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            Yo ho, yo ho, the frisky plank,
 
            You walks along it so,
 
            Till it goes down and you goes down
 
            To Davy Jones below!
 
            
                

            
 
            – ‘Pirate Song’ from Peter Pan, J.M. Barrie 
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            PROLOGUE

         
 
         Caleb P. Arbuckle scowled. His long, bony face, had anyone observed it, would have conveyed extreme dissatisfaction. But his companion in the box at the Windmill Theatre, London, England, was not looking at him. Jethro Gotobed’s entire attention was fixed on the stage.
         
 
         To be precise, Gotobed’s attention was on the third girl from the left in the front row of the chorus. He had pointed her out. She was a looker, no doubt of that. They all were, long-legged dolls with baby-doll faces, white-powdered and rouged, scarlet-mouthed; hair bobbed and marcelled; hemlines not a quarter inch below the centres of their kneecaps; necklines not a quarter inch above the level which would keep the Lord Chamberlain off the management’s necks.
         
 
         Arbuckle sighed. He was no Puritan. What got his goat was not the sight of twenty-some pairs of bouncing bazooms, or twenty-some pairs of long legs in the latest skin-coloured artificial silk stockings, high-kicking for his amusement – and that of several hundred others. No siree bob, to that he had no objection at all.
 
         Nor was he dissatisfied with his company, not by a long shot. Gotobed was a mighty swell guy for a Limey, a business acquaintance who had become a real pal. Arbuckle knew from sad experience that a millionaire has few real pals. Those few were not to be sneezed at. Besides, Caleb P. Arbuckle was not the sort to ditch a buddy in trouble, and that Broadway beauty hoofing it on the stage spelled trouble or he was a Dutchman.
         
 
         As the number drew to a close with a flurry of kicks and a flourish of garters, Gotobed leaned closer to nudge Arbuckle.
 
         ‘T’lass – Miss Fairchild – has her solo next,’ he whispered. The broad Yorkshire vowels which had at first flummoxed Arbuckle no longer puzzled him any more than a Texas drawl. ‘She has a grand voice,’ Gotobed continued. ‘Might’ve bin an opera singer with the proper training. O’ course, I’d pay for lessons like a shot, but she says it’s too late. She doesn’t make any secret o’ being thirty, not to me. Hush now, and you’ll hear summat worth listening to.’
         
 
         The light from the stage reflected off his beaming face, the large, ruddy face of a hick farmer, not the ’cute customer Arbuckle knew him to be. Gotobed had made his millions in steel, and they were honest to God English millions, at five of Uncle Sam’s greenbacks to the pound sterling. Yet the Fairchild floozy was jollying the poor boob along just as if he was the rube he looked. She was getting set to take him for every penny he possessed.
 
         Listen to her now:
 
         ‘ “Darling, I am growing old,” ’ she crooned.
 
         ‘“Silver threads among the gold …”’
 
         No spoony gaze for Gotobed. She was too savvy for anything so obvious. Nothing but a half-laughing, conspiratorial glance flashed up at the box. No grey hairs yet, that glance said, but you and I know I’m no spring chicken.
         
 
         And Gotobed, as if on cue, passed his hand over his grizzled head and said defensively, ‘I know I’m twice her age, but it’s not as if she’s not old enough to know her own mind.’
 
         Old enough to know her days in the chorus line would not last much longer, Arbuckle thought. If she admitted to thirty, she was probably nearer forty. A nice little voice, but not enough talent to go it alone, especially with vaudeville dying. After all, it was 1923 and in this modern age, picture houses were all the rage.
 
         Yes siree, Wanda Fairchild had her eye to the main chance, and Jethro Gotobed was the sap elected to provide for her future. Tarnation, he might even find himself tied up in matrimony if he didn’t watch out!
 
         But not if Caleb P. Arbuckle had anything to say in the matter. A distraction, that was what was needed. The dawn of a plan glimmered in Arbuckle’s mind. 
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 1

         
 
         ‘Mother will never forgive me,’ said Daisy. She clutched  her bouquet of rosebuds in one hand and smoothed the  skirt of her cream linen costume with the other as the big,  green Vauxhall pulled smoothly away from the kerb in a  shower of confetti.
 
         ‘For marrying me?’ asked Alec softly, glancing at the  chauffeur’s back.
 
         ‘Oh no, darling. She’s been resigned to my marrying a  policeman ever since she discovered you’re a Detective  Chief Inspector, not a humble bobby. Besides, an unmarried  daughter of twenty-six is a fearful reproach to  someone of her generation.’ Daisy heard herself babbling  but couldn’t stop. After all, she had never been married  before, and it felt most peculiar. ‘Where Mother’s concerned,’  she continued, ‘it doesn’t hurt that your mother  disapproves of me quite as much as mine disapproves of  you.’
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid so,’ he admitted, ‘but Belinda adores you.  Amost as much as I do.’
 
         When he looked at her like that, it was hard to believe  those grey eyes were capable of making an erring subordinate  snap to attention or freezing a criminal to the marrow of his bones. ‘Alec, my hat!’ she squeaked, as he enveloped her in a crushing embrace.
         
 
         Though she was unable to speak for several minutes, her ears were unencumbered. She distinctly heard Bill Truscott chuckle as he drove the Vauxhall, its hood down on this sparkling October day, towards the Dorchester Hotel. That was the worst of old retainers.
 
         The loan of the motor and chauffeur was the least of what Daisy’s cousin Edgar, Lord Dalrymple, had provided. He had done them proud, in spite of the short notice. Coming over all dynastic, he had begged to give the bride away and to provide a bang-up reception. Daisy hadn’t had the heart to refuse, knowing how guilty the ex-schoolmaster felt at having inherited Fairacres and the viscountcy after her father’s death in the flu pandemic of ’19.
         
 
         Her father ought to have been there to give her hand to Alec, he or her brother, Gervaise, killed in the Flanders trenches. And it might have been Michael who placed the ring on her finger, if that landmine had not blown up his Friends’ Ambulance Unit. A catch in her throat, Daisy blinked.
 
         She loved Alec dearly, but her sight was misty as she glanced back at the following motor cars. The first bore Cousin Edgar, the Dowager Lady Dalrymple, and Daisy’s maid of honour, her erstwhile housemate, Lucy Fotheringay. The second, Alec’s cherished Austin ‘Chummy’, was driven by his sergeant, Tom Tring, who had stood as his best man. In the back seat, Mrs Fletcher sat poker-stiff with Alec’s ten-year-old daughter, Belinda, bouncing slightly at her side. 
         
