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I

The girl sat by the glowing red fire, the coppery tints in her cropped, curly head gleaming in the flame’s light. The thin, heart-shaped face, generally pale, was flushed to an unusual colour; the large beautiful eyes were quiet and pensive.

Only her hands were restless as they lay in her lap, the short, square, boyish fingers playing with one another in thoughtless agitation.

Her mind was concentrated on her husband’s homecoming. Any moment now she would hear the car turn into the drive. But for the first time in the three years of her marriage, she was not looking forward to his homecoming. As a rule, the long lonely hours of the day dragged all too slowly and, by half past six, Briony was relieved and immensely cheered by the thought that Charles would be home within a few minutes and her solitude dispelled. It was all very well for Charles, busy all day at the office, to treasure the peace and quiet of their country home. But for his young wife, the isolation and friendlessness of their house spelt loneliness. Charles could not understand why she should find time hanging heavy on her hands.

‘There’s the housekeeping to be done, the dogs to exercise, flowers to cut and arrange – all that kind of thing. Mother always used to say she had so much to do there were never enough hours in the day.’

But Briony was not Charles’s mother, dead now, but still so very much alive in her husband’s memory … so much a part of their marriage. Although she had never known Mrs. Montague Campbell Stone, Briony knew instinctively that she would have had very little in common with her. Charles’s mother was, or rather had been, a snob. There were people you did or did not know. There were things you did or did not do … rigid lines that never deviated cutting between the right and the wrong of life … as she had seen it. Perhaps more important, as she had brought Charles up to see it.

But for Briony there could be no definite rules without she first knew the conditions or personalities to whom those rules might be applied. Essentially guided by her heart rather than her head, she had always believed that there was good in everyone … in everything, until it was proved otherwise. She would never condemn without hearing indisputable proof of someone’s guilt; must always defend the underdog, the weakling, the attacked. How often had this essential backbone of her character led her into heated discussion with Charles … and so often earned his disapproval.

Tonight, because it was the first time she had ever consciously acted against his wishes, she was not looking forward to seeing him. Unlike his mother, who apparently did no wrong, she had deliberately done something today of which she knew he would disapprove … and she was aware that there would be a heated discussion … if not actually an argument, because of it. As a rule, she never argued with Charles, chiefly because there were no two sides to any argument with him; no two points of view. Since he was consequently completely sure of himself, and because as a rule the outcome was of little importance to her, she acquiesced without bothering to state her views. Where Charles’s principles were involved, there wasn’t any use in trying to make him see her angle! So it had been easier to give way and see him happy and as much in love with her as the average woman expects her husband to be.

Perhaps, she thought dreamily as she stared into the glowing fire, she had always felt a little guilty about Charles … marrying him. He had known, of course, that he was not the first man in her life, the first love. She had told him openly – even proudly – about the glorious six months which had constituted her life with Robert. She had not been married to him; somehow marriage had not seemed necessary in those crazy, dangerous, live-by-the-minute days of the war. Bob had been a fighter pilot … twenty-two years old; she had been a WAAF driver, twenty-one years old. Two days after they had met at a camp dance they had openly avowed their love for one another; within a week, Briony had given with her whole heart the body that had, after all, been so willing to lose its innocence and which brought him such comfort in the long hours of the night when he had not been flying and when, without her, he had re-lived in nightmares the terror and horror and fear which never by word, deed or expression had he shown in the day.

Of course, he had been killed. Both of them had known it was practically inevitable. That was one of the reasons she had discarded convention and upbringing and had lived only for love … for Bob. Afterwards, she had flung herself into a whirl of gaiety, activity, work, dances, parties – anything to help her forget. She burnt the candle at both ends until she was utterly exhausted. Then she had met Charles … ten years older than herself … a Major in the Army. And Charles had fallen in love with her.

There had been immense comfort in the calm ordinariness of Charles. He was like a character in a book, never varying from his basic self, never out of character.

