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1

WHEN Fern first told her husband about the disaster that had just befallen her parents, it was for her a personal tragedy. It brought into her life that bitter thing that every woman, old or young, hopes to avoid: disillusionment. It was as though she had once put her arms around a pillar which she thought fine and strong, hung on to it for support, then suddenly the ground had crumbled under her feet. The pillar crumbled, too. After that, feeling dazed and bruised, she had nothing left to hang on to except her own unshaken faith in her father.

She would never forget that night.

Terry came home at seven o’clock. He had said he might be late because he was ‘having a drink in the City with a fellow who might give him a job’. There was always somebody who might give Terry a job. It had been that way since he and Fern first got married, a year ago. No one seemed to want him. Fern couldn’t understand it. Of course, she knew her darling Terry had no particular qualifications and that he was a bit on the lazy side. But she was so madly in love with him, she was quite sure he would eventually come out on top. She always believed in people until they proved themselves unworthy. Now, at last she was forced to remember a few of the remarks her father had made on the day she told him she had fixed the date of the wedding.

“I don’t think he’s really worthy of you, lovey. But if you want him so much—well, you must have him.”

Typical of Daddy, who had always spoiled her and tried to give her everything.

Mummy had put in her word.

“Of course, darling, I see things more from the woman’s angle, and Terry is absolutely charming. I admit it. But I do wonder just at times what lies under that charm. You must make sure, darling!”

Fern had laughed and disregarded the warning. She was sure. Terry could do no wrong. It wasn’t his fault that he had failed all those silly high-grade exams that other young men seemed to pass; or that he hated the idea of sitting in an office. She could understand it. He was fond of being out-of-doors, and particularly of driving (he was wonderful with cars). He had figured in one or two small rallies and won a trophy. And it wasn’t his fault either, she decided, if a year ago when he was twenty-three, his father—a widower—had died and left him penniless. Old Mr. Barrett was a Civil Servant whose job and pension had died with him. He left Terry nothing.

Anyhow, what did money matter? (What had it mattered to Fern at the time?) Her own father was a partner in a large, successful firm of stockbrokers. She had been brought up in luxury. She had never had to bother her head about £. s. d. But because she liked cooking enormously she had taken a Cordon Bleu course and used often to cook for Mummy’s big dinner parties.

Daddy was always so proud of his domesticated daughter. She wasn’t a time-waster, he used to inform his friends. She was industrious; a girl of real character. He used to boast in the office (and at his Club) that just before his daughter met Terry, she had come of age, and he had offered her a mink jacket, but she had refused it.

“I’d rather have a model kitchen—it’ll set you back a bit but I want it. Ours is right out of date,” she had laughed. They lived in one of those big old-fashioned houses in Hampstead. Mrs. Wendell, Fern’s mother, was the exact reverse of Fern. She loathed housework and cooking. She thought Fern mad when she induced her father to spend all that money on kitchen units and a new fridge and cooker.

“But just see what a good wife I’ll make with all this experience,” Fern had laughed.

During this last year that was what she believed she had been to Terry. A devoted wife keen on the cooking and housekeeping—taking an immense pride in their flat, which was at the top of a new block in Sloane Street. Nobody had ever, of course, suggested to Fern that Terry had married her as much for her money as for herself. She wasn’t the sort of girl to make an analysis of an emotional affair. When she fell in love she fell in love whole-heartedly. That was that. Anyhow, she was sure that Terry loved her and that the difference in their positions didn’t come into it.

Terry was always ‘talking big’.

“I’ll soon find the sort of job to suit me. I’m not going to chuck my talents away.” (Etc., etc.)

When he had turned down her father’s offer to go into the firm and teach him stockbroking, Fern had loyally upheld him. It didn’t really do (quoting Terry) to work for one’s in-laws. A young man must stand on his own feet. This seemed to her sensible, but he had spent all that he had ever had and they were already living on Fern’s allowance, although she never let anybody know it. She was confident that Terry would come back from one of his many appointments to tell her that he had really found a job this time.

