthrift as her mother, if not worse. Spoilt, of course. Antoinette, from the start, had worshipped the baby which had come so late in life – the Corderhays had been in their early forties when she appeared – nine years after their adoption of Eve. There had once been a son. The first fruit of that marriage soon after the 1918 Armistice. But he had died in an accident at the heartrending age of three. He had been as beautiful as an angel. There was a miniature of him in Antoinette’s jewel-box which Eve had seen, but no other photographs. His name was never mentioned. The wound was too deep and the years had not lessened the hurt for the bereaved parents.

‘Never again!’ Antoinette Corderhay had cried after the funeral. It had been in London, where the small boy had run away from a careless nursemaid and been run over. ‘Jamais encore!’

But a few years later they had adopted Eve. Not because they had particularly wanted a child, since the precious little John could never be replaced in their affection, but because Antoinette Corderhay had been ill – some kind of nervous illness which could not be cured by her luxuries at Corderhay Park, her trips to the Continent, or even a world tour. The specialists in London and Paris said that she needed a child. Something real and absorbing to occupy her mind and turn the attention from herself.

Then it seemed that at the psychological moment the baby Eve was produced. Her parents had been old friends of the Corderhay family, both victims of an air accident. Jack Corderhay had returned home one day with the infant – and with the English nanny who had been in the General’s family in France and who had brought up the ‘petite ’Toinette’.

At first it had been doubtful it would work. Antoinette had turned her face from the small bundle in old Nanny’s arms. She had bitterly resented putting a strange child in the nurseries which had once echoed with her own little baby son’s laughter. Then she had thawed.

On Eve’s tenth birthday – seventeen years ago – she had heard the story of her adoption from her mother’s lips.

‘One look at you I took, chérie, while old Nanny was bathing you. You were a funny little baby with deep blue eyes and dark, silky hair. You had rather a sad look. Triste. You have always had it, although we have tried never to let you be sad. But perhaps there is sadness in your nature and it showed on your baby face, so I took you to my heart and from that hour you were the consolation of our lives.’

They had never regretted the adoption. And for Eve it had been wonderful. She could remember only the happiest childhood, even though that latent ‘sadness’ made itself felt at odd times, deep down within her. Once she knew the truth about her parentage she could well believe that she was not Antoinette’s child. Even that gay little Frenchwoman had never been able to interest Eve in frilly frocks and ribbons – or dolls. Eve had never been ‘the little doll’ Antoinette would have liked and had later found in Anne-Marie, whose arrival had so electrified the family. At first the whispered ‘mistake’, later the worshipped toy. But Eve had grown into a tall, thin child with smooth, dark hair, a grave little face with thoughtful brows and proud, determined lips. Nobody had ever quite understood her. Least of all Antoinette, who was full of emotion and slashed her feelings about the house like electric sparks. Eve was affectionate, but could not always show it. From the start she seemed to find it difficult to express what she really felt, which condition sprang, really, from an obliterating shyness. Quite naturally, she always put herself in the background and had what her friends called ‘an inferiority complex’.

‘I’m so ordinary,’ she would say. ‘I’ve no looks and no talents. I’m absolutely ordinary.’

That was, perhaps, true. There was nothing extraordinary about Eve. She had a moderately good figure, but her nose was a little too straight, she considered, to be lovely. Only when she smiled did she ever approach beauty, because of her dark, glowing eyes and soft, beautifully curved mouth.

Even her disposition was open to criticism from those who did not know her intimately. She was inclined to be moody and a little intolerant. She had set herself a high standard and cherished many ideals. Most of the young men whom she met had fallen short of those ideals, and far short of the man whom she loved as a father. Her shyness made her at times both curt and awkward. She loved to arrange parties for the others – loved especially to do things for Anne-Marie, who was so radiantly beautiful, fascinating to a degree. But Eve herself shrank from parties. She was not by nature gay, and in Anne-Marie’s presence she felt positively dull. But there were plenty of things that she did like: books and good music and animals. From babyhood she had adored dogs. She had an old Cairn terrier, now nearly nine and on its last legs. It slept in her room and she could hardly bear it out of her sight, and was highly indignant when Anne-Marie called it a ‘smelly old thing’. For a long time now she had turned a deaf ear to Mrs Corderhay’s suggestions that Wumpy should be destroyed. Twice Wumpy had almost died, and Eve had sat up all night nursing him. Nobody in the house had dared to interfere. Eve was like that, sweet and yielding to the family demands as a rule, but at moments so stubborn that nothing could move her from her purpose. The old Cairn, Wumpy, was one of these ‘purposes’.