Briony could remember her mother – who so seldom spoke seriously to her these days, for they had lost touch in the war, and never really regained the intimacy of their earlier relationship – saying one night after she had become engaged to Charles:

‘Darling, don’t you think this might be a mistake? Charles is very nice – very eligible – and will no doubt make someone a good husband, but not you, Briony. You’re impulsive, impetuous, emotional. It’s the French blood from your father’s side, I expect. Charles is very, very English. Don’t you think, dear, that you haven’t a great deal in common? Not the way you and –’

‘Bob?’ Briony had spoken his name to her mother for the first time since Bob had died, over a year ago. ‘That’s just it, Mummy! There never would or could be another Bob. Charles is Bob’s opposite – as he is mine. We shall complement one another. Charles will calm me down – keep me safe. That’s what I want more than anything, Mummy, to be safe. I’m tired of chasing life. I want to relax and be quiet – and domesticated and – and normal.’

‘Of course, darling – now. But later on, when you’ve had time to rest, you’ll want to be yourself again. Do you really love Charles?’

For a brief moment Briony hesitated.

‘Yes, I do. Not the way I loved Bob – that could never happen twice in a lifetime. But in a different way. I think one never loves anyone or anything the same way, do you, Mother? This is different. I respect Charles enormously. And I know he loves me. I can make him happy.’

‘I believe that. But can he make you happy? And, Briony, can you be happy if you are not yourself? Can anyone? After a little while, when you become yourself again, it won’t be so easy to make Charles happy either.’

‘Mummy, I don’t know what you are talking about. What is myself? Aren’t I myself now? If I’ve changed, it’s because life – unhappiness, experience, if you like – has changed me. This is how I am now. I’ve grown up – grown out of the impulsive, laughing, impetuous tomboy I used to be. I’m older and naturally I’m quieter!’

‘Older? You’re twenty-two, Briony. That’s very young. Life has dealt you a blow and you’re suffering from reaction. It’ll pass, and you’ll be young again. I’ve known your father, when he was alive, pass through just such phases as you are going through, Briony. You’re very like him.’

‘Don’t you like Charles, Mummy?’

‘But of course I do. I just don’t think you’ll be giving him, or yourself, a square deal if you marry him. Think it over, very, very carefully, Briony. I won’t speak of it again.’

Strange how she could remember that conversation almost to the word today, three and a half years later! Perhaps it was because her mother, escaping from the loneliness of early widowhood, had moved into a gay, smart, insincere set of women who lived three-quarters of their lives at the card table, in clubs, drinking quite heavily, interested only in four suits; talking only in card language, revoking, trumps, tricks … good luck … bad luck … big wins, large losses. It was far from Briony’s own world, for she had never in her life cared for cards, and there was so little that she and her mother had in common to discuss with any intimacy, that conversation had remained imprinted on her mind. After she had married Charles, her mother had never mentioned her antipathy to the marriage again; she was always very charming to him when they met; interested, so she said, in Briony’s letters telling her of the few exciting events of her life in the country. She never, of course, visited Briony. A week-end in the country – unless there was some first-class bridge – would have been the same to her as a week-end without drink to an alcoholic.

“Silly of Mother to worry about me!” Briony thought. “I’ve been very happy here with Charles. I’m very fond of him, and I know he loves me. There would be nothing at all wrong with my marriage if only there were more to do down here.” When had she first started to feel time hanging heavy on her hands? Last winter … when Charles spent most of his week-ends shooting and she had had the ’flu and not been able to go round with him? How quiet everything had seemed all of a sudden! Cook and James were downstairs in the basement. The old family butler was still in service though he had only Nancy, a young girl who came daily from the village, and Cook to help him. The days of a large staff had long since gone with the war and rather pathetically James tried to keep up appearances. Nancy, in spite of her unwillingness, was required to wear a frilly cap and apron and serve tea in the drawing-room from the enormous silver tea-pot, even if it were only for Briony!

Nancy had been nursing Briony through the post-’flu stages. Alone that Saturday afternoon in front of the fire, the girl had brought in tea as usual and Briony had found herself opening a conversation in order to detain her. Although Charles disapproved of her gossiping with the servants – meaning, of course, Nancy – she had felt she must talk to someone! How cross Charles had been when a heavy thunderstorm had brought him and his two friends back from their shoot early to find his wife excitedly engrossed in war-time reminiscences with his parlourmaid, who had amazingly enough turned out to be an ex-WAAF as well!

