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For my very dear cousins,

Debbie and Dick Beddington,
 and their Family,
 with my love.


CHAPTER 1

SHE came here at the same time every afternoon after lunch.

She took the short cut across the fields leading from Forge Cottage which was her home; through a gap in the hedge and into the woods that skirted the west side of Wylding Manor.

It was always with the same shock of pleasure and even awe when she first sighted Wylding Manor. It was one of the most beautiful historic houses in Sussex; mentioned in the Domesday Book. On a soft golden May day like this, she found it magical. The wonderful strong Elizabethan three-storeyed house built of stone criss-crossed with magnificent pale timbers, the portico covered with wistaria which was not yet in bloom, the many shining windows with their leaded lights, facing east and west. The tall chimney stacks were landmarks and the wonderful roof was half of Horsham stone, half tiled. At a later period, possibly Queen Anne, the west wing had been added, and provided the magnificent reception room which was forty feet long.

Tracy stopped as usual to look at the house before she started to walk around the gardens. Somehow she felt a faint nostalgia because of the closed and shuttered windows. As a child she had so often been a visitor here. This was one of her favourite seasons—when the first tulips were out. They were all pure white, on beds of deep blue forget-me-nots, skirting the whole building. Tall white tulips of a purity and grace that were breathtaking. Right from her babyhood, Tracy remembered seeing the white tulips. Mrs. Lemaire would never order coloured ones. There were thousands of the lovely snowy waxen-petalled flowers fringing the pathways, and encircling the old stone fountain which stood in the formal herb garden enclosed by clipped yew hedges before the house. Colour was reserved for the herbaceous border. At the moment there was little to see but a thick border of scarlet and bronze wallflowers, giving out their pungent scent.

Tracy watched it develop each year. She knew these grounds as well as she knew the tiny garden that belonged to her own house which was on the Lemaire estate.

Tracy had been born in Forge Cottage. Her sweet too-frail mother had died there three years ago when Tracy was seventeen. Dr. Shaw, her father, had been a fine vigorous man then in his late forties. The ‘local doc’, called in by everybody; villagers and ‘landed gentry’ alike. Then by some evil chance, shortly after his fifty-first birthday, he had a stroke which reduced him to an old grey-haired man in a wheeled chair. The practice passed into the hands of another, but by courtesy of the Lemaires, Tracy and her father lived on in Forge Cottage. A sad beginning for the motherless girl who had done so well at school and had hoped, in her turn, to study medicine. But that was not to be. There was no money for her training after Dr. Shaw’s tragic illness. They considered themselves lucky that the small capital which Tracy’s grandfather had left kept their heads above water for them now. That and what Tracy earned, helping to run some local kennels. She had always been fond of dogs and good with animals. When Mrs. Finch, who lived at the other side of the village and bred a very successful strain of Boxers, offered Tracy a job as her assistant she had taken it on. She worked with Constance Finch five days a week. Today was Saturday. She spent most of the weekend looking after her father. She adored him. Mrs. Appleby, their ‘daily’, who had been with them since Tracy was a child, cleaned the cottage and gave the doctor his meals while Tracy was out. Tracy preferred to look after him herself, but her job was a must under the financial circumstances.

The walk this afternoon was in order to exercise her own pet—one of the ‘throw-outs’ from the Finch Kennels. He was unlikely to become a champion, but he was a sweet affectionate animal and Tracy wouldn’t have exchanged her Gimmick, as the Boxer had been named, for any of the big trophy winners. He was the apple of her eye.

As a rule when she came to Wylding Manor it was to feast her eye on the familiar beauty and to think about Sebastian.

When was he coming home? When would the doors and windows of the great house be opened again and the sound of music drift as far even as The Forge when the wind was in the right direction? Those haunting South American dance-tunes and calypsos that he liked so much to play—and to dance to, also. There were plenty of parties at Wylding Manor when Sebastian and his mother were there.

The Lemaires hadn’t been home for nearly ten months now. They had been in Brazil staying on a fabulous ranch with friends as wealthy as themselves. The Lemaires were reputed to be in the millionaire class.

The family fortune had been handed down from Sebastian’s French grandfather, owner of one of the biggest champagne businesses in France. Sebastian had been born in London—like his father. His mother was American. There was money from her side, too. Maxine Lemaire was once one of the rich Vanfleet girls—outstanding beauties in New York after the first world war. When Jack Lemaire died, his widow bought this house, Wylding Manor. Sebastian was then five. Maxine adored England and wanted her son to be brought up in his father’s country.