She had never been jealous of Anne-Marie. This was one of the traits her father admired in Eve’s nature. Like everybody else, she worshipped at Anne-Marie’s shrine and was, indeed, one of her most ardent admirers.

Anne-Marie physically resembled her mother. … was very like the old photographs which Jack Corderhay kept on his dressing-table, taken in Paris in 1914. Diminutive, like a Chelsea figurine, with an exquisite skin. She wore her spun-gold hair close-cropped with curled fringe above her wide-set, violet eyes with their incredibly long lashes. She had her mother’s high-pitched, tinkling voice, and her bad memory. Anne-Marie could never remember anything. It was always:

‘Eve, darling, where did I leave my blue bag?’

‘Eve, I’ve lost that ticket for the dyer’s …’

‘Eve, where is my fountain-pen?’

And Eve always knew. In her quiet, unobtrusive fashion she would go round the house after the others had gone out, and tidy up and restore order. Both Mrs Corderhay’s and Anne-Marie’s bedrooms were generally left in a state of hopeless confusion.

But whereas Antoinette Corderhay had a kindly and lovable nature, Anne-Marie was something of a problem – even to her devoted family. Eve had been brought up with her and, being six years older, had tried to ‘mother’ her and set something of an example. Even in her early teens she had subconsciously felt that to be necessary with Anne-Marie. But it hadn’t always worked.

In the last year or two Eve had been forced to realize that her beautiful young sister was not a good character. Behind her excessive charm and physical attraction she was a mass of egotism. Eve tried to forgive her selfishness on the grounds that the rest of the family was to blame because she had been too indulged.

Jack Corderhay, also, had from time to time seen the red light of warning, but any efforts to discipline his small young daughter were always counteracted by her mother, who would cry:

‘She did not mean it, la pauvre! She is still so young, ma petite ange.’

But Anne-Marie was not a little angel, and who should know it better than Eve? For how often in the nursery and schoolroom days had she tried to cover up some fault of Anne-Marie’s rather than see those limpid, violet eyes fill with tears, and those rose-red lips droop at the corners? Anne-Marie was so sweet when she was sweet. One kiss, one hug and all could be forgiven. That was the trouble. Nobody could be cross with her for long. In fact the only time that Eve had ever really lost her temper completely with Anne-Marie had been when she found the younger girl tormenting Wumpy. Then she had slapped Anne-Marie’s face and there had been resentment between them for days. But even then Eve had found it in her heart to forgive her when Anne-Marie, shaken with sobs, begged for forgiveness. (Not because she was really sorry that she had hurt Wumpy, but because she could not bear people to be cross with her, and Eve was rather frightening when she was really cross. She became so ice-cold and remote!)

On the whole Eve had felt fairly happy about Anne-Marie until that incident of young David Bardwell.

The Bardwells lived in Ashmenster – retired Army people. David was at Sandhurst. He had taken Anne-Marie to a dance there and had fallen crazily in love with her. Eve was used to the fact that most of the boys who met her sister fell in love with her. Along with her other attractions, she had a seemingly inexhaustible flow of energy, an almost feverish gaiety and a touch of méchantrie inherited from her French mother which seemed to captivate the men even more than her amazing beauty.

David, along with the rest, was captured. He was a quiet, good-looking boy, still young, for he had celebrated his twenty-first birthday on the same day as Anne-Marie. At that time – it had been last summer – he had been continually in her company and it had been rumoured in the village that they might make a match of it. Not that Antoinette thought him good enough for her ‘little flower’; he had no money, and she could not envisage Anne-Marie as a good soldier’s wife.