Somehow or other, that conversation with Nancy about the old days of the war had brought back memories of the companionship … the many friends she had had … the fun of it all. Since then she had hardly known what to do with herself all day. The two labradors were kept outside in kennels … though Charles sometimes allowed them indoors after a day’s shoot, which, while being in one sense a reward for their hard work, was also a very impractical arrangement, since they were inevitably plastered with mud on such occasions. So Briony did not even have the dogs for company except when she took them out for walks. She had always loved dogs, but these two retrievers were Charles’s and had little interest for her. As for women friends … well, the nearest house was five miles away and the few friends of Charles who lived within driving distance had wives who were either many years older than Briony or else with young babies who kept them tied to their homes. Briony had called once or twice on the younger ones, hoping to strike up a friendship with them, but after a little while she had ceased going; partly because they were always so busy they could not spare the time for a return visit, and she could never therefore repay their hospitality – partly because the sight of the children only increased her own desire to have a baby.

Unfortunately, Charles had made up his mind not to start a family just yet. The world was upside down, he had said, whenever she broached the subject. It was no fit place as yet for his sons and daughters. Why, there might even be a war with Russia, and who could be so callous as to bring a child into the world only to have the danger of an atom bomb hanging over its head!

‘I’d risk it!’ Briony had argued passionately. ‘If everyone thought like that, Charles – I mean waited until everything was perfect before they had babies – there wouldn’t be any “coming generation”.’

‘But the masses will always have kids – whatever the circumstances. Look how many children were born in bomb shelters – and just as many, no doubt, conceived during air raids. No, darling, you might take the risk, but I couldn’t agree to it, I’m afraid. You’re very dear to me, Briony, and I’m well aware that as a Territorialist I could be called up in an emergency and pushed off to Korea or Malaya or somewhere where you couldn’t be with me. We’ll have a family as soon as the world has settled down a bit. You’re only twenty-three, darling. What’s the hurry?’

‘Only that I rather want a baby!’ Briony said.

‘But that’s a purely selfish outlook. Look, darling, why not have one of Jessie’s pups? I intend to breed from her, you know.’

‘As a substitute for a baby? Charles!’

He gave her a friendly, fond hug.

‘Well, not as a substitute, but to give you something of your own to pet and spoil. Briony, perhaps I’m being selfish, but let me have you all to myself for a little longer.’

She had given way readily enough then … as much to the impassioned love-making which followed his kiss as to his wishes … after all, they had only been married a very short while. Men felt differently from women about children. She could understand that Charles did not want her tied to the nursery and pram-pushing as were the wives of his neighbours.

Instead, she threw herself feverishly into further efforts to be the kind of wife he wanted. She started spring-cleaning the house, paying more attention to some of the lovely heirlooms that were for the most part stored away now. She cleaned pictures, polished silver, washed and re-packed the precious china. She resorted all the linen, renewing moth balls. At weekends she entertained Charles’s friends from London – mostly businessmen and occasionally their wives – whom she found dull company but who did at least make more noise round the house than there was during the week!

But her zest for housekeeping wore off in due course and once again she had found time hanging heavy on her hands.

Maybe, just because there was so little event in her life, today’s happening had assumed a far greater importance than it might otherwise have done. She had taken in and kept a stray mongrel puppy!

After all, why should Charles mind so much? she reassured herself. He had two dogs of his own. The trouble lay in the fact that it was a mongrel! For Charles there were, as in other things, two kind of dogs, the pedigreed ones he kept and the mongrels who were not really dogs at all! She had refused Jessie’s pup because she didn’t really care for labradors, and perhaps also because Charles had spoken of the training he would have to give it, since he automatically assumed it would join the shooting expedition with his pair. When Briony had a dog, it was to be hers … heart and soul her own dog. She would train it to her voice, her command, feed it with her own hand.

Now, here was the kind of dog she had always secretly longed for. Once, when she had been about ten years old, she had saved up her pocket money for ten weeks; unknown to her parents, she had caught a bus into Brighton and by herself gone to the Lost Dogs’ Home and brought home a black-and-tan mongrel. Her father had been so impressed by her saving so much and by her thoroughness in presenting him with a fait accompli, that he had allowed her to keep it. Two months later it had been run over and killed. This little stray had reminded her poignantly of that same black-and-tan mongrel she had had as a child. She had found it wandering, wet and forlorn, in the laurel bushes by the drive gates, and carried it back to the house and fed it. Afterwards, it lay on the carpet in front of the fire staring up at her from enormous brown eyes, its ragged tail thumping appreciation once in a while as it woke from a doze. Briony loved it! Only by a great effort had she brought herself to telephone the police and inform them she had found the dog wandering in her garden.