Of course the little girl next door was asked in to play with the ‘poor little rich boy’—play and fight, because they both had strong characters and both wanted their own way. But it was always Tracy who won in the end. She was the resourceful one, the inventor of games, the ringleader of mischief. Sebastian adored and followed. But later, his fantastic charm turned the tables. Sebastian at Oxford was a young man who had only to smile and to say a few pleading words and it was Tracy who caved in—a weakness which she deplored, but she had found that once Sebastian grew up, most women were apt to say ‘yes’ to him. Particularly because the grown man retained his ‘little-boy-lost’ look. Women wanted to mother him. And physically he was strikingly handsome with his long legs, wide shoulders, his black hair and blue sad eyes.

For years now the Lemaire family had supplied all the glamour in the village, and Sebastian in particular, had automatically become Tracy’s beau ideal. She hero-worshipped him—even while she recognised his weaknesses.

It was always so exciting for her when the Lemaires were in residence. Then she saw him nearly every day. Sometimes before breakfast she rode with him. That was a terrific thrill. Her trouble was lack of practice. She rode so little, and Sebastian was such an expert on a horse and when he was at home he generally had a friend staying who went riding with him. In summer she swam with him in the marvellous pool which had been built when Sebastian was still a schoolboy—artificially heated and filtered, in a wonderful setting flanked by tall trees on one side and flower-beds on the other. Striped umbrellas and tables and lazy-looking long chairs piled with scarlet and blue cushions on a blue tiled terrace completed the illusion of a Mediterranean setting.

Sometimes Tracy was asked to a cocktail party and—on rare occasions—to dinner, but not often, for Mrs. Lemaire had her own circle of friends mostly in Town, who drove down in their sleek expensive cars to spend weekends or Sundays at Wylding Manor. Sebastian was always pleased to see Tracy, but Tracy was sure that Maxine Lemaire didn’t really want to entertain her. Maxine was always nice to Tracy and her father, and arranged special, quiet little meals en famille when the doctor could be wheeled into the dining room and nobody else was there.

Tracy knew that Mrs. Lemaire’s entertaining was done with a purpose—to keep Sebastian happy, in his right set, and to marry him off to the right girl. Just who that girl would be nobody had the slightest idea, but here in the village of Chillingham, which lay between Balcombe Forest and Turner’s Hill, there was always a lot of gossip about the Lemaires, and speculations as to what would happen to young Mr. Sebastian. After all one must expect something especially exciting to happen to a handsome playboy, with the world at his feet, and no need to do a stroke of work.

The fact that Sebastian didn’t work was a thing which distressed Tracy. She was convinced that it was bad for a young man to be so rich—and so idle. Daddy agreed.

“Sebastian’s got a lot of good stuff in him and it will be a pity if he becomes one of the playboy set,” he had said on one occasion.

A playboy! Tracy shuddered at the word. That was the last thing she wanted her adored Sebastian to be.

She had found herself in recent years becoming quite anxious about Sebastian’s future. It would be so awful if he married a girl as rich and as idle as himself. That could never make for happiness. All too often one read about such alliances taking place and breaking up within a few years.

Besides, she knew her Sebastian—better perhaps than most people. He had often talked to her about himself. Last time he was home, in fact, when they were out riding together, he had said:

“Mama found a lovely girl for me when we were at St.

Moritz this year. She’s been invited down to stay. Mama thinks she’ll make the perfect daughter-in-law.”

“And will she?” Tracy had asked. To which he had replied with a laugh:

“No. She’s as pretty as a picture but as hard as nails. I want something a little more gentle and kindly. I’m really quite a romantic fellow at heart, you know, Tracy.”

She believed him. Nobody else thought so, but she knew … the rich playboy was quite a romantic at heart. The sentimental streak was part and parcel of his inner sadness. The soul’s isolation—the heart’s strange anxiety that can beset the very rich—these things made Sebastian seem human and even vulnerable when Tracy thought about him. She disliked hard people. She herself was a romanticist for all her practical side—which had become uppermost these days because of her responsibilities at home. With all her heart she wanted Sebastian to marry somebody who would cherish him and make him really happy.

A month ago there had been a new rumour about Sebastian. Mrs. Finch herself had thrust an old Tatler in front of Tracy and said:

“Seen the latest about your Pin-up Boy?”

