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  Chapter One


  MRS. FALCONER was a professional widow. She had enjoyed her solitary condition now for ten years,
  deciding immediately on entering it which of two courses open to her she would take. She could, she had realised, either (after a seemly interval of time), encounter, pursue and capture another
  husband; or she could grasp the advantages of her new situation. She did not doubt her ability to find someone eligible who would be eager to marry her, for she was still young, and knew herself
  attractive enough to be an asset to any ambitious man. But there would be inconveniences to such an action; her comfort might be jeopardised, and there would be unavoidable obligations. Nesta found
  that independence was sweet: she was the object of much pity, widowed while so young, and long enough after the war for it to be not a common tragedy. Her display of fortitude, combined with her
  fragile appearance, roused admiration in all, and protective emotions in every masculine breast.


  I shall devote myself to Philippa, she declared. She is all I have now. And, smiling sweetly, she pulled her square little daughter to her side in a tender embrace.
  But even as she spoke she repressed a frown because the small girls straight hair had come unmoored from its controlling blue bow.


  A bow had not suited Philippa when she was five. At fifteen she had long discarded the one on the top of her head; but instead, two smaller ribbons beneath each ear anchored her straggling hair
  in what were accurately called bunches by the girls of St. Mauds. She sat now at the breakfast table, opposite her mother, eating cornflakes. Nesta, watching her, sipped strong
  sugarless coffee and sighed. No wonder the child was fat, she thought, seeing bacon and egg, toast and marmalade, all follow at speed into the plump shape before her.


  Philippa kept her eyes upon her changing plates. She could feel her mothers impatient glance as the orange juice, the one wafer of toast and the single cup of coffee were neatly
  despatched. She waited for the inevitable cigarette, seizing the moment to take another slice of toast herself while her mother was occupied with the small movements necessary in selection and
  lighting. The toast was so thin; you couldnt taste it at all, you had to have lots of pieces, she thought with resentment.


  Silence brooded between them. Philippa knew that she must do something to break it. I must get her in a good mood, ran her thoughts, or Ill never get the racquet. The importance of
  getting the new racquet hung upon her heavily. Uncle Charles had given her another pound to bring her savings up to the necessary amount; and he had promised her a game on the hard court as soon as
  the weather cleared. It was true that Miss Bruce would obtain the racquet for her when she went back to school, but that was still three long weeks away; and then there would be a delay of at least
  several days because of all that had to be done in the first few busy days of term. Besides, Philippa had been saving up for ages for this racquet: it was to be the very best she could buy, and she
  wanted the pleasure of handling dozens in the shop before she finally made her choice. It was going to add power to her strokes; this summer she would make the Tennis VI. She gripped her strong
  right hand round the knife with which she was buttering her fourth piece of toast, and in imagination was smashing a shot from that horrible redhead who played for Kirtleton Ladies year after year
  in their annual fixture with St. Mauds.


  Nesta saw the gesture. Must you hold your knife as if it were a dagger? Really, Philippa, surely you arent allowed to eat like that at school?


  Sorry, Mother. Philippa drooped lower over her plate.


  And sit up straight. Youll have a back like an umbrella handle, said her mother.


  Philippa straightened. She put the last remnant of toast into her mouth in one large piece and bit masterfully upon it. Nesta frowned, but forebore to add to her rebukes. She flicked her
  cigarette impatiently. Really, the time the child took to eat: but it was her duty to sit out the meal, however long and dull, and no one could ever say that Nesta shirked her duty.


  The sad bundles of hair hung forward on the shoulders of Philippas pink jumper. Red bows secured them.


  You cant wear those ribbons with that jumper, Nesta told her, making an effort to control her irritation. Surely you know that by now? Where are the ones that match
  it?


  Ive lost one, mumbled Philippa, putting down her cup. She did not like coffee, so she still drank milk, a habit her mother deplored more because she thought it unhelpful to
  the adolescent figure than that it was childish.


  Youd better wear it loose, then, said Nesta. Go upstairs, when youve quite finished, and give it a good brushing. Weve plenty of time before the
  train.


  Philippa opened her mouth to protest, then subsided. It would be waste of breath, but hair flopping about on her shoulders at fifteen, honestly! The shame of it.


  Outside the cottage a red G.P.O. van now drew up with a squeal of brakes. The interruption was a relief; through the window could be seen the cheerful figure of the postman opening the gate and
  walking up the path, whistling.


  Ill go, Philippa offered, jumping up. Her chair fell backwards with a crash as she lunged towards the door. Oh gosh, sorry, she said, swinging dangerously
  round to retrieve it. She gave it a firm push under the table, banging the legs, and turned again.