Meanwhile Fern was happy. She was naturally of a happy disposition. She lived on faith and her passionate absorption in the man she had chosen for a husband. They got on very well and were physically right for each other, which is important in marriage.

Yesterday had been a lovely May day. The trees in the London parks were green with the new delicate leaves. Spring was in the air. Fern dreamed of a country cottage. Then Fate cut her dreams in two.

She was reeling under the first blow when her husband came home and dealt her the second.

He walked into the kitchen where she was preparing one of her special dishes for the evening meal and started to make his usual excuses.

“Bit of a sell, darling, but the ruddy fellow offered me a salary I wouldn’t dream of taking. I want to be able to keep my wife in the manner to which she is accustomed.”

He didn’t look particularly upset. He grinned at her. Fern, who knew him now, could tell that he had been drinking. He was flushed, and his handsome hazel eyes were a little defiant. He was finishing a half-smoked cigar. Who had paid for it, she didn’t mean to ask. She stood straight and silent while he put his arms around her and kissed her. Her heart was heavy. Deep woe—so new to her—had taken all the colour out of her small, determined face. Slowly, nervously, she wiped her hands on a tea-towel. For the first time in her life she did not respond to Terry’s kiss. Usually she flung her arms around his neck and returned the kiss rapturously. Tonight she did not even hear half he said as he uttered the usual slick, meaningless excuses.

At last she turned from him.

“Come and sit down with me, darling, in the lounge. I’ve got some bad news to tell you and I need all your support.”

(That was before the pillar crumbled.)

In their delightful elegant lounge, Fern stood with her back to the fireplace, pale, unsmiling, smoking a cigarette, and told him what had happened. Mummy and Daddy (which included herself, of course) were ruined.

“Sunk, darling,” she said, with an attempt to laugh, which ended in tears. “Absolutely sunk.”

Terence Barrett blinked at her a little stupidly. He took the cigar from his mouth and held it between his fingers. He exclaimed:

“I say—what do you mean?”

She tried-to speak but could not. She was trying not to cry. She looked rather like a schoolgirl courageously facing disgrace, in that short sleeveless cotton frock. She was boyishly slim. Her hair, short-cut, springing crisply up from a broad intelligent forehead, was the brown of autumn leaves—with a trace of gold and red in it. Her eyes were of a clear periwinkle blue, thickly lashed. Those exceptionally blue eyes, the delightful way her hair grew, and her large attractive mouth made Fern a most desirable young woman. Terence Barrett had found her very desirable indeed (from all aspects, including the social and financial). He, and he alone, knew that if he had not met Fern at that dance a year ago, he might now have been in pretty poor straits. He had spent the small sum his mother had left him on having a good time. He might have had to settle down to a really dull, hard job of work instead of going on being a play-boy. It would have been fatal to Terry if his good looks and his charm couldn’t get him a rich man’s daughter for a bride.

Now, as he heard Fern’s story, he learned that he was no longer married to an heiress. She had nothing now, like himself. Except her furs, a few bits of jewellery which her parents had given her, and the contents of this flat.

Right before his shocked gaze, Terence saw his cosy, easy life vanishing. The handsome house of his in-laws, filled with valuable furniture and paintings, would have to be sold, Fern was telling him. And his father-in-law, Bernard Wendell, was a criminal, wanted by the police.

Fern did not actually use that word. It was in Terry’s mind. Staunchly, she was defending the father she adored. He was an innocent dupe, she said. He had known nothing of what was going on. The senior partner of the firm, Mr Boyd-Gillingham, was the real criminal. Daddy’s firm had been acting for some big Trust. The stockbrokers had used money that did not belong to them in order to buy shares that had gone down instead of up. The original shareholders were demanding restitution. The firm was to be hammered. Boyd-Gillingham, himself, was now seriously ill at his home in Gerrards Cross. And Fern’s father, Bernard Wendell, had disappeared.