Tracy accepted the joke about the Pin-up Boy in good part. She regarded with intense interest the photograph of Sebastian in Rio de Janeiro in some palatial ballroom. He was dancing with a Brazilian girl, slim and sinuous. She wore a short white satin evening dress, looking, Tracy had to admit, as though she had been moulded into it. Fantastically lovely, her dark hair looped in Spanish style in a bun at the nape of a long swan-like neck. Sebastian, in a white monkey jacket and cummerbund, was debonair and graceful as a matador. He was smiling down at his partner rather amorously, Tracy thought, yet with that slightly impish grin which she knew so well. When he grinned like that one knew that he wasn’t feeling sad or being serious. Perhaps he wasn’t serious about the Brazilian beauty. Underneath the picture was the caption:


Mr. Sebastian Lemaire with Senhorita Consuelo Fernandez e Alevedo at the e Alevedo home where the Senhorita celebrated her coming-of-age.



A further paragraph suggested that Sebastian had been constantly seen around Rio de Janeiro as Consuelo’s escort and that her father owned one of the most successful racing stables in South America, etc., etc. More conjecture; enough to suggest that the friendship between the wealthy Englishman and the rich and beautiful Senhorita was more than an ordinary one.

Tracy had thought a lot about it. Sebastian and a Brazilian girl! What was she really like? Tracy borrowed the Tatler from her employer and studied the perfect face again and again, but gained little information from it. It was just a lovely face and a superlative form. It gave Tracy no line whatsoever on Consuelo’s character, but Tracy did not doubt that she sparkled, and rode magnificently, which would appeal to Sebastian. Also she was in his income group. Mrs. Lemaire would no doubt by now have turned her attentions from the lovely debutante she had earmarked for her son, and invited Senhorita Fernandez e Alevedo to England to stay at Wylding Manor.

Somehow Tracy had found herself continuing to think quite hard about Sebastian and the lovely Brazilian. For no definite reason, she felt depressed today, wondering if it was Consuelo Fernandez e Alevedo who was keeping the Lemaires in Rio so long.

Then all conjectures ended abruptly, for as she came round a bend in the drive she suddenly saw a Rolls-Bentley outside the house and recognised it with a sudden leaping of pulses and quickening of her heart.

Sebastian’s car.

So Sebastian had come home! Tracy ran forward toward the car with the Boxer bounding in front of her. And simultaneously the front door opened and a young man came out, walking slowly, head bent, hands cupped over a match which he was applying to a cigarette.

Sebastian … wearing a short coat over grey flannels, head bare, dark thick hair a little long and untidy. Face brown as tanned leather after the long sojourn beneath the South American sun.

“Sebastian!” cried Tracy.

He turned to her, flinging the burnt match away.

“Tracy! Angel! How are you?”

The rich well-remembered charming voice. The old charming manner. That sudden smile that banished the fascinating melancholy of his face—a sad face when it was in repose. But when he smiled he was another Sebastian—on top of the world (as well he might be with all that he had to toss him up to those dizzy heights).

The next moment he was hugging Tracy in a warm brotherly affectionate way, kissing her cheeks. Then, holding her at arm’s length, he looked her up and down.

“It seems years since I saw you, honey-chile. How are you?” (Again that question, and hardly waiting for the answer, speaking with that slight Deep South inflection which belonged to his mother and which he only adopted on occasions.)

Tracy pressed her face against his shoulder. She was renewed, refreshed, reborn from this contact as though he had taken her and lifted her up with him on to his own glowing pinnacle. Oh, how she had missed him!

She had hardly eaten a meal away from Forge Cottage except a supper at a village ‘do,’ invited by the young medical man who had taken her father’s place in the district—Robert McDrew. Rob was a pleasant freckled-faced red-haired youngster from Edinburgh, good at his job. A little in love with Tracy—of that she was aware—but she hadn’t even considered making any change in her impersonal, platonic relationship with him. She didn’t think she ever could.

Tracy felt now as though she had been asleep for ten long months, but in Sebastian’s embrace she woke up fully, conscious that her heart and her blood were clamouring in a way that frightened her.

“Terrific, thanks. How are you? When did you get back?”