‘Nobody reported a dog missing as yet, madam! Would you like us to collect him and bring him back to the station?’

‘Oh no – I’ll look after him!’ Briony had cried. ‘It’s such a pathetic little thing. If no one does claim him, I’d like to keep him.’

‘Well, as like as not he’ll be yours!’ said the police sergeant. ‘Licences fall due in a couple of months and some folk have a way of turning out their unwanted dogs rather than pay seven and six for them. If it’s a puppy, I daresay it couldn’t be got rid of any other way.’

‘Well, I’ll keep him until he’s claimed or the time is up for anyone to claim him. There’s no collar or any way of identifying him. He’s all colours – about the size of a small terrier pup. He has pointed ears that are sometimes up and sometimes down … really, there’s nothing to distinguish him from thousands of other mongrels.’

‘No idea as to his age?’

‘I’m sure he’s only a puppy. His teeth are like needles and his coat is still almost fluffy, though it’s wiry on top.’

‘Thank you for letting us know. We’ll ring you if we have any queries about a lost mongrel. Good night, madam!’

So he might remain hers – that is, if Charles did not promptly turn him out of the house.

Towards evening, Briony had made up a bed for the puppy by the radiator in the downstairs cloakroom. She had felt that it might be better to break the news to Charles before he saw the dog, who was certainly not a very handsome little fellow looked at from a pedigree point of view … Charles’s view! At the same time, she could not bring herself to put the dog in the now disused stable. It still shivered occasionally and she believed it had been out all the previous night, though it did not seem terribly hungry.

Briony started as she heard Charles’s car turn into the drive. Colour suffused her cheeks and receded again, leaving her pale with some strange inner excitement. She knew there would be trouble, but she would not be over-persuaded. Unless someone claimed him, she was going to keep that puppy, whatever Charles might say.

She left the matter until Charles had changed into more comfortable clothes and had joined her for a pre-dinner drink as was his custom. Then she told him.

At first Charles seemed merely amused.

‘A mongrel! Probably covered in fleas. I hope you didn’t put it in with Jessie and Jane.’

Briony lit a cigarette and said slowly:

‘No. As a matter of fact, I thought it ought not to go outside. It doesn’t seem very well, Charles, and was wet through. I – I put him in the cloakroom.’

Charles swung round to look at her, his expression clearly indicating that he thought she was mad.

‘In the house? But for heaven’s sake, Briony, there’s no knowing what kind of livestock it will be scattering around. And it’s probably not house-trained anyway. It’ll have to go out to the stables.’

Briony’s lips set in a firm line.

‘If you don’t mind awfully, Charles, I’d rather keep him indoors. I don’t think he has fleas. He was just wet and muddy … not really dirty. And he whined to go out, so I’m sure he’s house-trained. I’ve told the police, of course, and if he’s claimed, then I shall naturally have to let him go. But if not, Charles, I’d like to keep him.’

‘I say, are you serious?’ Charles asked.

‘Quite serious!’ Briony said with a firmness she was far from feeling. ‘You said I might have a puppy, Charles, and I’ve taken a fancy to this one.’

‘One of Jessie’s pups, yes, but a mongrel! Look here, my dear, I really think you’re letting sentiment get the better of you. You’re always on the side of the underdog and I can quite see that you feel sorry for a stray and all that kind of thing. But we can quite well find a decent home for it if it isn’t claimed. I daresay the gardener’s boy would have it if I paid the licence each year. I’m quite willing to do that, you know.’

‘That’s very generous of you, Charles,’ Briony said, softening a little at his words. ‘But I really would like to keep him myself. He’s just the kind of dog I’ve always wanted. Wait till you see him! He has the most beautiful and intelligent eyes and he’s attached to me already. Come and have a look at him, darling. I know you’ll fall in love with him, too.’