“I’ve spent the whole day with Mummy,” Fern finished wearily. “You know what she’s like—terribly helpless, poor darling, even in ordinary times. She’s quite prostrate over this. Fortunately Aunt Pam has come up to spend tonight with her. Tomorrow you and I will have to look after her interests.”

“And where, may I ask, is Papa?” demanded Terence in a stiff, shocked voice.

“Nobody knows. He left Mummy a private note to say that he’d be safely out of the country before the storm broke and that he would do everything in his power to make amends, and that we must all believe in him.”

“But why didn’t he face the music? I think he’s acted most foolishly,” said Terence in a lordly way, as though he, personally, would have done better in similar circumstances.

Fern explained that Daddy had relatives—very wealthy ones—in America. Mummy believed that he had flown over to solicit their help, in order to clear his name. He would never have been able to do it here. He had sworn that he, personally, had absolutely nothing to do with the fraud. It had all been a ghastly shock to him.

“I know it’s true,” Fern declared loyally, her eyes full of burning tears. “Daddy’s proved it by telling us to sell everything we possess, and to use every penny we have in the world to help pay back the shareholders who have lost their money in this disaster. He thought only of those poor people.”

“And what about his own family?” asked Terry, using the drawl that he liked to adopt when he wanted to be haughty.

“Well, he knows that Mummy has a few hundreds a year of her own and that she can live on it, even if it only means existing in some small hotel. And he knows that I’ve got you. He said-how thankful he was that I was married.”

Then Terence laughed. It was that laugh which brought Fern out of her stupor of misery and jarred every nerve in her body. It was such a hateful laugh.

“Married to me! And that pays all the bills, of course. It must be your father’s idea of a joke,” he jeered.

She felt the tears dry on her lashes.

“A joke?” she repeated, blinking.

Terence looked away from her big blue eyes. She had an uncomfortable habit of looking at one as though she could see right into one’s mind, he reflected irritably.

“My dear Fern, you know I haven’t got a sou!” he said.

She stared at him.

“But you’re expected to support your wife. You’ve been saying it is your dearest wish. And you’ve been looking for a job for ages—haven’t you?”

Terry poured himself out a drink. Then he turned round and looked back at his wife through half-shut eyes.

“Without much success, I’m afraid, sweetie. Of course I can take to tramping the streets and answering small ads or apply to the Labour Exchange,” he said, with a shrug. “I’m sure I’d find something like road-mending.”

Fern’s heart seemed to wither within her. For a moment she could not speak. Her cigarette burned to a long ash between her fingers. The second blow had fallen and this time it was a death blow to her romance—the old sweet blind belief in Terry. She suddenly saw him for what he was. Mean-spirited, lazy, utterly unreliable. The realisation made her feel sick.

“No,” she whispered the word to herself. “Oh, no!”

It had been bad enough at home with Mummy all today. Poor Mummy, who was a clinging vine and had always let Daddy do everything for her. So pretty still, although in her fifties, so smart. Fond of her bridge, her dinner parties, her holidays in France or Italy or Jamaica. Lapping up flattery.

(“You look so young for your age, Mrs. Wendell!”)

(“You’re so lucky with your wonderful husband and home, Vivien!”)

That was Vivien Wendell. Weeping and terrified, she had clung to her daughter—bemoaning her lot. Fern must take her father’s place, she said. She was so like her grandmother—that first Fern who had been a great character—born in Carolina—one of those strong American women who could face any disaster and master it. Young Fern had inherited a lot of that determination and capability despite her ‘little-girl loveliness’. Now Fern would have to be all things to her mother.

Bad enough, Fern thought, as she faced her husband, to know that Daddy had vanished overnight as though an earthquake had swallowed him up, and that tomorrow everybody would know the truth. Grim to have to realise that not only was Mummy going to be reduced to a meagre income, but that Fern’s own allowance would stop immediately. But at the back of it all, Fern had clung gratefully to the thought of Terry. He was her husband. He would comfort and help her mother. He was only a boy and perhaps too fond of the bright lights—but she had always been certain he was fundamentally good and that love could make any trouble, physical or mental, easier to bear. She had longed for his return so that she could find that love and support in his arms.