  Nesta was rigid. As the girl left the room and noisily crossed the hall she exhaled, and relaxed, sagging for a moment in her chair. Philippa took the letters from the little wire basket on the
  door into which they were dropped through the slit by the postman; there was a scuffling sound as she dropped one and chased after it on the floor. Nesta was aware, from the corner of her eye, of
  the girls movements as she bent and straightened, partly visible through the open door of the dining-room. She rose and walked towards her.


  Thank you, Philippa, she said, holding her hand out for the letters.


  Philippa gave them to her, without looking to see if there was one for her; there seldom was. Nesta quickly riffled through the pile; there were two or three typewritten, cheap envelopes, a few
  circulars, and a square Air Mail envelope with American stamps. She sighed.


  Go and get ready, Philippa, she said, without looking up, as she put this one apart from the others between the last two fingers of her left hand. It was presently joined by one
  with a purple threepenny stamp, as Nesta moved through the small square hall with its polished parquet floor into her drawing-room. Though the house was no bigger than a cottage this room was
  always grandly thus named: no mere sitting-room for Nesta. She opened the drawer of a small, flat-topped oak desk that stood near the window and quickly put the business letters inside, sorting
  them into piles held by different clips; the one from America and its companion she put in her handbag. Then she glanced round the room. It was low-ceilinged, white-walled, and shaped like an L,
  with the fireplace near the angle where the two sides joined. Oatmeal-coloured linen covered the chairs and sofa, and heavy cream brocade curtains hung at the windows. It was a colourless room,
  with fawn carpeting on the floor, and a few pale water colours of dawn scenes on the walls. A vase of daffodils stood on a small table in one corner. It was luxurious and tasteful, but impersonal.
  Nesta tweaked a curtain, moved a cushion half an inch, altered the angle of a small Dresden shepherdess on a table, and then, with a glance at her reflection in the oval mirror above her desk,
  walked swiftly out and followed Philippa upstairs. She moved economically, wasting no unnecessary effort or energy. In three minutes she had repaired the invisible ravages that breakfast had made
  to her make-up, put a small straw hat on her head, and drawn on her gloves.


  Come along, Philippa, she called, pausing briefly on the landing, and continued downstairs. The car will be here in a moment.


  As she spoke a horn blew outside. Philippa burst from her room and descended the stairs in a series of leaps.


  Uncle Charles, she cried, waving violently, moving with heaves of impatience behind the trim figure of her mother along the path to the gate where Charles Falconer was getting out
  of his car.


  Hullo, Philly, he called, waving to her. Good morning, Nesta. He had opened the white gate, and now held it back for his sister-in-law.


  Good morning, Charles, said Nesta. She held her cheek up to receive his light kiss, and then got into the front seat of the car. Philippa meanwhile had flung her arms energetically
  round her uncle and was greeting him with warmth. He gave her a hug.


  How smart you are, he said, pulling a lock of her hair. No bows.


  Makes me look like a baby, grumbled Philippa. It gets in the way. Come on, Uncle Charles, well be late. She scrambled into the back of the car, banging the
  door shut behind her, and Charles Falconer closed the front one on Nesta. He walked round and got in beside her.


  Philippa sat behind, watching their two heads as they moved off towards the station. Charles hair was brown, greying slightly; his head was squarish, and his strong neck disappeared into
  a faded tweed jacket. Nestas beige straw hat almost completely concealed her very dark hair, and she was so small that no more of her was visible to the passenger in the back, who now
  relaxed luxuriously, mind already in Lillywhites. Uncle Charles wouldnt let them miss the train.


  He bought their tickets, escorted them to the platform, and saw them into an empty compartment on the train. Philippa leaned out of the window waving farewell as it pulled out of the
  station.


  Really, Philippa, you neednt be so enthusiastic, said Nesta mildly. Were only going away for a day, not a year.


  Well, hes so decent, always seeing us off, right to the train, muttered Philippa. She slumped down into a corner, looking sulky. Nesta opened her handbag and took out the
  two letters. First she read the English one. Then she opened the one from America. There was a single sheet of thin air mail paper inside the envelope, covered in small, rather untidy writing.
  Nesta frowned as she read. Then Philippa saw her raise her eyes and begin again at the top of the page.


  Your Aunt Claire is coming to stay, she said shortly, folding up the letter and putting it back, first into its envelope and then into her bag.


  Oh, how lovely! Is she coming back from New York, then? asked Philippa.


  Of course. How else could she come and stay? asked Nesta, unfolding The Daily Telegraph.


