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  PART ONE: THE VERDICT


  

  
Chapter One





  “NOBODY could call me a superstitious man,” said the landlord of the Barleycorn, “but I say—and I’ll say it again with my

  last breath—that the man or woman that laughs at gypsies is a fool. I know as well as every one else that they’re a poaching, lying lot, as like as not, and I don’t want ’em

  specially where I am. But if they was there I wouldn’t be such a fool as to try and turn ’em away.”




  “Afraid of a knife in the ribs one dark night, Mr. Bowie?” inquired a semi-facetious member of the audience.




  “Knife nothing.” Mr. Bowie was contemptuous. “No, but there’s no blinking the fact they do know more than ordinary folk. See more, if you know what I mean. That’s

  got nothing to do with brains. Most of them, I daresay, couldn’t spell the word. But there’s animals the same. You have a dog in a house that’s supposed to be ghost-ridden, and

  that dog’ll see things you’d hardly believe. But that’s not brain. And I’d see the new moon through glass and sit down thirteen to a table before I’d turn any gypsy

  off my place. Look at that old woman up at the Hall, she had the gypsy’s curse put upon her forty years ago now it must be, and it’s powerful yet.”




  “That great red-faced old woman that goes about with a dumpy yellow-haired daughter?” asked a newcomer, rattling his tankard ostentatiously.




  “Mrs. Wolfe—that’s her. Of course she was Mrs. John in those days, new married to Mr. Michael and proud of it. You wouldn’t think it to see her now, simply waddling with

  fat, but she was a good-looking woman when she came here, big-made and dark with black snapping eyes. It was never hard to say who wore the breeches in that house, but Mr. Michael didn’t seem

  to mind. He’d been easygoing from a boy. But there was a rare to-do when she found out the gypsies at the Queen’s Paddock and said they’d got to go. Of course, in a manner of

  speaking, they were trespassing, but who’d ever given a thought to that? Gypsies there’ve been at the Paddock as many years as I’ve lived here and I was born in the place.




  “‘I won’t have those thieving brutes on my land,’ Mrs. Michael said to her husband. ‘Poaching rabbits and stealing fruit. . . .’




  “He tried to talk to her, but you might as well tell the rain to fall upwards instead of down. She hadn’t got more sense than most Londoners; it was her husband’s paddock,

  which meant it was hers, and she wasn’t going to have any one so much as nibbling a blade. Of course, the Paddock isn’t there any more now, since they started building over to

  Margetstown; land was worth a lot then and Mr. Michael had been dead for years, and his lady sold out. They say she’s worth a mint of money, but she’s welcome to it for all the fun it

  gives her. Just sits up in that great gloomy house with that daughter of hers—and no thanks to her that she isn’t a madwoman too, the way her mother treats her—and counts

  what she’s got.”




  “Go on about the gypsies,” urged the newcomer.




  “Oh, she had her way, of course. Went down to see them herself. ‘Out you get,’ she told them, ‘or I’ll have the police on you.’ Never threaten gypsies with

  the police. I’d as soon put a live match by a Mills bomb and expect nothing to happen. They went, of course; gypsies like police about as much as rabbits like ferrets. But before they went

  the old woman—they said she was a hundred and I daresay it was true—she laid a curse on Mrs. Michael in life and in death, to have no joy in marriage or love in children, to live lonely

  and die of treachery. I wasn’t there myself at the time, but I’ve met men that was, and they say it was enough to make the flesh creep on your bones to hear her.”




  “And it’s come true?”




  “True enough so far. It was little joy she had in marriage. Not that I blame Mr. Michael or have anything against him. He was a good friend to me. I couldn’t have bought in the

  nearby stabling and made this into a place where the gentry ’ud come and spend holidays for the fishing and so on but for him and the money he brought to the place. It wasn’t only what

  he drank himself, though that was enough for three ordinary men; it was the men who’d come from all round about to meet him. You couldn’t forget him once you’d seen him. It was as

  if, after the curse, he changed, wasn’t under her heel the same way. He got into a big roaring, swaggering fellow, standing over six foot, with a great mane of yellow hair and a laugh you

  could hear on Bull’s Tor.” Mr. Bowie was silent a moment, remembering the magnificence of those half-forgotten orgies, the dead man’s huge shining face, with its sparkling eyes,

  the amazing, unforgettable stories he told, the sense of warmth and vitality he brought even into a half-chilled bar on the dreariest evening.