Eve watched the affair rather anxiously – feeling very much the ‘older sister’. They both seemed so young. But her anxiety was really for David, for whereas Anne-Marie was full of natural guile, David was a simple, trusting young man. He was very good-looking, which had attracted Anne-Marie, but she had often mentioned to Eve that he ‘bored her’. And when Eve had suggested that it might be cruel to encourage him to no purpose, Anne-Marie had given a peal of her silver-bell laughter, and said:

‘Men can take care of themselves. I never worry about them.’

She and David had held their combined coming-of-age dance at Corderhay Park. Anne-Marie, naturally, had been the belle of the ball, with white flowers in her golden hair and a white tulle dress sparkling with silver sequins … an ethereal ballerina floating in the arms of all her partners, flirting outrageously – particularly with David, who looked exceptionally handsome in his ‘Blues’.

Later the breath of tragedy had blown like a menacing threat through Corderhay Park. Eve shivered even now when she remembered it. Fortunately there had been very little scandal because all the guests had gone home when young David Bardwell had been found shot in the moonlit grounds of the Park, clasping an hysterical note in his hand, which only the aghast family had read. It accused Anne-Marie of breaking all her promises to him and then throwing him on one side. Which, in fact, she had done, and Eve knew it. She had felt a moment of burning horror of her sister and the overwhelming selfishness and vanity which had led Anne-Marie to be so cruel to the young cadet. She could pity David even while she deplored the weakness of his character that had led him to such drastic action.

Fortunately, David did not die, and his parents had left the district, taking him with them, and soon afterwards emigrated to South Africa. The incident was a closed book. But Eve knew that her father had been badly shaken by it. Antoinette Corderhay had blamed the boy entirely, and called him an hysterical fool. She had exonerated her daughter, both to the girl herself and to David’s indignant parents.

This had been bad for Anne-Marie … to be exonerated. She should have learned her lesson in that awful moment of finding David with the wound which had so nearly ended his life. She had experienced only a fleeting moment of remorse as she knelt beside him on the moonlit lawn, screaming, imploring him to speak to her, while his blood stained her billowing white gown. But it was astonishing how soon she had forgotten it.

With a callousness that had frightened Eve, a month later she had observed:

‘Thank goodness David’s off to South Africa and I shan’t be troubled by him any more.’

‘Haven’t you any pity for him?’ Eve had asked.

Anne-Marie, sitting in front of her dressing-table, trying out a new hair-style, shrugged her shoulders and answered:

‘No! I think he was stupid. I hate stupid people.’

‘But he loved you!’ Eve had persisted, hoping to touch some depth … some real human emotions, in the younger girl. But Anne-Marie had laughed again.

‘That sort of love is ridiculous. David and I had some amusing times. But I didn’t want to marry him, and he should have accepted his congé.’

‘Would you have done so if you loved some man madly and he led you on, then abandoned you?’ Eve asked.

Then Anne-Marie replied unhesitatingly:

‘I wouldn’t dream of loving anybody who didn’t love me. Why give your heart for nothing?’

And that was typical of Anne-Marie. She would never give anything for nothing. She would always want a rich reward if she gave anything at all.

She had never tried to conceal this side of her nature from Eve, but she took care not to be quite so outspoken or revealing to her parents. Something of the actress in her responded to the value other people placed on her, and this no doubt accounted for her great popularity, for with each one she became the person they wished her to be. Only with Eve was she herself, and this, possibly, because she knew better than to try to ‘pull the wool’ over Eve’s far too-observant eyes.

So, when David’s name was mentioned by either of her parents, Anne-Marie’s face became sad, lost, tragic and she would fall silent as if she could not bear to think of the great tragedy that had befallen him … and her.

Inevitably, Antoinette remarked to her husband, that la petite was suffering from shock and a quite unnecessary remorse for her part in the affair … she was looking tired, pale, listless and needed a complete change.

Always sympathetic to his wife’s wishes and even now, after so many years, unable to refuse her anything she desired, Jack Corderhay agreed to manage the ‘complete change’ somehow or other. Finances could not be more difficult, he explained patiently, than they were at present, and really they should be economizing further rather than adding to their expenditure, but if ’Toinette would tell him what sum of money was involved, he would do his best.