But there he stood, telling her that he couldn’t possibly ever hope to pay the rent of this flat or keep his wife in anything but cheap ‘digs’. Then he added sullenly that he had been cheated.

That word was for Fern the coup de grâce.

“Cheated!” she echoed in a-suffocated voice. “You’ve been cheated? … But how? …”

He looked ashamed, and made haste to withdraw the abominable word.

“I don’t really mean that, darling. I just mean we’ve both been sort of cheated, thinking that your father was a man of his word and that his position and ours were secure.”

Fern went on staring at Terry as though she could not recognise him. Yet there he was, slim, tall, exceedingly good-looking with his thick fair hair and bright hazel eyes and that elegance which was an essential feature of Terry’s personality.

“Daddy is a man of his word,” said Fern trembling, “and he is going to prove that he isn’t personally responsible for this awful thing. Oh, Terry, how can you be so unfeeling … so … so …” Her voice broke off. Suddenly she dropped down into a chair and put her face into her hands. She could bear no more.

Terence Barrett tossed down his drink, swore under his breath, then knelt down beside his wife and set about the task of getting himself back into favour. He didn’t want Fern to be angry with him and it didn’t suit him to be despised, or if it came to a matter of that, found out. He knew that she thought the world of him and had in fact married him against her parents’ wishes. For her love and loyalty he was, in his weak fashion, grateful. He was not all bad. As far as he was capable of love—he loved Fern. He admired her character. She was so ‘full of guts’, as he often expressed it. And she was beautiful. He had been physically faithful to her since they married—quite crazy about her in fact—and never wanted anybody else. But let’s face it, he thought, I counted on her inheriting a small fortune from the old man. I thought the firm of Boyd-Gillingham, Price & Wendell as safe as the Bank of England. It only goes to show that one can’t rely on anything but hard cash in one’s own keeping.

As for old man Wendell being innocent, what did it matter whether he was or he wasn’t? … his firm was implicated, he’d quit, and there wasn’t a bean left. Terry had to confess that Fern without a bean behind her was not quite so attractive as the other Fern whom he had so gaily led to the altar.

Now he tried to put on some sort of show of love and penitence. He was not unkind at heart and he could see that the poor little thing was badly shocked. He hugged and kissed her. He implored her not to misunderstand him, or anything he had said. It was all because he, too, had had a blow. But of course he would get a job now—by hook or by crook. He could drive any car. He might get taken on by some car-firm, as a salesman—or driver.

“We’ll battle through, my sweet. Don’t despair,” he said, warming up to his part. He remembered with relief that there was at least one more bottle of whisky in the drink cupboard.

Gradually Fern thawed. She had been quite frozen by the way her husband had originally taken her news. But as he talked and talked and made all his new big promises and plans and assured her that he adored her, she tried to believe in him again. But she felt confused and so tired that she couldn’t think straight.

God knew, she thought, she didn’t want to believe Terry was just a fortune-hunter. She was only too thankful to accept any explanation he gave. She shuddered away from cold, harsh facts. She let him make love to her—gently exploring her body with his caressing fingers until she turned wholly to him—on fire for him again. At last she pulled herself out of his arms and pushed her hair back from her hot, damp face.

“My darling Terry—what a pair we are,” she said in a shaky voice. “I must look grim!”

He straightened his collar and tie and smoothed back his hair. His handsome face bore the smug self-satisfied look of the male conqueror. He knew Fern could never resist his lovemaking. He had her where he wanted her again. And he was still mad about her. She was devilishly attractive. He eyed her greedily as she put on her cotton frock again. She was a pretty thing—her skin was like peach-velvet, and her waist incredibly small. It wasn’t all the money—he did love her for herself. He only wished to God old man Wendell hadn’t wrecked the boat.

“Your dinner will be ruined, darling. I’d made you something lovely. I expect it’s all burnt,” said Fern, smiling at him in her sweet shy way. She had never quite grown used to Terry’s crazy outbursts of passion at all hours.