  “And he’s dead?” ventured the newcomer.




  “Been dead these twenty years. Had a fit of sorts, and died with a strangling choke and a snore you could hear a quarter of a mile away. I saw him afterwards—there’s a custom

  here that the village can see the gentleman at the Hall in his coffin, and for all the crazy woman his widow was she didn’t dare go against that. He still looked ruddy and warm, as if he was

  remembering, and liked his own thoughts. But I’ll never forget the look his widow gave him as he lay there, with those great hands of his crossed on his breast and some one had put a white

  rosebud in them. It seemed odd, that, a man like a bull and that little white rose. But all Mrs. Michael was thinking was of the bags of money, her money, mark you, she was burying with him, money

  he’d had of her and spent roistering and drinking and wenching. Oh, he was a proper man after the curse came on him. There’s a story, but it’s not for me to say how much truth

  there is in it, that he even took a stick to her once, and if he did, serve her right. She wasn’t head in her own house in those days, which is one of the reasons, no doubt, that she took

  poor Ted Wolfe ten years afterwards.”




  “And he, is he dead, too?”




  “Not he. She’ll keep him alive the way a cat keeps a mouse, for the fun she gets out of him. Poor Ted. He didn’t know what he was doing when he said Yes to her.”




  “He said . . .?”




  “Yes. Oh, she was like the grand ladies in history—leastways their gentlemen were. What they call droit de seigneur, which means you can have your pick of the village wenches

  and no one’ll ask questions. Ted never thought about her like that. Well, why should he? He was just the fellow that brought her poultry and eggs and shook in his shoes when she complained.

  He wasn’t doing too well, Ted wasn’t; you know how it is with some men, doesn’t seem to matter how hard they work, they can’t make it. Parkinson now, that was in the same

  lay, anything he touched did fine. He was smelling out after the Hall custom, as Ted knew, and he’d take a penny off the price of fowls and a farthing off eggs, Ted would, because once he

  didn’t go to the Hall any more he was finished. There was plenty of people who’d go to Parkinson readily enough. Not that he didn’t work, too; he did, but that’s how the

  luck was. Then one day Mrs. John sent for him; he says he hadn’t a thought in his mind but that she had some complaint to make, but, instead of that, she said she’d been considering and

  she’d like him to marry her. Ted says he was stark, stammering, couldn’t answer her. He wasn’t above forty then and she must have been sixty if she was a day. She told him to come

  back next morning. Look at it how you would it meant ruin for him if he said No. You might ha’ thought it meant ruin if he said Yes, but Ted had his feelings, and his farm meant a lot to him.

  He thought with a bit of money behind it he’d make it pay, branch out a bit. Besides, there’d be plenty of folk who’d come to him when they heard he was married to the lady at the

  Hall. Ted saw himself quite the gentleman farmer. And he didn’t think she’d go on more than another ten years. He’d be no more than fifty then, and prosperous, and he could marry

  a girl to his own liking and breed up children. Oh, he had it all very pat. He’d been after two girls before that time, but one married a fellow from London and they’ve got six now in

  two rooms, by all accounts, and the other got into trouble with a gentleman down for a month’s fishing. So Ted never had much luck. But he never did himself a worse turn than when he said

  he’d marry Mrs. John. To begin with, she wouldn’t let him go ahead with the farm. She wasn’t going to be a farmer’s wife, she said; so Parkinson bought that in, and

  he’d send his hired man driving around in Ted’s new milk float that had been the pride of his heart. As for Ted, he lounged around the house, afraid to give orders to the servants,

  terrified of his grand wife, knowing every one was making game of him. Having a rich wife wasn’t any catch; he soon learned that. He’d expected to be able to dip a bit into what she

  had, but he soon found she kept it as tight as tight. I remember his coming in one evening—he used to sneak down here sometimes for a bit of a chat and p’raps a game of

  billiards—and telling me he didn’t know how he was going to stand it. What did she want to marry me for? he asked. As if he never looked in his mirror! He was a good-looking chap, big

  and brown, with blue eyes and a lot of thick hair. But after his marriage he was nothing better than a slave. It wasn’t just the farm. He hadn’t been brought up the same way as her, and

  she didn’t mean him to forget it. She was always bringing him up against something that ’ud make him feel strange and awkward. Even his clothes he wasn’t allowed to choose for

  himself. She’d have none of his comfortable coats and breeches. He had to go to a tailor she chose for him, and when the bills came in she’d pretend to forget he’d had that suit,

  and she’d dress him down for extravagance.”