 
         It was a small wedding party, just what Daisy had wanted but not at all what her mother considered proper.
 
         ‘She’ll never forgive me the Registry Office,’ Daisy sighed, ‘since she had her heart set on St George’s, Hanover Square. Darling, I’m frightfully glad Superintendent Crane gave you so little notice of your fortnight’s leave.’
 
         ‘So am I, since it pleases you, love.’ Alec’s dark, rather fierce eyebrows met in a frown. ‘Yet I have a nasty feeling he’s got something up his sleeve.’
 
         ‘Oh, Alec, he can’t ask you to investigate a crime while we’re on our honeymoon!’
         
 
         ‘That’s why I suggested a week in Jersey. The Channel Islands have their own legal system, which is none of our business. And I haven’t mentioned to anyone at the Yard that we’ll spend the second week at home. No, I suspect the Super has something special in store for when I go back to work.’
 
         ‘Let’s not worry about it now, then, darling. Oh, here we are. You squashed my flowers. Is my hat straight?’
 
         The reception was on a completely different scale from the wedding. In spite of the short notice, few of those invited failed to attend. The Dorchester’s ballroom was crammed with Daisy’s aristocratic family connections, Alec’s Metropolitan Police colleagues, and an eclectic collection of friends.
 
         Daisy made friends easily and, according to her mother, without discrimination. Standing in the receiving line, the Dowager Lady Dalrymple was forced to shake hands with, among others, an Indian doctor, an American industrialist, and a Russian Jewish violinist.
 
         ‘I knew if you insisted on working for a living you were bound to meet the most unsuitable people,’ she moaned, ‘but need you make friends of them?’
         
 
         ‘Buck up, Mother,’ Daisy whispered. ‘Here come Lord and Lady Wentwater. I wrote an article about Wentwater Court, remember?’
 
         In spite of their unfortunate connection with her work, an earl and countess could not fail to please. For the moment at least, Daisy was spared further reproaches.
 
         Another ‘suitable’ guest was the Honourable Phillip Petrie, who had grown up on the estate next to Fairacres. Lady Dalrymple’s only objection to him was that he had not married Daisy. It was not for want of trying. As Gervaise’s closest chum, he had long felt honour-bound to take care of Gervaise’s little sister, which led him to propose to her at regular intervals.
 
         Daisy having refused him with equal regularity, he had recently married an American girl. He appeared to be utterly besotted with his golden-headed Gloria, whom he generally addressed – revoltingly – as Glow-worm.
 
         
             

         
 
         Later on, after cutting the wedding cake, Daisy and Alec were talking to Phillip and Gloria when Gloria’s father, Mr Arbuckle, approached. Curiously, he was accompanied by Detective Superintendent Crane, with whom he appeared to be on unnaturally friendly terms.
 
         They were an oddly assorted pair, and the uniform of formal morning cutaways and striped trousers only served to accentuate the contrast. The American millionaire was short and spare, his long face lengthened by a receding hairline. The English policeman stood well above the regulation height, his bulk still muscular (thrice weekly games of fives, according to Alec), his sandy hair fading but still thick.
         
 
         Mr Arbuckle looked smug, Superintendent Crane bland in a way Daisy had long since concluded all detectives must practice in front of their looking-glasses. She regarded him with suspicion.
 
         ‘He does have something up his sleeve,’ she muttered.
         
 
         Catching her words, Gloria glanced back. ‘Yes, Poppa’s been up to something,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what, but he’s in cahoots with Superintendent Crane, I do believe. I’ve seen them with their heads together, haven’t you, honey?’
 
         Phillip’s conventionally handsome face remained blank. In anyone she knew less well, Daisy might have supposed he was aware of whatever plot was hatching and was attempting to conceal his knowledge. In Phillip, however, blankness of face denoted blankness of mind. Put him down in front of a motor car engine and his capabilities amounted to near genius, according to his poppa-in-law. Little else, always excepting his young bride, was able to stir his brain cells into action.
 
         ‘Er, yes,’ he agreed uncertainly, smoothing his already sleek, fair head.
 
         Arbuckle and Crane were upon them. The usual congratulations for the groom and wishes for the bride’s happiness were repeated. During the brief pause that followed, Daisy caught a hint of embarrassment marring the Super’s placid facade. He turned his head towards his fellow conspirator.
 
         ‘Waal, have I got a surprise for you folks,’ said Arbuckle, beaming. ‘I’m tickled to death, Fletcher, to be able to tell you I’ve been pulling strings in Washington on your account. See, our noo President, Mr Coolidge, wants to clean up the Investigation Bureau of the Justice Department – that’s like our national police – and boy oh boy, do they need it! Orgian stables isn’t in it, trust me.’
         
 
         He smirked, pleased with himself at this classical reference. After a momentary vision of mounted police indulging in orgies, Daisy translated it as Augean stables. Her school had not considered Greek and Latin suitable for feeble female minds, but tales from the myths, properly bowdlerized, were staples.
 
         ‘I’ve heard rumours,’ Alec admitted with caution.
 
         ‘Graft’s the word, right from the top. Burns, the Director, has been using federal employees to run his own ’tec agency. Waal, to cut a long story short, I got put on to this smart young guy who’ll likely end up as the boss man. I talked to him on the transatlantic telephone and convinced him he needed to consult with Scotland Yard.’
 
         ‘And the Sûreté,’ put in Superintendent Crane dryly.
 
         ‘Gotta be fair to our gallant allies, sir, or at least look like it. Anyways, as I was about to say, there’s no police department back in the States that’s worth a dime, not when it comes to big ideas for organizing things on a sound, honest basis. And once I’d talked round this J. Edgar Hoover guy, your Commissioner was easy as pie.’
 
         ‘I hope you won’t let him hear you say that!’ Crane exclaimed, not a little put out.
 
         ‘All I mean is, he’s a reasonable guy,’ Arbuckle hastened to assure him.
 
         Daisy, the sinking feeling in her stomach reaching rock-bottom, decided it was time to learn the worst. ‘But what was the Commissioner reasonable about?’ she demanded.
         