“I’m fine,” he said, but shrugged his shoulders. “Fine—and bored, darling. Mama and I got back yesterday. She is staying a couple of nights in Town. Hair and clothes and so on. I thought I’d drive down here today and wake them all up and tell the lazy so-and-sos to open up the Manor. We’re going to stay down until Whitsun at least. Mama got sick of the sun and riotous living in Rio. I’m equally fed up. You’ve never seen anything like those millionaire ranches, Tracy. The pace of life over there is fantastic, like the bull-fights—and the beautiful girls. But one gets bored, bored, bored!”

Tracy bit her lip and grinned at him.

“I saw a photograph of you dancing with Senhorita Fernandez e Alevedo. You didn’t look at all bored.”

Sebastian took the cigarette from his lips. A new look came over his face, one that she had never seen there before, a curious shuttered look as though he had decided to pull a blind right down. Some of his inherent sadness replaced his smile.

“Ah, yes, Consuelo! Most attractive.”

Everything’s not quite right, thought Tracy, suddenly psychic in her appraisal of her childhood’s friend. She said:

“So you and Mrs. Lemaire mean to spend the summer at the Manor.”

“That’s it.”

“Is everything all right?” Tracy made a gesture towards the house.

“As far as I can see.”

There were always caretakers at Wylding Manor, Mr. Ogg, who was the head gardener, and his wife, who was housekeeper. There were a couple of girls from the village who came up as housemaids as soon as the Lemaires returned. Even in these days of domestic difficulties, the Lemaires never suffered from lack of staff. The pay was high and the atmosphere too thrilling to miss. Then they also had their penthouse in Town, in a new Knightsbridge block. When they came to Wylding Manor they brought their chef, who was a Frenchman, and Maxine Lemaire’s own personal maid.

Sebastian stooped to pat the Boxer, who was wagging and fussing about him.

“Good old Gimmick, so you remember me. You look in good shape.”

“Of course he remembers you,” said Tracy softly. “Do you ever get forgotten?”

“Not by you, I hope, darling,” he said with the lip service that seemed to come so easily to him.

“Haven’t I just made that clear?”

“I ought to have sent you postcards. I neglect you frightfully and don’t deserve the welcome you always give me when I turn up, Tracy honey.”

Again she was silent. She was a little confused by the persistent hammering of her own heart in the presence of this darling of the gods. And she felt worried about him. He looked so weary—more than usually bored and disillusioned. It hurt her. There was a nervous flutter of the thick lashes fringing the handsome eyes which were darkly blue in the tanned face; unfathomable, strangely sorrowful eyes. With his black hair, short nose and classic line of jaw, he was too good-looking, really. The thing that found most favour in her sight was his extraordinary kindness to her father. When Sebastian was at home he never failed to go down to the cottage and have a talk with the invalid—always taking him some kind of present from abroad.

“Tracy, you’ve changed,” she heard him say suddenly and abruptly.

Her face coloured.

“What nonsense! How?”

“I don’t quite know.”

“I haven’t changed at all,” she said.

“You’ve always seemed so young—someone who’s never grown up. But today I find you have.”

“Grown up?” she laughed. “But of course. I’m twenty.”

“Yes—but you’ve always been my little Tracy—today you’re different, kind of—mature, withdrawn, reserved. I felt it when I kissed you just now.”

“Nonsense,” she said again, her cheeks a warmer red than before.

Sebastian eyed her reflectively. She was the only person in Chillingham he looked forward to seeing when he returned to England. She was an unusual girl and he had always been fond of her. Perhaps it was because of her extraordinary vitality, her refusal to let anything in life get her down. Anyone who knew Tracy intimately must admire her courage. Such strength, such power, he thought, today, and yet she was a small person—on the thin side, even boyish, but with a charming curve of breast under the yellow pullover which she wore with her brown corduroy slacks.

She was not beautiful. Her main assets were the short-cut hair which went into natural thick waves, a light chestnut flecked with gold, and the fine hazel eyes.

With her rich brown skin, her tip-tilted nose, she appeared to him as a creature of the sun and wind and rain; almost to possess the strong and intangible qualities of those elements. Because he had known her since he and she were children, he had never been very conscious that she was a woman. Their companionship had been so sexless, but today for the first time he was curiously aware of her femininity. Perhaps, he thought cynically, because he had lately been made to feel so very male—jealous, possessive, greedy, with his blood on fire for the loveliest woman in Brazil … the first and only girl he had ever known who hadn’t become immediately accessible—obviously ready to say ‘yes’ to one of Europe’s most eligible bachelors.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
L
Q)
Z
<
>
O
~
L
O
Z
L
]
=)
@)

Put Back the Clock






OPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