  “Not much of a man, is he, to let an old woman domineer him that way?” suggested one of the audience.




  “You put yourself up against the woman he married and see what you’d make of it,” the landlord adjured him grimly. “If she’d been a younger woman it might ha’

  been different. But she was always ailing, nothing bad but enough to have the doctor in and a general vexation, and the poor chap never knew what to do with himself.”




  “And she married him for his blue eyes?”




  “Partly, I daresay. But she wanted something to kick, and she knew he’d not kick back. She’s got that unmarried daughter of hers, the only one left of the five—that

  prophecy came true, too, as I’ll tell you in a minute—but she hasn’t got a kick in her, with her Yes, Mama, and Of course, Mama everywhere. Can’t call her soul her own that

  girl can’t. Oh, there was others ’ud have married Michael John’s widow and welcome. There was the doctor, never had a penny in his pocket till that crazy sister of his died last

  year and left him £40,000 and the rector, that’s a widower with two children to send to school. Either of ’em would have said Yes, but she couldn’t have treated them the way

  she’s treated Ted. She’s got him down all right; but she’d best be careful. One of these days she’ll go a step too far even with him.”




  “Live lonely and die of treachery,” murmured the visitor with a shudder. “Well, the first part’s not true. She’s got plenty of people up at the house.”




  “That don’t stave off loneliness. I should think she’s the most solitary soul in the place. No one’s got a warm word for her, and all those that belong to her are just

  waiting for the day of her death.”




  “Are there many of them?”




  “Those I’ve told you of, and the grandchildren, five of them. Oh, she’s rare mad she can’t buy them with her money. A lovely lot, they are, all in London, not giving a

  damn for her. But the prophecy was true about her children. It’s little enough joy she’s got from them. One by one she lost them. There was Martin, the eldest son, that married a

  play-acting woman with the finest red hair I ever saw. His mother never forgave him, though Mrs. Martin could have given points to any woman in these parts. But Mrs. Wolfe thought it the Hand of

  the Almighty when the pair were killed in a railway accident when their boy was about sixteen. He’s got her red hair, and he’s on the stage, too. Anthony his name is. And both her

  daughters ran away from home, the first one, Miss Ursula, with a foreign music teacher, Italian or Spaniard or something, one of these tall dark chaps about as trustworthy as a leopard. I can still

  remember Mrs. Wolfe’s face the day the news came in that the fellow had fascinated some other woman and left Miss Ursula and her little boy, Derek, stranded in London. She looked as if

  she’d had a packet on the winner. That was the second marriage that didn’t turn out right, to her way of thinking. And Miss Kate, the handsomest of them all, a big dark blooming girl,

  broke her engagement with Sir Robert Braye to marry some kind of doctor who died from taking poison. What they call research work. Miss Kate came back but her mother wouldn’t have aught to do

  with her. You’ve made your bed, you can lie on it, she said, and let your son lie with you. That was Mr. Norman, that’s a doctor himself now. The only marriage that did please her was

  Mr. Philip’s. When the others had gone, she poured everything out on him. He was going to have the money and the place, if she could work it. He married a pretty pink-and-white bit his mother

  chose for him. It was the only family wedding they’d had. We all came to see it and the children threw rose-leaves. Then the next news was there was a girl, born on Christmas Eve, so they

  called her Carol; and two or three years after that there was a boy; but he died, and his mother with him within the week, and after that—not much more than a year after that—Mr. Philip

  married again. And this time it wasn’t to please his mother. He married a woman on the music-halls, I believe; Mrs. John, as she was still, cursed him, but she couldn’t stop him. They

  lived in London after, and they had one daughter, too, that they called Rose. She doesn’t come down here much, a saucy-looking girl with a mouth like a pillar-box and great dancing eyes.

  Writes the kind of thing you see in the Sunday papers. Where she gets it all from I don’t pretend to guess, but if she was my gal, I’d have leathered her proper before she got to this

  pitch, writing on society vices and drugs and the misbehaviour of lords and ladies that, according to her, behave as my cows ’ud be ashamed. Put her in service, Mrs. John said. Learn her to

  keep a house nice. But lordy, I should think their kind of house would be more like a pig-pen than anything. Though I will say for her she looks smart enough, a bit too smart for me. Of course,

  Mrs. Wolfe hates ’em all, except Miss Carol. She says she’s like her mother, though I don’t see it. Taken up nursing, and whenever the old lady has one of her bad turns, down Miss

  Carol comes, and sooner or later down comes all the others. Likes to keep them on the run, Mrs. Wolfe does.”