  For good, I mean, pursued Philippa.


  She doesnt say, said Nesta.


  Philippa opened her mouth to say more, for this was exciting news; but now her mother was running her eye swiftly across the top of the front page, gleaning a smattering of information about
  what went on in the world. Better not to disturb her, perhaps. It would be marvellous to see Aunt Claire again, shed been away for years and years. She was nice, Philippa knew; she always
  sent good presents on birthdays and Christmas, though she never seemed to write letters. Her mind wandered away from presents to the present: if they had lunch at Fullers it wasnt far to
  Lillywhitesshe could easily go alone if mother wanted to go somewhere else, if only she would be allowed. The very best, strongest gut, it must be; and not too light. Philippa opened
  her bag. It was one that Aunt Claire had sent her from New York last year, red, and very grown up; and Philippa didnt care two straws that it clashed with her jumper. The notes were inside,
  and she counted them surreptitiously: a Slazenger, probably. But she would have a jolly good look at them all, and if there was any money left she would have a new pair of shoes too, really
  high-class ones, with springy soles. That might help her agility, the lack of which Miss Bruce deplored.


  More people got into the train when it stopped at the junction, so Philippa withdrew into her corner. She looked at them curiously for a while; there was a nice old man reading The
  Times; a not so nice youth, rather pimply, with a folder containing sheets of figures over which he pored earnestly; a plump woman in a speckly grey suit with a blouse that had a cascade of
  frills all over her bust; and a fat man who settled down at once for a sleep. Philippa opened the Penguin thriller that she had borrowed from Uncle Charles the day before.


  Nesta skimmed through her paper, glancing at the social news and intently reading the womans page. Then she got her diary out of her bag and made a small entry. After that she opened a
  tiny notebook and checked her list of shopping needs. Her mind was extremely methodical, and she already knew exactly what her days programme would be; this was merely a refresher. Vests and
  knickers for Philippa, and something to control those increasingly generous curves; a cotton frock; socks and stockings and new walking shoes; aertex shirts and flannel shortswhat a list,
  and what an expense.


  She put away the list and closed her handbag with a snap. Then she opened her mind to the thought of Claire, and admitted annoyance; now her summer routine would be disturbed. Claires
  letter disclosed that she had been ill; this seemed incredible, for her health had always been excellent. She had recovered, she said, but had been advised to rest for a while. Nestas mind
  began to tick over what must be done. Claire would have to go into the spare room, for she would arrive before Philippa returned to school so that her bedroom would not be free. That meant another
  room for Mrs. Pearce to clean: she would have to put in extra time, or perhaps if Claire cleaned the silver on Wednesdays it could be fitted in; if her visit was to be for long she would have to
  pull her weight. No doubt she had grown idle in America, whatever she had been doing over there. Working in the garden would be good for her, if she had been ill. Nesta did not bother to wonder if
  she would have changed since they last met, eight years ago; she had been large and rather gauche then, no doubt she still was. In fact, she had been rather like Philippa, who was sitting now
  screwed into her corner, book clutched in one hand, eyes glued to it, and a ladder already visible in her stocking. Her school grey flannel suit was crumpled, though it had returned from the
  cleaners only the day before. No gloves, hair falling forward on each side of her round face to meet beneath the plump chin, a smut on her nose, far away and rapt with Poirot, Philippa was
  happy.


  But soon bliss departed and she returned to awareness of her surroundings as the train reached London. Politely, in her best St. Mauds manner, Philippa stood back for her elders to leave
  the compartment before her.


  Go along, my dear, said the grey-haired old man who had been reading The Times, waiting for her to precede him.


  Philippa blushed. Oh, thanks, she managed, and leapt to the platform with one bound. She turned to smile back at him as he slowly descended after her, and he raised his bowler
  gravely.


  Gosh, what a nice man, said Philippa, marching off towards the barrier, with one manly stride of her crpe-soled sandals to every two of her mothers steps.
  Ill get the tickets, shall I? she went on, as they plunged below into the Underground.


  No, Ill do it, its quicker, said Nesta. She already had their exact fare in her hand.


  But Mum Philippa began. It was no use, she could never help.


  Dont call me Mum, said Nesta crossly. You know I hate it.


  They changed at Piccadilly, and emerged three stations further on into daylight without more communication. Philippas mind was already fixed despairingly on the coming ordeal in the
  girls outfitting. She relieved her gloom by thinking spasmodically of Lillywhites.