 
         Arbuckle beamed at her, triumphant. ‘Why, first he agreed to send a man over to advise young J. Edgar, and then he agreed that Detective Chief Inspector Fletcher is the best man for the job.’
 
         ‘But we’re only just married!’ Daisy wailed, seizing Alec’s arm and hanging on tight. Alec put his hand over hers and opened his mouth, but Gloria got in first.
 
         ‘Poppa, how could you!’
 
         ‘Now, now, honey, let your old poppa finish. I’m mighty sorry, Mrs Fletcher – I should’ve started at the other end. You’re going too, see, all expenses paid.’
 
         ‘Oh, but I couldn’t possibly accept …’
 
         ‘It’s not me that’s paying, not but what I would, and be happy to. I owe you big, you and Fletcher, and don’t you think I’ll ever forget it. While you’re in the States, I surely hope – we hope, don’t we, honey? – you’ll be our guests at my little country place.’
 
         ‘Gee, sure thing, Poppa. That’s a swell idea.’
 
         ‘We’ll all sail together on the SS Talavera. But there’re others than me glad to pay your fare, Mrs Fletcher. Yes siree, I’ve been talking to your editors, here in Lunnon and over in Manhattan. Here’s a cable from N’York and a letter from the Lunnon guy. You’ll see both of ’em want articles about the voyage and your impressions of America.’
         
 
         Daisy was speechless, thrilled certainly, yet nettled at being manipulated. While she scanned the two messages, Alec turned to Crane.
 
         ‘I was promised two weeks’ leave, sir,’ he said flatly.
         
 
         The Superintendent’s face remained bland, but he had a twinkle in his eye. ‘Keep your hair on,’ he said. ‘You get a nice week’s sea cruise each way, courtesy of HM Government; and what’s more, it’s a bonus. The Talavera leaves Liverpool on the Wednesday after you’re due back on duty.’
         
 
         ‘Ah.’ Alec remained cautious. ‘What about this invitation to stay with Arbuckle?’
         
 
         ‘Your return voyage is booked. If you finish in Washington before the time’s up, what you do next is up to you.’ Drawing Alec a little aside, Crane lowered his voice. ‘I’ll tell you this in confidence. Arbuckle has a certain amount of influence over here, and we can’t ignore a request from the American Government. However, what persuaded the AC to let you go for so long is the prospect of six weeks without Mrs Fletcher getting herself mixed up in any investigations.’
         
 
         ‘My mother …? Oh, Daisy!’
 
         Crane chuckled. ‘Anything she does in America is out of our jurisdiction; and whatever happens there, you will at least have peace on board ship.’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ Alec said hopefully, ‘she can’t possibly get into trouble aboard.’ 

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2

         
 
         Her back to the rail. Daisy watched the sun setting beyond the superfluous masts and the green-painted funnels with the white W of the Wellington Line. Pink-tinted gulls wheeled overhead, screeching.
 
         ‘Red sky at night, sailors’ delight,’ said Belinda in a tearful voice. ‘I’m g-glad you’ll have nice weather.’
 
         ‘So you see, darling, we shan’t sink.’ Daisy pressed the little hand clasped in hers. ‘We’ll be back in six weeks, safe and sound.’
 
         ‘Six weeks is an awfully long time. That’s nearly to Christmas.’
 
         ‘That’s right. We’ll have to do our Christmas shopping in America. Just think of all the unusual presents we’ll bring home, Bel!’
 
         ‘That will be nice,’ Belinda said politely, but without interest. ‘Only, what if Gran makes me get rid of Nana while you and Daddy are gone?’
 
         Daisy glanced over to where Alec and Mrs Fletcher Senior sat on a bench, talking earnestly. ‘Darling, I’m sure the puppy is one of the things your daddy’s discussing with your grandmother.’
 
         Alec had sorted out financial business with his mother before leaving London, but had postponed other matters until the last possible moment. Nana, a frisky, slipper-chewing mongrel whose advent into her orderly household Mrs Fletcher rightly blamed on Daisy, was only one of the ticklish matters he was now having to tackle.
         
  
         After a blissful week in the Channel Islands, the St John’s Wood half of the honeymoon had been difficult. Though Daisy had abjured any desire to change anything (for the present, at least), far less to take over the housekeeping, Mrs Fletcher remained resentful and suspicious. Daisy could only hope her six-week absence would give her mother-in-law time to accustom herself to Alec’s remarriage.
         
 
         In fact, the trip to America was heaven-sent – except for poor Belinda.
 
         Daisy had no further opportunity to reassure the child, as Mr Arbuckle came up to them, already changed into shipboard garb of a greenish Harris tweed plus-four suit. He raised his matching flat cap, then chucked Belinda under the chin and gave her a ten-shilling note.
 
         ‘Gosh, thank you ever so … I mean, frightfully much!’
 
         ‘It’s no use to me at home, honey,’ he said jovially, but his anxious gaze was on the after gang-plank, where passengers were still boarding. ‘I’m expecting another friend, Mrs Fletcher,’ he went on. ‘I sure hope he hasn’t piked off at the last minute.’
 
         ‘Piked – oh, hopped it? Why should he?’
 
         ‘Waal, it’s like this, see. Jethro Gotobed’s one smart cookie, a real go-getter. He’s a farmhand’s son who made his first million by the age of forty, but sixty-and-never-been-married is a tough age. Where women are concerned, he’s a babe-in-arms. He’s got himself involved with a …’ Arbuckle glanced at Belinda, who looked back with innocent interest.
         
 
         ‘Is his name really Go-to-bed?’ she asked.
 
         ‘Sure is, honey. I asked the self-same question when we were introduced.’
 
         ‘An old and venerable name, I believe,’ said Daisy. ‘Goodness knows what the first Gotobed did to earn it.’
 
         Under cover of Belinda’s giggles, Arbuckle whispered to Daisy behind his hand, with a significant nod, ‘A chorus girl. Seemed to me he’d be a darn sight better off without her, if you catch my drift, so I invited him to visit. I know you and Fletcher are still honeymooners, but I thought maybe you wouldn’t mind lending a hand to take his mind off her, give him a gay old time. But he’s not here. I guess she’s got her hooks into him deeper than … No, there he is!’
 
         ‘Where?’ Daisy turned to look down at the bustling quay. Forward, derricks were still swinging cargo aboard, for the Talavera was a freighter as well as carrying about two hundred passengers, no steerage, all cabin class. Aft milled a couple of dozen of those passengers and twice as many friends and relatives come to bid them farewell. ‘Which is Mr Gotobed?’
         