‘Now look here, old girl–’ Charles began, but Briony’s look halted him for a moment. How often had she told him that she could not bear to hear him address her as ‘old girl’ – the same term, meant undoubtedly as an endearment, as he used to his labrador bitch! ‘Look here, Briony, I’m going to put my foot down about this. You must see that we can’t have a mongrel running round the house. It’s just absurd.’

‘I don’t see why!’ Briony argued, growing heated in spite of her determination to argue this out coolly. ‘He’s smaller than the labradors and won’t make anything like as much mess.’

Charles tapped out his pipe on the edge of the fireplace and his mouth set in a stubborn line.

‘That’s not the point, my dear. To begin with, it’s a dog. What do you suppose will happen if Jessie or Jane get out when they’re on heat? A fine litter of pups we’d get from them then! And both bitches ruined into the bargain.’

‘Then you’ll just have to keep your dogs under control, Charles,’ Briony said. ‘After all, it’s only for three weeks twice a year.’

‘And have the mongrel howling its head off outside the kennels all night?’

‘He wouldn’t be outside at night. I intend to let him sleep indoors, Charles. He’s to be a pet.’

‘Why not get a peke or a pom!’ Charles said scathingly. ‘They make better lapdogs.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Charles, try not to be childish about this. I’ve every right to choose the kind of dog I want – just as I respect your wish to have Jessie and Jane although they aren’t the kind of dog I happen to care for. There’s no point in discussing this further if you just wish to be rude.’

Charles flushed an angry red.

‘On the contrary, there’s every reason for discussing the matter. I have no intention of letting a flea-ridden mongrel stay in my house–’

‘Your house, Charles?’ Briony broke in furiously. ‘It’s also supposed to be my home. I think you sometimes forget that fact. You brought me here as your wife, and I think you sometimes imagine I’m just part of the furniture. Well, I’m not an antique you purchased for your house. I’m your wife, Charles, and have as much say in the organizing of our home as you have.’

Charles looked at his wife, surprise mingling with annoyance. Briony had never spoken so openly of her ‘rights’ before, far less accused him of denying her her wifely due.

‘You’ve had everything in the world you wanted!’ he said. ‘I let you re-decorate most of the rooms, although I was dead against modernizing the place, as you well know. But I gave way because I thought that was your affair rather than mine. I let you keep Nancy although I think she’s cheeky and far too forward for a servant.’

‘You’re out of date,’ Briony broke in. ‘Girls like Nancy are very hard to get and she works like a Trojan keeping this great house clean.’

‘So she should, seeing the wages we pay her. It’s a disgrace!’

‘Well, let’s not argue about Nancy!’ Briony said sharply. ‘As you said, the servants are my affair. I would have thought the choice of my dog was also my affair. It’s not even as if it were to be your dog, too. You have Jess and Jane and as far as I’m concerned you can have fifty more like them. I don’t complain when they bring dirt into the house and leave hairs all over the carpet which even the Hoover won’t budge at times! Why should you complain because I want a puppy of my own choosing?’

‘All right, keep the beastly dog!’ Charles said furiously. ‘But let me tell you this much, Briony. The first time it does any serious damage inside or outside the house, it’ll have to go. Is that understood?’

Briony faced him across the room, her eyes bright.

‘I understand that you have graciously condescended to let me keep the puppy,’ she said clearly. ‘For which generous gesture I thank you very much. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to have a look at him.’

She closed the door behind her and stood for a few moments with her hands against it, hesitating. This was the first serious argument she had ever had with Charles and she was very unhappy about it. She would have liked to go back into the room and say to him: “Oh, darling, don’t let’s quarrel about this. I’ve been so happy all day. Say you really don’t mind. I’m sure you’d fall in love with him if only you’d come and see him …”

But deep in her heart she knew that Charles would not ‘fall in love’ with a mongrel. He was too prejudiced. And if she weakened now, it would give him the opportunity to exert his will over hers. And she had no intention of letting the puppy go – not unless she had to.

She sighed, then, shrugging her shoulders, went quickly down the passage to the cloakroom.

As she opened the door, the dog’s head turned towards her and the deep golden-brown eyes stared up at her. Very slowly the stumpy tail started to wag. Then his head dropped to the rug on which he lay and the pricked ears drooped.

Briony dropped to her knees beside the pathetic little creature, her face white with concern. The dog feebly licked her hand as she stroked his head. Then a fit of trembling was followed by a sudden attack of sickness.