  “I suppose, if she’s rich, they daren’t say No.”




  “Maybe that; though no one knows how the money’ll be left. Close as an oyster she is. She’s told Miss Carol she’ll be the heiress, but that may be all bluff. No one even

  knows how much she’s got. Runs into six figures I’ve heard people say; but that’s just talk. We none of us know.”




  “Do they come down often?” asked the stranger.




  “Every six or seven months she has an attack. Don’t ask me of what. No one knows. So down comes Miss Carol and a few days later down come the rest. She hasn’t died yet. . .

  .”




  “She’s to die by treachery,” the stranger reminded him, and there was a sudden silence in the bar.




  Then the landlord said, “They’re down there now, came yesterday. Mr. Derek first; and then Mr. Anthony, and then the other two together.” He was silent a moment, then said,

  “They do say hereabouts that Miss Carol and Mr. Derek are going to make a match of it when he’s any money.”




  “What’s his job.?”




  “He’s not got one. He just writes books that folks seemingly don’t want to read. They’re none of them like their grandmother that could put any man right about the number

  of pence to the pound.”










  Chapter Two




  THE ritual of their grandmother’s periodical indisposition was by now so uniform that whenever any of Carol John’s cousins heard that she

  had been summoned to Aston Merry they automatically made their preparations for following in two or three days’ time. On Thursday, the 20th October, the five cousins were celebrating

  Derek’s thirty-first birthday at his club, that was both expensive and exclusive. No one pretended to know how he contrived to pay the subscription, any more than they knew how he met the

  fantastic rent of his rooms in the Adelphi—that, he said, he chose for the sake of atmosphere—considering his books generally sold something under a thousand copies, and he had no

  private means. Indeed, all his scapegrace Spanish father had left him was a handsome face and much charm of manner. Derek had added the anglicised edition of his name, not caring much for his

  Spanish inheritance.




  After dinner a page came in to tell Carol she was wanted on the telephone.




  “A case, I suppose,” remarked Norman Bell professionally. He was the only really successful member of the five, a neurologist of some standing, though he was still only midway

  between thirty and forty. His detractors said he’d simply copied at famous and now titled physician who made his fortune telling patients he’d never seen any one so tired in his life.

  Norman told his rich spoilt neurotics, “Yes, marriage is a wearing business, I know,” though, as a bachelor, as Anthony once pointed out, he couldn’t conceivably know anything of

  the kind. To-night his thin distinctive face looked worn; he had his ambitions like other men, and he sometimes agreed with his grandmother that it was a waste of life to minister to pampered women

  with nothing better to do than indulge in breakdowns. A few of his grandmother’s thousands would make all the difference to his life. He’d be able to set up his clinic for the kind of

  people who really needed treatment.




  “What’s the odds it’s grandmother?” demanded auburn-haired Anthony cheerfully.




  “Why should it be?”




  “Well, we’ve been talking about her half the evening. It would all fit together so nicely. I’m old-fashioned; I like a pattern myself.”




  He laughed as he spoke, and Norman thought you’d never see Anthony fitting himself into any one else’s pattern. He had enough vitality and imagination for six—Norman sometimes

  envied him there—and no amount of disappointment could really get him down. He’d say, being a true Anglo-Saxon he believed life was meant to be tough. And it probably was for him, with

  his fastidious tastes and his demands for perfection; though here again you had the paradox of a young man living from hand to mouth, buying his clothes in Savile Row and getting his shoes from

  Peal. Anthony said that clothes were the expression of the man, and to be badly dressed implied, with him, an inferiority complex. Though no one with a body like his need ever feel inferior,

  thought Norman, accustomed to bodies that had been abused and subjected to unnatural treatment. To see him stripped for running was to see a creature as beautiful as a boy on a Greek frieze.




  Carol came back, her small head, with its cap of golden hair, smooth and lustrous as silk, rising from her barbaric gown. “Prepare to neglect your work next week,” she greeted them.

  “Grandmother again. I ought to go now.”




  “You can’t go down to-night,” Derek protested.