 
         ‘Just setting foot on the gang-plank. The guy in the … Waal, I’ll be …!’ Arbuckle groaned. ‘Son of a gun, if he hasn’t brought the harpy with him!’
 
         A tallish woman clung with a crimson-gloved hand to the arm of a short but burly man. He wore a grey, caped ulster and an old-fashioned cap with peaks front and back and ear flaps now tied up with a little bow on top of his head. Her lush curves, emphasized by a figure-hugging, blush pink costume, defied the current no-bosom, no-bottom mode. Daisy, whose constant fight with her own curves was a losing battle, admired her blatant disregard for the dictates of fashion.
         
 
         The voluptuous harpy turned her head to glance up, laughing, into Gotobed’s ruddy face. The setting sun struck a red gleam from a clasp attaching a bunch of long, pink feathers to her crimson cloche hat.
 
         Belinda had climbed on to the lowest rail and was watching the embarking passengers with great interest. ‘Is that lady really a harpist? A lady came to play the harp at school once. I liked it. Do you think I could learn it one day, instead of the piano, when I’m big enough, M-Mummy?’
 
         She still stumbled a hit over the unaccustomed word – her own mother had died of influenza when she was four. Daisy was beginning to grow used to being called Mrs Fletcher, or sometimes Mrs Alec, but ‘Mummy’ gave her a queer, warmish feeling inside.
 
         ‘I expect so, darling.’
 
         ‘Belinda, get down at once.’ Mrs Fletcher Senior’s scandalized voice came from close behind. ‘Only naughty boys climb on railings. You will fall.’
         
 
         Giving Daisy a sideways, conspiratorial look, Belinda lowered one skinny, black-stockinged leg. Daisy put an arm around her waist.
 
         ‘Don’t worry, I’ll hold her.’
 
         Her mother-in-law frowned. ‘Come along now, child. We have a train to catch.’
 
         Jumping down, Belinda flung her arms around Daisy for a quick hug, then ran to Alec. He stooped and she clung to him. 
         
 
         Mrs Fletcher Senior gave her granddaughter an impatient look. In her Victorian view of the world, not only must girls be young ladies, though boys were permitted to be boys, but open displays of affection were frowned upon. (Daisy had subversive intentions on both fronts.)
         
 
         She turned back to Daisy and said unconvincingly, ‘I’m sure I hope you have a pleasant journey.’
 
         Belinda’s hand in his, Alec accompanied the two to the companion-way to the lower deck and handed his mother down. As they disappeared, Daisy tactfully stayed behind with Arbuckle.
 
         ‘Little pitchers have big ears,’ he said. ‘If only Wanda Fairchild really was a lady harpist, not a cheap little gold-digger! This is going to be darn awkward.’
 
         ‘Perhaps she has just come to see him off. Or …’ Daisy paused as Phillip, his usually pleasantly vacuous face grim, hurried up towing a resigned Gloria in sable-trimmed scarlet.
 
         ‘Poppa, was that the woman you told us about coming aboard with Mr Gotobed?’
 
         ‘Sure was, honey.’
 
         ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Phillip, ‘knowing Gotobed’s a chum of yours, but I can’t let Gloria associate with his … his …’
 
         ‘Floozy.’ Arbuckle shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t let her myself, son, and Miss Dalrymple – Mrs Fletcher – can’t be expected to get acquainted with that type of person. But it’s going to be mighty ticklish if the poor old simp tries to introduce her around.’
 
         ‘Assuming they have separate cabins,’ said Daisy, with a flash of sympathy for the reviled Miss Fairchild, ‘and that he introduces her as a friend, we can’t possibly cut her. Or there’s always the possibility that your invitation, Mr Arbuckle, expedited …’
         
 
         Again she was interrupted. A boy in ship’s uniform loped by, calling, ‘All ashore that’s going ashore, please! All ashore that’s going ashore.’
 
         Arbuckle turned back to the rail. ‘Okay, let’s see if she goes ashore.’
 
         Along with most of the passengers, they all leaned against the rail, watching the gang-plank. A few dilatory souls were still boarding, against the flow of departing well-wishers. Among the latter, Daisy picked out Mrs Fletcher’s old-fashioned, low-crowned black hat with the curled-up brim and Belinda’s navy blue school hat. Bel looked up and madly waved a hankie. Daisy madly waved back.
 
         Nowhere was Miss Fairchild’s smart, pink cloche visible. Arbuckle hung further and further over the top rail until Gloria grabbed him by the sleeve and hauled him back.
 
         ‘No sign,’ he said, disconsolately.
 
         ‘Now, Poppa, you know they call out “All ashore” at least half a dozen times and then blow the whistle.’
 
         ‘That’s so, honey. But even if she stays on board, maybe we still have a chance to save him from her clutches. For a start, I’ll have a word with the Purser and see that she’s seated at a different table from the rest of us and doesn’t get a deckchair near us. I’ve already fixed it so we’re all together.’
 
         He started to turn away, already feeling for his wallet.
 
         Daisy put her hand on his arm. ‘Hold on a bit, Mr Arbuckle. It would be too fearfully awkward if you tried to separate them and they …’ 
         
 
         ‘Mr Arbuckle? Davis, sir, Second Engineer. You requested …’
         
 
         ‘Ah yes!’ Cheering up, Arbuckle turned to Phillip. ‘Son, I’ve fixed for you to take a tour of the engine room. They switched quite recently from coal- to oil-burning engines, I’m told. I thought you’d like to watch as they start things running.’
 
         ‘I say, sir, what a ripping idea! Lead on, Davis.’
 
         ‘I’m coming too,’ said Gloria.
 
         ‘Now, honey, the engine room’s no place for a lady.’
 
         ‘That’s all right, sir,’ Phillip said firmly, linking Gloria’s arm through his. ‘I’ll take care of her.’
 
         ‘Well!’ Daisy stared after them. After all the times Phillip had insisted that writing for money was not at all the thing for a lady, here he was actually encouraging his wife to take an interest in matters mechanical.
 
         ‘I tend to forget she’s married now, not just my little girl,’ Arbuckle said apologetically. ‘Ah, here comes Fletcher. He’s bound to have some good ideas on how to deal with the situation.’
 