  Rain was spattering down, and Nesta frowned with annoyance. She hurried Philippa down the road and into the cosiness of the large store that was privileged to supply the uniforms for St.
  Mauds. They walked briskly to the stockings and made their purchases; then they were borne aloft in the lift to the school department.


  Nesta sat on a tall, thin chair and waited for attention; it soon arrived, for Nesta never had to wait long. Some aura emanated from her invisibly and caused her to be seen and served in all
  shops with extraordinary speed, in spite of her small size. The assistant who produced vests, knickers and shirts was young and pretty; she smiled cheerfully at Philippa, who did not notice her
  friendliness because she was mortified with the embarrassment of owning bigger hips, a fatter chest and a less visible waist than any other girl of fifteen.


  Why dont you say Im deformed and have done, she wailed at last, emerging from the folds of a pink best dress which, to be large enough for her width, reached to the
  floor.


  Youll slim down, said the assistant. Lots of girls are much plumper than you. I expect you like games, dont you?


  This penetrated.


  Yes, rather, specially tennis, said Philippa.


  Nesta frowned. Well have to leave it, she said. We havent time for any more. No, we wont try that navy, its too old for her.


  It would have a slimming effect, said the assistant tentatively. She had been trying to interest Nesta in plain, uncluttered dresses, and to lead her away from the pinks and floral
  prints and frills which she had picked out for Philippa to try. It would suit you, she told the girl.


  But Philippa did not recognise help: she merely saw reprieve, and Lillywhites.


  Charles Falconer watched Philippas round face and waving arm at the window of the train till they were out of sight, returning her salute with long slow flourishes. He
  wondered in what spirits she would return.


  Bloody, but unbowed, if I get the racquet, she had promised him cheerfully the night before. Honestly, Uncle Charles, youve no idea how ghastly it is, trying on
  clothes. I seem to stick out everywhere in bumps.


  You look to me as if you only stick out in the right places, said her uncle. Have a drink?


  He was pouring out some beer for himself into a pewter tankard.


  Gosh, can I? Beer?


  If you like, I dont see why not; but you might prefer cider, he replied.


  Beer! Mother would die, said Philippa happily. Praps itd better be cider, though. Ill get it, dont you budge.


  She went off down the passage to the store room and returned clasping a large unopened bottle of cider to her heart. Charles opened it and poured out a glassful for her.


  Cheers, she said, tossing off half of it in a single swallow.


  He watched her with a smile. Her company was always refreshing to him.


  Isnt it funny, I never smash or break things here, said Philippa, sinking not very gracefully down on to the sofa and putting her glass carefully on the floor at her feet.
  At home Im always spilling things. Its because Im so big, I suppose.


  Youre not very big, my dear Philly, said her uncle. He walked across the large, rather untidy room and sat facing her in a deep leather armchair.


  Oh, I am, Mothers always saying Im enormous for my age, she declared.


  Your mother is very small, said Charles.


  Small for hers, or just small, do you mean? asked Philippa. Ha, ha, thats good, small for hers! She laughed heartily at her own wit and swallowed another large
  gulp of cider.


  Just small, Charles answered, putting his own drink down on a little table beside him.


  Why dont you and Mother get married, then we could live here and Id stop spilling things because thered be more room, said Philippa, made reckless by the cider
  fumes.


  I think were both quite happy as we are, said her uncle, unperturbed by such frank questioning.


  Philippa burbled on: I often wonder why you dont. After all, shes a widow and youre divorced. Surely its tidier to pair up a bit. Or do you believe in the
  Archbishop of Canterbury?


  Charles began to laugh. No, I dont; at least, not in the way that you mean, if Im following you. When somethings dead its dead, even if the people concerned
  arent.


  Of course, Mothers still sad about Daddy, shes never got over it, said Philippa. Charles recognised by the way she spoke that she was repeating something she had
  often heard other people say. All the same, as youre his brother, it would be different, wouldnt it? Not like a stranger.


  I very much doubt if your mother would marry me, said her uncle, however ardently I begged.


  Oh, she might. Why dont you try? Or wouldnt you like to? Philippa fixed him with a penetrating blue eye. I say, do you mind me talking like this? she
  added. Maybe its not tactful. My report said I needed to acquire tact.


  No, I dont mind, Philly, said Charles. Not now.


  Youre cured, then? said Philippa brightly.


  He nodded. I suppose so. It was true: this conversation, even with so innocent an interrogator as Philippa, could not have continued a year ago; he would have snapped at her and
  sent her home.


  So your sides all right. Its Mother, said Philippa. It must be rather marvellous to go on being faithful and true after someones been dead for ten
  years. Most romantic, I think. I couldnt be like that. I could never be like Mother.