  “No, but there’s a revolting train that leaves St. Pancras about eight o’clock in the morning. I must catch that, and there are a lot of things to see to before I go, and I

  shall have to pack. It’s nearly half-past ten now. Thank you for my nice dinner, Derek. It’s a pity you don’t become thirty-one more often.”




  “I’ll come with you,” Rose offered. “I’m so good at packing that when Fleet Street rejects me I shall apply for a job as lady’s-maid.”




  Anthony went to command a taxi from the gorgeous commissionaire, and the half-sisters departed.




  “Poor Carol,” said Derek. “What are you going to drink? She has the hell of a time with that old devil. She seems to think she owns Carol body and soul. Of course, Car’s

  an angel to her.”




  “Oh, no,” disagreed Norman. “Just a nurse, though I dare say the outward result’s the same.”




  “I never saw anything quite so perfect as Carol to-night,” mused Anthony, who set a very high value on what was beautiful and rare. “She makes me think of Perdita
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  By the way, what does grandmother think of cousins marrying?”




  “She doesn’t know, and she shan’t if we can help it. If she’d never given the subject a thought before, she’d discover instantly she’d objected to it all her

  life.”




  “I don’t see why she need find out at present, anyway.”




  “Unless Carol gives it away. She’s so confoundedly honest. I’ve often thought George Washington must have been an embarrassment to his friends.”




  “You may be right. As a matter of fact, I’m much sorrier for her husband and Dorothy than I am for Carol. They have to be on the spot all the time. Honestly, I often wonder that

  there aren’t more domestic murders. In Wolfe’s place, I’m sure I should have brained grandmother with a hatchet years ago.”




  “She’s his bread and butter, after all,” observed Norman unsentimentally. “And he’s probably got used to living soft.”




  “They’re an absorbing kind of household to any one with a speculative mind,” suggested Anthony whose imagination, rich and penetrating, could cover a wide range. “I

  wonder some one like you, Derek, doesn’t find any amount of material there. Grandmother, that indomitable tyrant, Dorothy, the woman of mystery. . . .”




  “Mystery?”




  “Yes. Who’s to know what she thinks, how she feels, what her secret life is? She’s an individual, but none of us has ever seen under the surface. It would be like groping your

  way through a new city. And that huge solitary house, and the three living practically isolated from their neighbours. For Uncle Wolfe’s cut himself off from his friends by marrying into the

  wrong circle, and grandmother doesn’t have much truck with the village these days. I wonder what sustains Dorothy. There must be something to keep her going, instead of collapsing with

  nerves, all these years. So the scene’s all set for tragedy, which is your long suit.”




  Anthony went home alone presently, and Derek and his remaining cousin walked back to Cavendish Street, where Norman lived. On the way they discussed a new violinist whom a

  friend of Norman’s had recently heard in Berlin, and whom he had described as a genius. The newcomer was to give a premiere English performance at the H—— Hall the

  following night, and Norman and Derek arranged to go together.




  “Hayden’s crazy over him,” Norman said, fitting the key into his front door. “Says he’s never heard such a violinist in his lifetime. You’ll come in? Oh,

  good. Lord, what a way to spend your time—making music. We’d better meet at the hall, I think. I have to be out to-morrow afternoon from half-past three onwards, and I may not be back

  till late. Leave my ticket at the booking-office, if I’m not there when it starts. Sorry I can’t offer you anything to compete with that champagne of yours to-night. How the deuce do

  you run to wines like that?”




  “Ikey Mo,” said Derek casually.




  Norman looked startled. “Serious?”




  “Of course. Don’t look so shocked. Have you never heard of Jews before?”




  “I’ve nothing against Jews,” said Norman soberly. “They’re among the few races in the world who’d support an artistic community solely on its merits. But Jews

  as artists are one thing, and quite another as moneylenders. I wish you’d come to me, Derek.”




  “Oh, I’m much too deeply dipped for that,” said Derek, still without concern. “It’s all right. Presently the wheel will come full circle, and I shall pay my rent

  and my tailor as regularly as any suburban householder. There’s an ambition for you.”




  Then the telephone rang and an agitated voice asked if Norman could come at once. There’d been a bad smash.




  “Curse them!” said Norman dispassionately. “They go flying about at fifty miles an hour, and then expect a man who’s already done his day’s work to come round and

  patch them up.”




  “I thought you were a specialist,” remarked Derek innocently.