         As Arbuckle explained matters to Alec, he and Daisy kept their eyes on the gang-plank. They were taken by surprise when a jovial voice, pure Yorkshire in intonation, came from behind.
 
         ‘Arbuckle!’
 
         ‘Gotobed!’ Arbuckle swung round. ‘I saw you coming up the gang-plank. I’d recognize that monstrosity on your head a mile off.’
 
         Turning, Daisy saw the man in the grey overcoat with its unfashionable cape and the red-and-green-plaid, fore-and-aft cap. He certainly wasn’t dressed like a millionaire. 
         
 
         Beside him, her arm linked possessively through his, stood the woman in pink.
 
         Close to, the setting sun full on her face, her heavy maquillage failed to hide the fact that she was a good ten years older than Daisy had expected. Her best feature was her wide, dark eyes. Daisy was not good at judging clothes, but the costume appeared to be expensively tailored. Could the large, rather flashy rosette brooch holding the feathers in her hat be composed of real rubies?
 
         ‘All ashore that’s going ashore!’
 
         ‘Hadn’t you better …’ Arbuckle started.
 
         Gotobed laughed, his broad, ruddy face bright. ‘Oh, she’s not going ashore. My dear, this is my Yankee friend, Caleb P. Arbuckle. Arbuckle, meet Mrs Gotobed.’
 
         As Arbuckle gaped, aghast, Mrs Gotobed simpered. ‘Charmed, I’m sure,’ she said, in a husky contralto with a careful refinement far more painful to the discerning ear than any undisguised provincial accent. With a frankly curious, slightly myopic stare at Daisy, she added, ‘This must be your charming daughter, Mr Arbuckle, that I’ve heard so much about from Mr Gotobed.’
 
         Since Arbuckle was still apparently speechless, Daisy stepped into the breech. ‘No, as a matter of fact, I’m a friend of Mr Arbuckle and the Petries – Daisy Dal – Daisy Fletcher, and this is my husband, Alec. How do you do?’
 
         ‘How do you do?’ Alec echoed politely, raising his hat.
 
         ‘Very well, thank you, and ever so pleased to meet any friend of Mr Arbuckle’s, aren’t we, Dickie? That’s what I call Mr Gotobed,’ Mrs Gotobed said confidentially. ‘Richard’s his middle name, see. Jethro’s his first, but such a mouthful. I mean, what can you make of it? ‘Jethie’ just sounds like you’re lisping.’
         
 
         ‘It does, rather,’ Daisy agreed, avoiding Alec’s eye lest she giggle. ‘How do you do, Mr Gotobed?’ She held out her hand.
 
         He shook it heartily. With a doting glance at his wife, he explained, in a voice from which practically all Yorkshire influence had vanished, ‘We got married just a couple of days ago, Mrs Fletcher. It’s been quite a rush, what with getting Wanda put on my passport and all.’
 
         ‘Mr Gotobed swept me off my feet, wouldn’t take no for an answer. We’ll wait till you get back from America, I says, but he wouldn’t have it, would you, Dickie-bird?’
 
         ‘I couldn’t risk losing you to some other lucky man,’ Gotobed said simply.
 
         The requisite congratulations were forthcoming, Arbuckle speaking them as if they puckered his mouth like pure vinegar. Daisy thought his dismay excessive.
         
 
         She didn’t suppose Mrs Gotobed to be madly in love with her elderly husband, but she appeared to be mildly fond of him. There seemed no reason why she should not cheer his declining years – not that he looked likely to decline in the near future. Arbuckle said the Yorkshireman had never married before, so there were no children to be done out of his millions.
 
         ‘But where are Mr and Mrs Petrie?’ Gotobed asked. ‘Wanda is eager to meet them.’
 
         ‘Oh yes, I’m ever so keen. Mr Gotobed’s told me all about them. Mr Petrie’s the son of a lord, isn’t he? An Honourable?’
 
         Arbuckle glanced at Daisy and opened his mouth. Daisy frowned at him fiercely. She didn’t want Wanda Gotobed, or anyone else on board, sucking up to her because she, too, had an Honorable before her name. Alec was likewise incognito. Perfectly ordinary, law-abiding people tended to get shifty-eyed if they discovered there was a Scotland Yard detective among them.
         
 
         ‘Gloria and Phillip have gone to take a look at the ship’s engines,’ Arbuckle told the Gotobeds. ‘And I guess you’ll be wanting to take a look at your stateroom – cabin, as you Britishers call it.’
 
         ‘Mr Gotobed’s taken a de luxe suite for us, not just a cabin. My maid’s down there unpacking. He made me bring a maid, you know. He says you just can’t rely on the stewardesses.’
 
         ‘I expect they’re frightfully overworked today, poor things,’ said Daisy, who had unpacked and put away her own and Alec’s things. The years since her father’s death had accustomed her to doing for herself. She didn’t want a stranger pawing through her belongings.
 
         Mrs Gotobed gave her an unexpectedly sharp look. ‘Yes, I s’pose they are busy,’ she quickly agreed, ‘poor things. Dickie-bird, let’s go and take a peek at our suite.’
 
         ‘Right you are, love. Arbuckle, Mr and Mrs Fletcher, I hope you and the Petries will join us there before dinner and drink a toast to my lovely bride.’
 
         They all accepted Daisy trying to sound enthusiastic enough to make up for Arbuckle’s lack of enthusiasm. The newlyweds departed.
 
         At that moment, the Talavera’s steam whistle let go with an ear-shattering blast. Daisy jumped.
         
 
         ‘Last warning for those going ashore,’ said Arbuckle gloomily, staring after them. ‘Which she’s not. Wanda Gotobed. What a name! You’d think that alone would be  enough to make him forget about marrying her. Must be  all the old goat’s thinking about, though, because why  else …’
         
 
         Alec coughed.
 
         Arbuckle blushed. ‘Pardon me, Mrs Fletcher. This  business has me in such a tizzy, I’m forgetting my  manners. No offence, I hope!’
 
         ‘No offence,’ Daisy assured him. ‘But I don’t believe it’s  as bad as you fear. She may be … well, common, but if he’s  the son of a farm labourer, that very likely suits him better  than a wife who might look down on him. And you say he  has plenty of money. The worst she can do now is help him  spend it. I expect he’ll enjoy the process.’ 