There was no doubt that the dog was ill – very ill, Briony thought as she rushed off to the kitchen to get a floorcloth and a hot-water bottle. It would give Charles plenty of opportunity for sarcastic remarks but she was going to telephone his vet to come and see the puppy tonight. What was the man’s name? Edwards? … no, Elliot. She had never much cared for him, but their social relationship hardly mattered. It was the dog she was worried about.

Her heart melted as the dog tried once more to turn his head at her approach. He seemed pathetically pleased to see her and once in a while his tongue came out to lick her hand as she tried to make him more comfortable with another rug and the hot-water bottle against his back.

Mr. Elliot, Briony was told by his wife, was out helping a cow deliver twin calves. She could not say when he would be back. If it was urgent, perhaps she might care to ring the new vet, Mr. Baker.

‘Thanks very much,’ Briony said, taking down his phone number. ‘I’ll ring Mr. Baker right away. I’m really concerned about the puppy.’

A quarter of an hour later, Briony was watching the young man as he ran gentle hands over her dog, probing, testing, feeling with his long, sensitive fingers. Fascinated by his hands, Briony found she could not take her eyes off them. She herself caressed the dog’s head and ears soothingly although he seemed unaware of the vet’s touch.

The young man looked up and met Briony’s questioning gaze.

‘I don’t think there’s any internal injury,’ he said. ‘I believe you told me over the phone he could have been hit by a car – something of that sort?’

‘I – I don’t really know what’s wrong,’ Briony said. ‘You see, I only found him this afternoon. I mean, he’s not my dog … at least, he is now … I mean, he will be if nobody claims him!’

She broke off, smiling apologetically.

‘What I’m trying to say is that I found him straying. I want to keep him for my own. He is going to be all right, isn’t he?’

The young man bent down to examine the dog again. Then he turned back to the girl who crouched on the floor beside him.

‘I think so. It’s rather hard to say just exactly what is wrong. It may be the onset of distemper, but he looks pretty strong, even if he is thin. He seems fond of you already, Mrs. Stone.’

Briony stood up.

‘I’m sorry to have dragged you out so late, Mr. Baker,’ she said. ‘We usually have Mr. Elliot. He attends my husband’s dogs.’

The young man smiled.

‘I’ll ask Mr. Elliot to call in and look at the pup first thing in the morning. He’ll be all right tonight. I’ll give him a bromide to help him sleep … and if you’ve got any glucose in the house, give him sips of that in milk.’

‘Glucose? Yes, I think there is some,’ Briony said.

She broke off, watching the vet as he washed his hands at the basin. Automatically she handed him a clean towel from behind the door, and for a moment their eyes met and he smiled.

‘Can’t – I mean – couldn’t you go on attending to my dog?’ Briony heard herself saying impulsively. ‘I know Mr. Elliot comes to see Jessie and Jane, but – well, I’d like you to look after this puppy, if you will.’

‘Well, of course, if you’d prefer it. But wouldn’t your husband prefer to have his own vet?’

‘My husband isn’t very fond of mongrels, so won’t mind one way or the other!’ Briony said bitterly. Then, seeing the dark eyes looking at her askance, she said again:

‘It’s awfully late to have dragged you out. Please come and have a drink before you go home.’

Robert Baker hesitated for a moment, then nodded his head.

‘Thank you very much. I’d like it!’ he said simply.

Briony, too, had wondered, as soon as she suggested it, what had made her ask him. For a brief instant she regretted her invitation, then as the young man paused before replying she knew that she wanted him to stay.

So, as simply as that, it all began.


II

‘This is Mr. Baker, Charles. He’s been having a look at the puppy. It isn’t very well.’

Charles greeted the newcomer civilly enough. He did not look at his wife.

‘You’re a vet, Mr. Baker?’

‘Yes. Mr. Elliot, whom you usually call in, I understand, was busy. When that happens, he passes urgent calls on to me and I do the same. The arrangement works out quite well for both of us, since we neither of us have partners.’

Charles nodded, and recalling his manners, said:

‘You’ll have a drink, Mr …?’

‘Baker – Robert Baker,’ the young man said politely, wondering if Mr. Charles Stone had forgotten his name on purpose.

‘Whiskey?’ Charles asked.