‘I thought, perhaps, a month or two in Paris!’ his wife said eagerly. ‘After all, chéri, our daughter is half French and she has not been to France since she was a tiny child. We had hoped to “finish her off” there, had we not? A few months would not cost so very much, and it is just what she needs. She is very young still, and she needs the gaiety of Paris to forget this unhappy beginning to her womanhood.’

She looked up at her tall husband appealingly and it was with difficulty that he tried to steel himself against the desire to give her whatever she desired.

‘My darling, I hate to disappoint you, but a holiday abroad … it is out of the question. You see, we could not give Anne-Marie this advantage unless we gave it to Eve, too. We simply could not afford it.’

‘But a month or two, Jack! Surely that cannot be beyond our means! They could go to a family … just have a small personal allowance … it could be managed somehow … even if I have to cut down myself. I can manage the house on a little less, maybe … cut down my dress allowance … help in every way I can …’

Jack Corderhay drew a deep breath. It was so very difficult for him to refuse his adored little wife anything and she had tried so hard to appreciate this new need for economy. She never complained, and even if her efforts to economize were not very successful, she had done her best … no longer going to the best model houses for her clothes, refusing to permit him to buy her expensive jewellery at Christmas and anniversaries. Maybe there was still some further way in which he could cut down his own expenditure and manage this holiday for the girls. For his innate fairness would not permit him to send Anne-Marie without Eve.

The passionate, emotional flood of gratitude from his wife, when he finally agreed to the project, more than made up to him for the fact that his last hunter must be sold, and he quelled his disappointment by telling himself that he was getting too old for hunting, anyway. It was time he gave it up.

Anne-Marie received the news of her impending holiday with a rapture similar to that of her mother. She danced round the house like a butterfly, kissing her mother in a hundred different places, hugging her father and singing in her clear, sweet voice as she rushed along the corridor to Eve’s room to tell her the exciting news.

‘Isn’t it magnificent, Eve, darling?’ she cried. ‘Paris … just think of it … Paris! Oh, Eve, I can’t wait till we get there. I shall want to see everything, do everything. Isn’t Papa a darling?’

But Eve, pale, silent, thoughtful, showed none of Anne-Marie’s pleasure in the project. Her first reaction to it was that she did not wish to leave home. She would like to see Paris, to travel, but some other time … some day in the future. Paris in the autumn might be very beautiful, but she could not bear to miss autumn at Corderhay Park. Besides, her mother needed her help and she had only just started to assist her father in keeping the estate accounts … in fact she was replacing as far as possible the bailiff who had had to leave because they could no longer afford his wages.

No one knew better than Eve how short money was getting. Perhaps because his wife was so lacking in understanding of the true position, Jack Corderhay had made Eve his confidante. She had grasped the position instantly with her calm intelligence and offered several helpful suggestions which had led her father to trust her judgment and rely on it. Nowadays he would talk over most of his business affairs with her and Eve knew that he had begun to depend on her. She could not leave him now … and neither could he afford to let her go. Even if he did not realize this fact, then she did.

Quietly, without announcing her intention to Anne-Marie or her mother, Eve went in search of her father, finding him in his customary place when he was tired or worried … the big, book-lined library. He looked up at her as she came into the room, a smile lighting up the tired face … a smile of welcome. For no matter how weary or dispirited he might be, Eve was always welcome. Her quietness soothed him and her unspoken understanding was both restful and sympathetic, and nothing seemed quite so bad when she stood behind his chair with her long, slender fingers on his shoulders, saying:

‘We’ll find a way round that difficulty, Father. Let’s think about it for a moment.’

And she would state the position as she saw it … clarifying things in his own mind as she spoke and making the most complicated problems seem suddenly clearer by her own clear insight and judgment. And cleverly, she would make it appear that he, rather than she, had thought of the solution, so that he never quite realized to what extent he relied on her. Only Eve knew it, and drew happiness in the knowledge that now, at last, she could repay this man who had been so wonderful a father to her.

‘Father, I can’t go to Paris!’ she said, as she reached her accustomed position behind his chair, her hands resting lightly on the shoulders of his rough tweed shooting-jacket. ‘Please don’t make me go. I’d really prefer to stay here … with you.’