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 3

         
 
         The Gotobeds’ sitting room was three times the size of Daisy and Alec’s tourist-class cabin. On the walls hung large paintings of the Talavera’s sister ships, Vitoria and Waterloo. The furniture was in the style of Sheraton or Hepplewhite (Daisy was vague as to which was which), gleaming with polish and silk brocade. Matching curtains hung at the portholes, which were disguised as casement windows, presumably so that the occupants could pretend they were not at sea.
         
 
         Under one of these windows stood a table large enough to seat four in reasonable comfort. A tray of champagne glasses and a silver ice-bucket with the wired neck of a magnum protruding promised oil to smooth the social waters.
 
         Alec and Daisy were the first guests to arrive.
 
         ‘Welcome to our home away from home,’ Gotobed greeted them expansively. ‘Fletcher, mebbe you’d like to tackle the champagne bottle? I’ve niver opened one in my life. Beer I was brought up on and beer’s my tipple, though I confess to an occasional whisky and water.’
 
         ‘A man after my own heart,’ said Alec, grinning. ‘I’ve never opened champagne either, but Great Scott, how difficult can it be? Absolute idiots do it all the time. Let’s have a dekko.’
         
 
         The two men moved over to the table. Alec tore off the foil and, examining the wiring beneath, they discussed the best way to attack it.
 
         ‘Have a seat, do,’ Mrs Gotobed invited Daisy. With a careless gesture, she waved at the room. ‘Not bad, eh?’
 
         Daisy detected tension beneath the assumption of nonchalance. The poor woman must feel like a dandelion in a bed of dahlias. Well, perhaps not quite, not with the peroxided, marcelled hair, that fringed, beaded, rose silk evening frock – probably straight from Paris, as was her perfume – and the long rope of pearls which Daisy suspected of being genuine.
 
         Still, Mrs Gotobed was not altogether at ease. Daisy sympathized, remembering how odd she had felt just after her wedding, although she had been amongst friends and relatives.
 
         ‘Very nice,’ she said, glancing around the room again.
 
         The white walls, picked out in gilt, the blue-and-gold brocade and blue-and-white carpet were in the best of interior decorator taste. Daisy preferred the comfortably eclectic decor of Fairacres, where every style from Jacobean onwards had melded over the centuries into its own particular charm, happily unaltered by Edgar and Geraldine. Possibly Mrs Gotobed preferred something gaudier.
         
 
         ‘Very elegant,’ Daisy assured her. ‘I hope your sleeping cabin is comfortable.’
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ said Mrs Gotobed archly. ‘Mr Gotobed insisted on me taking forty winks before you came, after such a busy day as we had. I had to chase him out so’s I could get ready in time. He doesn’t understand yet how long it takes a girl to make the best of herself, even with Baines to help.’
         
 
         She paused, apparently awaiting a compliment on her appearance, but Daisy’s sympathy did not extend quite so far. It had taken her just fifteen minutes, in the cramped little cabin with pipes running across the ceiling, to wash, dress, and powder her nose. She had been feeling quite smart in a new, black georgette frock, dressed up with a cerise chiffon scarf held with a diamanté brooch, until she saw Wanda Gotobed’s Paris model.
 
         ‘It’s such a beautiful evening, Alec and I stayed up on deck. It was interesting watching the tugs pull and push the ship out into the channel. Then we met the Talavera’s sister ship, Salamanca, coming in. I expect you heard the whistles blowing again? They greet each other with a W for Wellington in Morse code, short-long-long. All the Salamanca’s passengers were at the rails waving to us.’
         
 
         Supremely uninterested, Mrs Gotobed complained, ‘I don’t see why British ships have foreign names. You’d think they’d want to give them good English names.’
 
         ‘I suppose, since it’s the Wellington Line, they thought it a good idea to name them after Wellington’s victories.’ History at Daisy’s school had consisted of long lists of English kings and battles, that she remembered, with dates, that she forgot. ‘I wonder if there’s a Ciudad Rodrigo.’
         
 
         ‘But even the big liners of the other lines, like the Mauretania, they have funny-sounding names. I’d’ve rather sailed on … Dickie, someone’s knocking.’
         
 
         ‘Come in, come in!’ called Gotobed, striding to open wide the door. ‘Ah, Mrs Petrie, come and meet my wife. You know the Fletchers, don’t you? Arbuckle, happen you  or Petrie can help us. Fletcher and I are afraid to open the  champagne for fear of sending the cork ricocheting around  the room, to the danger of the ladies.’ He laughed heartily.
         
 
         ‘Phillip’s your man,’ said Arbuckle.
 
         ‘Aye, o’ course, the technical wizard. Just the lad we  need.’
 
         Daisy went over to Alec while the introductions were  performed, but she observed the participants. Phillip was,  as ever, the courteous English gentleman. Gloria, usually  outgoing in the American manner, was reserved. Arbuckle  looked on with the impassivity of a good butler.
 
         Phillip came to join Alec and Daisy at the table. ‘Have  to make the best of a bad job,’ he said in a low voice,  dealing efficiently with the champagne’s wire headdress.  ‘No good getting into a stew over spilt milk.’
 
         ‘No,’ Daisy agreed, ‘nor locking the stable door after the  cows have come home.’
 
         He gave her a slightly puzzled look, then concentrated  on easing out the cork.
 
         Pop!
         
 
         ‘Ooh, I do love bubbly!’ Mrs Gotobed cried. ‘I was  afraid we wouldn’t be able to get it on this ship. As I was  just saying to Mrs Fletcher, I wanted to go on one of the  big, fast liners, but Mr Gotobed simply wouldn’t hear of  it. ‘Not on your life,’ says he, ‘not when my friend  Arbuckle’s booked on the Talavera.’
         
 
         Though this was uttered in a tone as much playful as  complaining, Arbuckle didn’t take it kindly.
 
         ‘I prefer smaller ships,’ he grunted. ‘For one thing, if I  must be one of a crowd, I’d rather it was a small crowd. And then, I saw the Vaterland’s arrival and departure from New York on her maiden voyage.’
         
 
         Phillip looked round from pouring the champagne. ‘It must have been quite a spectacle.’
 
         ‘It was the largest vessel in the world when it was built, wasn’t it, sir?’ Alec asked, handing round glasses. ‘I remember something about its having trouble leaving New York.’
         