‘I’d rather have beer, if that’s all right.’

‘Don’t seem to have seen you round this district,’ Charles continued.

‘No, I’ve only been here six months. Mr. Elliot has been very kind giving me so many introductions. Naturally I don’t like to poach on his preserves, so if you’d prefer to have him call to see the puppy tomorrow–’

‘Elliot wouldn’t be interested in that dog, I can assure you!’ Charles said with a hearty laugh. ‘He can appreciate a good blood strain if ever a man could. Wouldn’t waste his time on mongrels!’

Briony dropped her gaze from Charles’s face and looked back to the younger man. Inconsequently, she noted that he was taller than Charles, less stocky; that he was as dark as Charles was fair; that his hands were as long and sensitive as Charles’s were square and blunt; and his name, by some odd mischance, was Robert. Was he, too, called Bob by his friends?

Robert Baker turned towards her and again their eyes met. He looked back quickly at Charles.

‘Well, I can appreciate a good pedigree too, Mr. Stone. But a dog is a dog whatever its breed and we’re as deeply pledged to do what we can to save the life of a mongrel as of a valuable champion.’

‘Waste of time!’ said Charles flatly. ‘Only live to breed a lot more mongrels. Have the country swarming with them if they weren’t allowed to die off.’

‘Charles, that’s inhuman. You know you’re fond of dogs …’

‘A mongrel isn’t a dog, my dear,’ he broke in on his wife’s words. ‘It’s a four-legged animal.’

Briony gritted her teeth, determined not to argue in front of their guest. But those flat assertions of Charles’s always raised her temper. If only he could be made to understand that other people had different points of view, that some people loved mongrels just as he loved Jessie and Jane!

Robert Baker voiced her thoughts:

‘You may not care for cross-breeds, Mr. Stone, but some people would rather have a mongrel than any other type of dog. They are very often exceptionally intelligent and nearly always intensely loyal and devoted to their masters.’

Briony listened intently, her eyes on the young man’s face.

‘Shoot the lot of ’em, I say! Small wonder someone turfed this dog out of their house. Would have done the same myself!’

‘But, Charles, that’s cruelty to animals. This puppy was soaking wet. And Mr. Baker thinks it may have distemper. You surely don’t advocate turning out a sick dog just because it’s a mongrel? On a night like this?’

‘Wouldn’t turn it out till tomorrow. Sleep in the stable,’ Charles said calmly.

Robert Baker put down his empty glass and stood up, timing the interruption very well.

‘I really ought to be pushing along,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll call again first thing in the morning. I’ll give you that bromide for the pup, Mrs. Stone, before I go. I think I left my bag in the hall.’

Briony followed him to the door, where he stood aside to let her pass through before him.

‘Good night, Mr. Stone,’ he said.

‘’Night, Parker. My wife will see you out.’

Briony wanted to make some apology for Charles’s behaviour but she could not. Her voice seemed strangled in her throat. Only the young vet seemed completely at ease. He smiled down at her when he gave her the bromide tablets.

‘Don’t worry!’ he said. ‘We’ll pull the little chap through. I’m rather prejudiced too, you know, in favour of the world’s oddities! You know, I’m surprised at what your husband said about Elliot. I didn’t know he was like that.’

‘A snob?’ Briony checked the words too late.

‘Yes. I suppose that is the word. One can be just as much a snob about animals as about people! Come to think of it, I believe his practice does tend to exclude the poorer homes where the dogs are less genteel.’

‘I’m glad you’ve come to treat my puppy,’ Briony said sincerely. ‘I have a feeling Mr. Elliot and my husband might have cooked up some good reason for having him put to sleep … and I’d never have known. I know it seems silly, when I’ve only had the dog a few hours, but I’m really terribly fond of it already.’

‘It isn’t silly. One can take to a dog in just the same way as one can take to a person.’

‘Love at first sight!’ Briony said, smiling.

But there was no answering smile, and as she looked upwards and met the dark intent gaze of the young man she felt the hot colour rush into her cheeks. It was absurd, of course, to imagine that he had intended to convey anything to her by that look, following so closely upon her own words … and yet … and yet …

‘I’ll be along to see you tomorrow, Mrs. Stone. Don’t worry about the puppy. He’ll be all right.’