He turned to look at her, searching her face for any trace of self-sacrifice that he sensed was there. He knew his Eve better than anyone else and it had occurred to him that something of this kind might happen.

‘I wouldn’t send Anne-Marie without sending you, too, Eve. You know that. You are both my daughters.’

‘I know, Daddy …’ Eve said quietly, lapsing into her childhood name for him. ‘But I don’t want to go. It has nothing to do with money. I’d honestly rather stay here … with you and Mother.’

Still he was not convinced.

‘I want you to go for other reasons, Eve … to keep an eye on that scatter-brained young sister of yours. The change will do you good, too.’

‘Then if you wish me to go, to look after Anne-Marie, of course I’ll go, Father. But I’d rather stay. I wouldn’t want to miss the autumn here. It’s so very beautiful. Even Paris could not make up for Corderhay Park.’

‘But Paris …’ he argued. ‘That is something different … it should mean so much to a girl of your age. Not one in a thousand would miss such an opportunity. Besides, it would be part of your education. Naturally, I don’t want to force you to go if you don’t wish to do so. Anne-Marie can be placed under the supervision of some reliable person … your mother’s sister, no doubt, would … It is you I am thinking of, child.’

‘But, Father, would you want to go to Paris now … leave Corderhay Park just when things are so beautiful? Everything is turning golden and brown and the Virginia creeper on the south wall turning deep red … and the log fires burning in the evenings … the smell of the bonfires and the leaves thick along the drive … I can’t explain very well, but you know what I mean, Father, what it means to me.’

He did know, for he felt the same way himself. It wasn’t just the autumn, but every season seemed to bring some new beauty and delight to the beautiful old house and grounds. He never wished to leave it, and when he had been forced to do so, coming home meant returning to a beloved … a completion of something inside himself. He had attributed this great love for his home to traditional emotions, to the fact that for centuries this had been the home of Corderhays … his father, grandfather, great-grandfather, back to the time of William the Conqueror. Each had left something of himself in the stone walls, the lovely grounds, added some little personal gift to its beauty … the yew tree, hundreds of years old now … the south wing, added in Tudor days … the silver cups in the saddle room (for all past Corderhays had been great horsemen) … the ever-lengthening line of portraits in the gallery … the changing decorations which Antoinette, his wife, had added soon after the end of the First World War when there was still plenty of money to spend … bathrooms, central heating, fresh gay curtains and carpets and rugs … bringing new life and beauty to the mellowed loveliness of the years.

He had been born into this world knowing that as the eldest son this house would one day be his. His education and boyhood training had been to this end … to make him a fit master of this great house. It was in his blood, and his love for it had seemed a natural thing. But Eve’s feeling … Eve, who after all was not by birth a Corderhay, who was not even a man, felt as he did – maybe even more intensely than he did – the need to preserve this place.

‘Perhaps after all,’ he mused, ‘it is upbringing rather than heredity that instils these emotions.’ For Anne-Marie, he knew, had only a casual fondness for her home … Anne-Marie, who was a Corderhay – half a Corderhay, anyway – and yet less of one than Eve. She was in every way her mother’s child, and yet while he loved her for this likeness to the woman he so adored, Jack Corderhay sometimes wondered if that likeness was only physical. He sensed rather than saw that Anne-Marie could be selfish, hard, petulant and self-willed, none of which traits were to be found in Antoinette’s warm-hearted, passionate nature. Man-like, he had fallen under the spell of Anne-Marie’s charm, a charm she never failed to exhibit in her father’s presence, and it was only some instinct that made him doubt her – an instinct that could judge after a moment or two the best puppy in a litter, the unreliability in a young mare deceptively hidden behind soft, liquid eyes and gentle mouth.

‘It is not always gold that glitters,’ he mused, thinking of the girl at his side. Eve was no outward beauty, and yet in her he knew there was only the best – the very best.

‘We’ll say no more about it, my dear,’ he said gently. ‘I’ve no doubt your mother will think you’re mad and Anne-Marie will be most disappointed, but I shall be glad to have at least one of my daughters left to keep me company.’

He was too fair to say ‘my favourite daughter’, but he knew at that moment that if he had to part with either he would prefer that it should not be Eve.
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