  “They don’t draw the line even at specialists in emergencies,” Norman assured him, without humour. He was moving about collecting what he’d need, instruments and drugs,

  leaving a scrawled message for his housekeeper in case of further calls. “All I hope is it isn’t fatal. Doctors loathe inquests. It means wasting a whole day and not so much as your

  expenses paid. Mercenary, isn’t it?” He grinned and was gone.










  Chapter Three




  I




  THAT was Thursday night. The telegrams from Aston Merry came early on Tuesday morning. Derek, starting at once, caught a train by the skin of his teeth

  and reached Aston Merry in time for lunch. Carol, looking rather exhausted, came to meet him in the hall.




  “How is she?” asked Derek, kissing her regardless of possible eavesdroppers. “All right. I can see for myself. She’s wearing you out. I suppose that’s part of her

  fun. I wish to goodness she would peg out this time. I suppose there’s no chance of it?”




  “She was bad yesterday; she’s better to-day. You never can tell with grandmother.”




  “I know. She’s like these talented actresses who can weep to order. She throws a fit whenever she feels she isn’t attracting enough attention. She must love to think she can

  drag us away from our work. I wonder really why we come. I suppose we don’t see that you should have all the kicks.”




  “It’s partly hysteria,” Carol agreed; “but she’s bad enough while it lasts. She’s on morphia again. Dr. Marshall has just gone, and he’s coming back

  to-night. Oh, here’s Aunt Dorothy. She’s been sitting with grandmother. Had Derek better come up, Aunt Dorothy?”




  “Mama heard him. She said he was true to tradition, being first on the scene, but it wasn’t much use the early bird getting up unless he was sure there’d be a worm for

  him.”




  “Grandmother’s so cynical,” Derek complained. “It never occurs to her that he might have thoughts above his stomach. The sunrise, for instance. . . . Heavens,

  here’s Anthony. What train did you come by?”




  “Oh, I jobbed a lift,” said Anthony coolly. Just what you might have guessed, Derek thought. “I had a man I knew coming more or less this way, and I thought he might as well

  have a companion. What’s the news. Car? I bet this is one more game to her. Our grandmother’s staged as many farewells and come-backs as a fashionable prima donna. This is at least the

  fourth time we’ve been summoned down with hymn books in our hands and the price of a moderate wreath in our pockets.”




  Dorothy John was looking flustered and unhappy. She was a plump, pink, unpowdered woman in the middle forties, with yellow hair piled untidily on the top of her head, and a skirt that dragged

  over her heels. Her aim, thought Anthony critically, seemed to be to clutter up her appearance with as many frills, bows and furbelows as her rag-bag could assemble. She wore a belt with a brass

  buckle and used safety-pins galore, yet there was nearly always a hiatus between her old-fashioned high-necked blouse and her heavy skirt. She was always at a loss in an emergency, was unfailingly

  good-tempered and meek, swept ornaments off tables whenever she passed through a room, dropped trays at the invalid’s bedside, and was as frightened of her mother now as when she had been a

  trembling child of eight, liable to drastic punishment.




  “Oh, Anthony, dear,” she expostulated. “Suppose grandmother were to hear. You don’t understand. You’re young. . . . You know, I do like that red hair, whatever Mama

  may say. Janet’s was just the same. You’re very like her, you know, though she wasn’t a bit good-looking.”




  They all laughed at that, and at the sound a newcomer joined them from a small room on the right of the heavy front door. Ted Wolfe was a handsome, sullen man, grown a trifle stout now that he

  had adopted an inactive life, but his manner with his wife’s grandchildren was always one of embarrassment. Dorothy, he could despise, a feckless body that had never had a man after her, but

  these youngsters were different. He said jerkily, “Oh, is that Norman? No. ’Day, Derek. ’Day, Anthony. Happen you don’t know if Norman’s coming down?”




  “He’s sure to, I should think. He’ll come by road, though. D’you want to see him?”




  “Yes, I do. If he comes.”




  “He’ll come all right. Blood’s thicker than water. Though, really, a man as busy as he is might think twice, especially considering the way grandmother treated Aunt

  Kate.”




  Dorothy had turned and gone upstairs again. Carol said warningly, “You ought to be a bit more careful. Aunt Dorothy’s quite likely, without any malice aforethought, to repeat all

  this conversation from sheer nervousness.”