Briony opened the great oak doors and her eyes followed the man to his car. Then she turned hurriedly and went back into the brightly lit hall. It was not the cold night air that had left her shivering but some nameless apprehension tinged with a breath of excitement. She did not try to fathom out the cause but went slowly back to the sitting-room where Charles awaited her.

‘… ask him in here for a drink!’ Charles voice broke in on her inner thoughts. ‘It’s different with Elliot – he’s a personal friend. Besides, he’s an Oxford man.’

Briony gave Charles her full attention. Her face was bright with indignation.

‘Am I to understand you are objecting to Mr. Baker having a drink with us, Charles?’

He looked at her coolly.

‘Certainly. Don’t even know the fellow. You know nothing about him, do you?’

Briony gave a sigh of exasperation. That Charles could be so incredibly Victorian at times!

‘He seems a very nice young man,’ she said, vehemently stressing the ‘nice’. ‘His manners were beyond reproach and I’m willing to vouch for the fact that he hasn’t walked off with any of the family heirlooms!’

She turned her back on Charles, who gave his usual ‘humph’ which Briony understood would precede a lecture on ‘People One Knows’ and ‘People One Doesn’t Know’. She did not feel up to arguing with him.

‘Please, Charles!’ she said, turning to face him. ‘I know you’re displeased about the puppy, but since you have been forced to give way, please try to behave a little graciously. Mr. Baker is hardly important enough for us to have an argument about, is he? He’s here to attend to my puppy, not as a friend. I merely thought it would be good manners to ask him to have a drink since it is so late to call anyone out.’

Charles poured himself another glass of sherry and joined Briony by the fire.

‘I’ve no wish to quarrel, my dear. I merely wanted to point out that it’s surely past our dinner hour?’

Briony glanced at the clock and saw that it was barely eight. She knew that Charles had put himself in the right without being strictly truthful but was glad enough to let the matter drop.

‘I’ll go and see what Nancy is up to,’ she said.

But even as she spoke the door opened and the girl announced that dinner was ready.

‘Where’s James?’ Charles asked, always a stickler for the etiquette he tried to preserve in spite of the times.

‘It’s his night off!’ Briony said, for a brief instant relishing the opportunity to snap at Charles. Then her kinder nature reasserted itself and she regretted making Charles look silly, in front of Nancy too. Nancy’s grin had not escaped her even though, fortunately, Charles had had his back to the girl.

Dinner over, Briony led the way back to the sitting-room, determined to re-establish the friendliness that usually existed at this time of evening between her husband and herself. But she was not to be given a chance. After coffee, Charles departed to the cloak-room, only to return a few minutes later in an irate temper.

‘That bloody dog has been sick all over the lavatory floor!’ he said furiously. ‘It’s not good enough, Briony. It’ll have to go. Damn it all, I’m not going to have my house made a stinking mess just because–’

‘Please don’t swear at me, Charles,’ Briony said, curbing the desire to lose her temper, too. ‘I’ll go and see to it. I’m sorry!’

Nancy was helping Cook with the washing-up when Briony called in for a floor cloth and a bowl of disinfectant.

‘I’m sorry the dog’s so poorly, ma’am,’ the girl said sympathetically. ‘Do you think it’ll be all right?’

‘I don’t know, Nancy,’ Briony replied, suddenly near to tears. At least someone else other than herself cared whether her puppy lived or died. ‘I’m afraid it’s been very sick again.’

‘Maybe it would be better upstairs out of the way?’ Cook said, causing Briony to wonder, not for the first time, how servants always seemed to have overheard her private conversations with Charles. Maybe they had raised their voices … certainly Charles had been all but shouting at her!

‘It could go in your bathroom, ma’am,’ Nancy suggested helpfully. ‘No one goes there excepting you. It’d be easy to keep that oilcloth clean, too, and there’s the radiator by the window to keep the poor scrap warm.’

‘That’s a good idea, Nancy!’ Briony said. ‘I won’t have far to go if I have to be up in the night.’

‘You fix him up a bed there, ma’am, and I’ll clear the mess in the cloak-room. Won’t bother me!’

‘Thank you,’ said Briony.

Upstairs in her bedroom she paused for a moment beside the great triple mirror that stood on her glass-topped dressing-table and surveyed her reflection in the mirror.
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