 
         ‘Trouble! It was darn near disaster. The Germans enlarged her in the building just so as to beat Cunard’s Aquitania, with no regard for common sense or engineering principles. The noospapers were full of her expected arrival, with the New York World calling her a ‘sea monster’ in huge headlines. Thousands gathered in Hoboken to watch. Waal, she steamed up the Hudson and came abreast her pier. Then a string of barges cut across her bows.’ Arbuckle’s pause was a masterpiece of the raconteur’s art.
         
 
         Sipping her champagne, Daisy watched Mrs Gotobed’s face. At first bored, she was quickly caught up in the story.
 
         Arbuckle continued. ‘The pilot ordered the engines cut. The wind and tide and current were all against her, and she started moving broadside downstream. Being so long, she had no room to manoeuvre. They didn’t dare restart the engines. More and more tugs joined in – twenty-five in the end, I heard – and they finally managed to stop her just before she went aground on a mudbank.’
 
         ‘Cripes!’ exclaimed Mrs Gotobed. ‘And it was worse when it left New York?’
 
         ‘Much worse.’ Arbuckle actually smiled at her. ‘She backed out of her berth much too fast, zipped across the river, and got stuck in the mud between two piers on the other side. The engines were reversed at high speed to  try to get her off. A couple of small ships docked nearby  were sucked from their moorings, hawsers snapping, then  flung back against the piers and badly damaged.’
         
 
         ‘Cripes!’
 
         ‘At the same time, the wash of those great engines  swamped a coal barge. The captain of that managed to  jump to the nearest pier, but the engineer of a nearby tug  was d‘rowned.’
 
         ‘Good heavens!’ said Daisy.
 
         ‘Did the Vaterland get out of the mud?’ asked Mrs  Gotobed, agog.
         
 
         ‘Yes siree, she pulled out, turned, and steamed off  downriver, calm as you please. She was just too big to  notice the difficulties of anything smaller. But you  wouldn’t get me travelling on anything that size, let alone  investing in ’em.’
 
         ‘I’d give something to see her engines,’ said Phillip.  ‘More champers, anyone?’ He refilled glasses.
 
         ‘I can fix it for you to take a look, son,’ promised his  father-in-law. ‘She’s sailed under the American flag since  the war as Leviathan. She’s not doing too well, I guess.  Prohibition is in effect on board all US ships. I’m as  patriotic as the next man, but you won’t catch me sailing  in her.’ He hoisted his glass. ‘Here’s to my good pal, Jethro  Gotobed, and his blooming bride. May they have many  happy years together.’
         
 
         As Fletchers and Petries joined the toast, Gotobed  looked delighted, his wife relieved. Daisy thought ‘blooming’  was an unfortunate choice of adjective. She was not  sure whether the American realized its significance in English slang, but as neither of the principals took it amiss, all was well.
         
 
         Arbuckle seemed to have resigned himself to his friend’s faux pas, a changed attitude which was bound to make the voyage much pleasanter.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The Talavera’s comparatively small complement of passengers meant that first, tourist, and third classes all shared the same public facilities.
         
 
         ‘Real democratic,’ Arbuckle observed to Daisy as they entered the extravagantly named Grand Salon, ‘but you won’t mind that. They clear away the tables after dinner for concerts and dancing and such. I fixed with the Purser to seat us at the doctor’s table. He’s an interesting guy.’
 
         ‘The doctor!’ pouted Mrs Gotobed. ‘We paid for a suite; don’t we get to sit with the Captain?’
 
         ‘We were invited to the Captain’s table eastbound,’ Gloria told her. ‘He hardly said a word. Gee, most evenings he didn’t even turn up to dinner. The crossing was kind of rough, and he had to be on the bridge.’
 
         ‘Cripes, I’m glad we’ve got fine weather. I dunno if I’m a good sailor or not and I don’t want to find out!’
 
         No one pointed out to her that they were still in the Irish Sea, with three thousand miles of Atlantic to cross.
 
         ‘Where ignorance is bliss …’ Daisy whispered to Alec.
 
         ‘I wouldn’t mind being ignorant. I’m in the same boat. I don’t know if I’m a good sailor and I’d rather not have to find out.’
 
         ‘I was all right on a roughish Channel crossing when I was a child,’ Daisy said doubtfully. 
         
 
         ‘Don’t anticipate trouble, darling. And don’t listen to the  story the blooming bride is presently recounting.’
 
         Mrs Gotobed had embarked on an all too vivid  description of the revolting symptoms suffered by a dear  friend on a ferry from Ireland. Daisy, normally the least  high-nosed scion of the nobility, decided there was  common and then there was common, and Mrs Gotobed  was really too, too frightfully vulgar.
 
         Gotobed’s gentle hints failed of their purpose. Fortunately,  the Chief Steward came over to take them to their table.
         
 
         Dr Amboyne was already there, standing behind his  chair as he waited to see what the Purser had thrown to his  lot. His weatherbeaten face broke into a smile as he saw  Arbuckle approaching. They shook hands.
 
         ‘You remember my girl, Gloria?’ Arbuckle introduced  the rest of his party.
 
         In turn, Dr Amboyne presented them to the passenger  already seated on his right. Miss Oliphant was a lady of  middle years, somewhere between forty-five and sixty –  her round, pink, chinless face was smooth, though her hair,  worn in a coronet of braids, was pure silver.
 
         Her brown eyes bright as a sparrow’s, she said cheerfully,  in the precise accents of a schoolmistress, ‘Oh dear, you  are all travelling together? I am quite the interloper!’
         
 
         ‘Not at all, not at all,’ Gotobed assured her. ‘It’s for us  to do our best not to overwhelm you.’
 
         ‘I am not easily overwhelmed,’ she retorted.
 
         He laughed as he pulled out the chair opposite her for  his wife. ‘Good for you, Miss Oliphant.’
 
         Daisy noticed that his Yorkshire vowels, having reappeared  in the intimate setting of his own suite, had once more vanished. Intrigued, she wondered whether the phenomenon was due to a conscious decision or if he had merely, among friends, relaxed his vigilance over his speech. Arbuckle described him as a canny old bird – a smart cookie – in all but his relations with women, so probably he knew exactly what he was doing.
         
 
         The remaining empty seat was taken by Arbuckle’s secretary, a dark, silent, self-effacing man who appeared to be coming down with a heavy cold. Menu cards were studied and discussed. A steward came to take their orders, including Gotobed’s for more champagne.
 