  Wolfe surprised them by demanding with sudden passion, “D’ye think she’s really like that? I’ve sometimes thought no woman could be such a fool as she seems. It’s a

  dark house here,” he added abruptly. “You’ll tell Norman when he comes?”




  “What’s he got on his conscience?” speculated Derek, watching the retreating figure.




  “He’s another mysterious soul for you. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised myself to know he’s got a sweetly pretty little thing somewhere in the village. Well, I’m sorry

  for him if grandmother ever finds out. And personally I wouldn’t risk it, with a rich wife so near the Golden Gates as his is. Let’s pay our respects to grandmother and then go and talk

  to the lunch.”




  II




  Norman arrived in the early part of the evening, bringing Rose with him.




  “I knew he’d be driving down,” Rose explained calmly, “so I thought I might as well save my fare.” She stood in the dark hall, a small confident figure, with a tiny

  scarlet beret jammed like a penny bun over one eye, and a flat red felt flower in her dark coat. She seemed to Anthony to bring the life and dazzle of London into this dim backwater. “Ought I

  to go and see grandmother? And how bad is she?”




  “Norman’s gone straight up. She’s only seeing us one at a time to-day—Car, of course, not counting as one of us. You wouldn’t like to take my bet that

  grandmother’s got us on the hook once more?”




  “No. I’m much too broke. I suppose there’s no chance of touching her ladyship for anything? I do think she might have the decency to remember that people don’t step in

  and pay your rent because your grandmother’s gone all temperamental. Some of us have to work for a living.”




  Norman soon came back, and Rose disappeared. She was away about ten minutes, then they all heard the slam of a door and she flung into their midst, scarlet with rage.




  “Has she disinherited you?” asked Anthony soothingly.




  “Did you try to make a touch?” Derek suggested.




  “Of course I didn’t. Stones would weep blood before grandmother would cough up a sixpence. She’d want to know what the Poor Law Authorities existed for. Anyway, I shall never

  see a penny of her money.”




  “What happened?” asked Norman patiently.




  “She’s turned me out, neck and crop, with her curse upon me for ever. Quite in the style of the seduced daughter of Victorian fiction. If ever I have occasion to summon my relatives

  again, Carol,” she imitated the old woman’s voice to perfection, “kindly remember that this young person is nothing to me.”




  Norman said curtly, “She’s a sick woman. Couldn’t you have kept the peace for one night?” And he thought, “She wants slapping, and that’s a fact. She may go

  down all right in Fleet Street, but she can be too much of a good thing down here.”




  “All very well for you to lecture,” flamed Rose. “It wasn’t you whose mother was insulted. Suppose she’d taunted you with having a mother who’d gone

  mad——?”




  “Rose!” Even Anthony was shocked at that. He caught her by the wrist. “Don’t be a damn fool.”




  Rose jerked herself free. “Shut up! Well? You see, you don’t like it any better than I do, Norman. And you’re not the only person with feelings. Though, of course, she

  wouldn’t say that to you, because she knows it was her fault. But when she begins talking about Hattie as if she were some one who might be thankful to be made an honest woman of . .

  .”




  “What are you talking about?” asked Derek.




  “Grandmother. And Hattie. She meant to be insulting about Hattie. I saw that the minute I got in there. She began by asking very politely how she was. So I was just as polite and said she

  sent her respectful duty, and told her about a baby owl that Phyllosan, our bull-terrier-airedale, picked up in the next-door garden, and how Hattie goes the round of the mouse holes in flannel

  trousers and a jersey at unearthly hours, getting food for Athena. We’ve christened her after Florence Nightingale’s owl, you see. It would make the R.S.P.C.A. quiver to hear her

  crooning. And then grandmother said what an entertaining mother I had, but she believed that was her profession before marriage. I said, Yes, she’d been an illusionist, and hadn’t found

  it necessary to change it afterwards.” Here Anthony chuckled, and the hand holding Derek’s cigarette shook. “Well, that rather annoyed her, and she said I needn’t speak of

  my father like that. He’d treated Hattie extremely well. Of course, that spilt all the beans. I asked her what the hell she meant, and she implied that if Hattie was lucky to be a wife, I was

  lucky to have a father to acknowledge me. The lousy old beast! So I told her what we thought about her and her money, and she told me to clear out, though not till the morning. There isn’t a

  train up to-night, and she isn’t going to be involved in the expense of a car. Her fine feelings don’t run to that.”
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