  Dont try, advised Charles. Just be like yourself.


  Yes, but Mother doesnt like me as I am. It would be easier if I was more dainty, said Philippa earnestly.


  Darling child, may you never be dainty, said Charles. It wouldnt suit you.


  But it suits Mother, she pointed out.


  Youre different types, said Charles firmly.


  No one will ever fall for me if I dont get a bit feminine, she mourned.


  You surely arent worrying about that yet, are you? he asked.


  Well, not really. I dont really see myself falling for chaps, do you? So it wouldnt matter. But anyway, I wouldnt be able to get married even if so, because I must
  look after Mother when I leave school, after all shes done for me. Philippa spoke matter-of-factly. Charles stared at her; she was perfectly serious.


  Your mother can look after herself quite well, he said.


  Oh no, Uncle Charles! Really she cant! Why, goodness knows what shed do without you! She often says so, and so does everyone else. I heard Mrs. Woodward say it only
  yesterday.


  Charles forebore to remark upon Mrs. Woodwards views.


  Philly dear, a little bit of shorthand and typing for you till some nice young man comes along, I suggest, he said. Dont get silly ideas about martyring yourself for
  your mother into that head of yours. I mean it, my dear.


  Philippa sighed. Its nice talking to you, Uncle Charles, she said. If you married mother I wouldnt have to be a martyr.


  He laughed. I love your company, dear girl, as you know, he said. But its nearly half-past seven and youll catch it if youre late for dinner.


  It was always called dinner at the cottage, never the simple supper that Charles now ate each night.


  Oh help, Id better dash. Philippa leapt to her feet, but she did not knock over her glass or bump into any of the furniture. Goodbye, Uncle Charles, and thanks for
  the drink. Oh, and thanks awfully for the pound. Ill show it to you directly.


  Well have a game at the first chance, he said.


  Yes, goody, a duel till death, said Philippa. She hugged him, and then, pausing to turn and wave once, ran off through the garden to the cottage. Charles stood alone in his doorway
  watching her somewhat lumbering flight. She was a dear child, warm-hearted and impulsive, a generous creature. It was pleasant to be hugged with such spontaneous affection by something so alive,
  and in spite of her own opinion, so feminine. He turned back into the house. It was quiet now. Mrs. Maconochie, his housekeeper, was out at a whist drive in the village, and there was no sound
  except for the ticking of the clock in the hall. He whistled for Rufus, his golden Labrador, who had been lying docilely under the table watching him with faithful amber eyes. Charles bent and
  patted the head presented to his hand.


  Good old Rufus, theres a good old fellow, he muttered. He wondered if Nesta was lonely without Philippa; if she ever felt the silence of the house pressing in upon her like
  a weight, the knowing that there would be no human speech till morning. Nesta had no Rufus to keep her company. She once had a poodle, on whom much care and attention was lavished; he needed his
  teeth attended to and his coiffure re-styled as often as any film star. Charles had unworthily suspected that Nesta found he set her off, pattering elegantly behind her own chic form. After the
  death of Bimbo, as he had been named, no successor had appeared, and Charles offer of one as a gift had been turned down.


  No one could take the place of Bimbo, Nesta had said sadly. I can never have another dog.


  Charles remembered this interlude now; Nesta had looked up at him tragically from her large grey eyes. He often found himself gazing down into those limpid depths as he discussed the payment of
  her rates, the painting of her front door and the repairs to her roof with her. Mundane things, usually, were all that they debated. After his elder brothers death Charles had felt morally
  obliged to undertake the task of looking after his sister-in-law. He had given her this cottage, which was on his own land, and had it modernised in accordance with her own ideas. She had moved in
  as soon as it was ready from the home where most of her brief married life had been spent, and here she had remained ever since, with Philippa, living quietly and in impeccable taste. She had lived
  here throughout the tempestuous years of his own unfortunate marriage, a friend to Joan through all that time, and a refuge to himself when Joan finally left him. That was over two years ago now,
  but the thought of it could still hurt. It was shattering to be abandoned because your wife preferred another man. It was also sordid to be faced with clearing up the resulting legal tangle so that
  she could be set free to marry him. Well, all that was old hat now, and Joan was, he believed, happy in her suburb with her new husband and her new house and her new car. Her life was like
  Nestas had been in the post-war years of her marriage.


  The comparison had disturbed him, and he had pushed it away. Now, as returning from the station, he ran in his mind through his strange conversation with Philippa last night, he remembered it
  again, and frowned.


  But Nesta had certainly looked appetising enough, all got up for her day in London.
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