         As soon as he left, Mrs Gotobed took up the story of her friend’s travails where she had left off. This time, she did not get far.
 
         ‘The symptoms of mal de mer are indeed most distressing,’ Miss Oliphant interrupted firmly. Daisy was convinced she had been a schoolmistress. ‘However, certain herbal remedies are remarkably effective. I am a herbalist by profession. Once, and in some societies still, many might consider me a witch.’
         
 
         Mrs Gotobed gaped at her. So did Gloria, who had been talking quietly with Phillip and had only caught the last few words.
 
         ‘Here, I say …’ Phillip blurted out.
 
         Miss Oliphant smiled at him kindly. ‘I do not deal in spells, Mr Petrie. Besides, I see you and Mrs Petrie have no need of love potions.’
 
         Phillip and Gloria both blushed. Everyone else laughed, except Gotobed, who looked thoughtful. Perhaps he wondered whether Miss Oliphant might be persuaded to provide a love potion for his blooming bride, Daisy thought. She noticed that Dr Amboyne’s laugh was rather forced.
         
 
         So did the witch. ‘I do not mean to set up in competition with you, Doctor,’ she assured him. ‘I am more of a theoretician than a practitioner. I am going to America to study herbs used by the Indian tribes in hopes of discovering some of genuine utility.’
 
         She and Amboyne continued to discuss medicine over the hors d’oeuvres.
 
         Alec asked Phillip about the engines, whose steady throb underlay life on board, felt as much as heard. Phillip and Gloria were both full of enthusiasm, the former for the technical wonders, the latter for the sheer splendour of the huge, shining machinery.
 
         ‘Shall we see if we can take a tour?’ Alec asked Daisy.
 
         ‘Yes, let’s, darling.’ She sighed. ‘This soup is divine, but after a seven-course dinner every day, I shall have to let out all my clothes when we reach New York.’
 
         ‘We’ll dance all night,’ Gloria proposed. ‘We get an extra hour at midnight westbound, remember. And we’ll play deck tennis every morning.’
 
         Silently, Daisy groaned.
 
         
             

         
 
         The dancing started that evening, as soon as the dinner tables had been cleared away and a small dais erected at one end of the Grand Salon. Here a three-piece band, piano, violin, and cello, and a tenor singer settled among a forest of potted palms to play foxtrots, tangos, Charlestons, and, for the old-fashioned, waltzes.
 
         Daisy was not keen on dancing. She was certain she had two left feet, though she could just about manage a waltz, which she had been taught at school. Her war work, in the office of one of the military hospitals near home, had enabled her to avoid what was left of the London social season (to her mother’s despair). Throughout their courtship she had successfully evaded displaying her ineptitude to Alec.
         
 
         Now she could see no escape.
 
         At least her humiliation was postponed – a waltz, ‘Dearest One,’ had just begun when they re-entered the Grand Salon. Alec swept her masterfully into his arms and whirled her around the floor. So firm was his lead that she had no time for doubts.
 
         Intoxicated with the motion, not to mention four glasses of champagne, she gasped, ‘Darling, I didn’t know you were such a marvellous dancer!’
 
         Sadness flashed across his face. He and Joan must have loved dancing, Daisy thought. It vanished in a second and he grinned down at her.
 
         ‘I’m a marvellous waltzer,’ he corrected her. ‘I’m none so bad at the polka, two-step, and valeta, and I’ve been known to trip my light fantastic way through a schottische. But I’ve never tried a foxtrot, let alone a tango.’
 
         ‘We could sit them out,’ Daisy suggested hopefully.
 
         ‘Consider the alternatives, love. You can abstain from seven courses at dinner, not to mention breakfast, elevenses, lunch, afternoon tea, and, I gather, a midnight snack to keep us happy. You can run around the deck several dozen times daily to work off your overindulgence. Or you can spend your time in New York with a needle and thread.’
 
         ‘Beast!’ Daisy groaned. 
         
 
         A one-step was next. Alec swore it was easy, and a sceptical Daisy discovered even she could do it. A foxtrot followed, to the tune ‘Melody Girl’.
 
         ‘We’ll sit and watch for a bit before we tackle it,’ Alec suggested. Daisy was not about to argue.
 
         They found a pair of free chairs. Many of the older couples were sitting out the dance at the small tables left around the perimeter, but among those on the floor were the Gotobeds, moving smoothly together in fine style. Gloria and Phillip were also worth watching.
 
         A group of men heading for the nearby Smoking Room blocked their view. With them was a reed-thin girl with a very short, fair bob, very long, dark lashes, very red lips, and a very high hemline, higher even than last year’s extreme fashion.
 
         ‘But, darling,’ she was complaining in a high, languid voice, ‘I simply must have a cigarette, and some old stick’s bound to rag if I smoke in here.’
 
         ‘Judas Priest, don’t be a bore, Birdie,’ said the man she addressed. He was tall, thin, sleek, and, despite his American accent, dressed in the best of English gentlemen’s tailoring. ‘You can’t go with us, so can it.’
         
 
         ‘Why not? I play poker as well as you do, Chester.’
 
         ‘It’s gentlemen only, baby. Ever hear of smoking-room stories? If you wanna smoke that bad, go up on deck.’
 
         A dull flush mounted her cheeks beneath the white powder. ‘On my own?’
 
         ‘Take your momma. Tell her I said,’ he jeered, and moved on with his friends.
 
         She took two hesitant steps after them, then was intercepted by a ship’s officer with the face of a kind and intelligent monkey. ‘I don’t believe you’d enjoy it in there, Lady Brenda,’ he said tactfully. ‘May I send for your wrap and escort you up on deck? It’s remarkably warm for the time of year.’
         
 
         Hearing him, the American turned back to say, ‘Go ahead.’
 
         ‘Well, I will then,’ said Lady Brenda sulkily. ‘It’ll serve you right if I …’
 
         ‘Oh, you won’t, you won’t,’ he stated with calm certainty, and followed the others through the door.
 
         ‘I could slaughter you,’ she hissed, fists clenched, then turned with a sweet smile to the officer. ‘Thank you, Mr Harvey, I’ll accept your offer.’
 
         As they went off, Daisy returned her attention to the dancers. To her astonishment, she saw Arbuckle prancing away with Miss Oliphant.
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