“Never mind, darling, I’ll take you out to dinner.”

“What on?” Fern asked with a shaky laugh.

“Oh, I won a tenner at Sandown this afternoon.”

She was too happy again to start wondering why Terry had been to the races instead of keeping business appointments, but she said:

“No, I’ll make you one of my mushroom omelettes. Let’s keep the money, darling. We’ll need it.”

He followed her into the kitchen, wondering gloomily how many of his personal friends he would keep when the news broke in the papers tomorrow. But he said nothing. He put on quite a good show for the rest of the evening—even went so far as to telephone his mother-in-law—he knew she was not fond of him—to tell her how sorry he was about everything, and that he would do his best to help.

He insisted on making the coffee while Fern lay on the sofa with her feet up. Then he sat beside her and built up a picture of himself (which he found quite fascinating) as the prop of the whole family. He would do this—he would do that—he would prove at last how much he loved her and how safely she could rely on him from now onwards. He admitted that he’d been rather ‘naughty’ not hurrying into some job he didn’t like but he had thought she was secure. Now he knew she wasn’t he would take anything that came his way. He would work his fingers to the bone for her.

On and on until Fern was mesmerised. Looking at him with her blue candid gaze, she began to wonder if he had ever said those shocking things when she first told him about poor Daddy. He still seemed to be the husband she adored. She went to bed and slept the night through, exhausted, with Terry’s arms around her; hopeful that all would yet be well.

There was an unpleasant moment, of course, when the morning papers arrived. Headlines were there, horribly to the fore.

LONDON FIRM OF STOCKBROKERS INVOLVED IN FRAUD. SHAREHOLDERS STORM OFFICE … etc.

And, of course, a photograph of Bernard Wendell. One look at the dear familiar face of her father (handsome and smiling, poor darling), and Fern burst into tears. Her mother then telephoned and went into hysterics. Then Fern had to talk to Aunt Pamela, Mummy’s sister. Fern did not much like her, and liked her still less now because Aunt Pam refused to be nice about Daddy and said he must have known what was happening and had behaved abominably.

Terence, feeling irritated, had to dry Fern’s tears, then he devoured the papers but fortunately found only one little paragraph which stated that his father-in-law had ‘got away’; as for the rest—it was plain to Terence that the sooner he and Fern got rid of this flat and did a little vanishing themselves, the better.

It was a chaotic morning. The telephone never stopped ringing. Reporters, and friends who truly wished to sympathise, or those who only wanted morbid details, plus a few of Terence’s creditors, trying to make sure that their bills would be paid.

Altogether an unpleasant affair. But Terence did his best to maintain his high level as a heroic comforter. Fern, herself, looked a little older, a little paler and unsmiling, but she behaved, Terry had to admit, magnificently. She called in the family lawyer and, with her mother and Aunt Pam and Terence, they met for a conference. They decided that the old home must at once be put on the market. For a while, Mummy could go and stay with Aunt Pam, who was unmarried and had a small but comfortable home in Highgate. Then Fern suggested that she and Terry should dispose of the lease of their own flat and move to cheaper quarters.

“At least I can cook well,” she said. “I can get a job as a cook. I like it and I can make a bit of money that way. Domestic help is more in demand than anything else.”

It was that next morning, looking down the personal column of The Times, that Fern saw the advertisement; and pointed it out to her husband.

“Look! That’s the very thing for us.”

Terence looked.


Wealthy business man with big country house requires married couple, cook-housekeeper and chauffeur, immediately. First-class cooking required. Comfortable modern flat over garage and good salary. Apply: Quentin Dorey, Swanlake Manor, Cuckendean, Sussex.



Terence read this advertisement aloud and then turned his gaze haughtily upon his wife.

“You’re not suggesting that you and I should take a job as cook-housekeeper and chauffeur?”

Fern, who had just been going through her jewel case to see what she could sell, and had also taken her sable-tie out of its moth-proof bag, deciding that she might raise a hundred pounds on that, looked at him calmly.

“Why not? Those are the things we two do superlatively well. I cook, you drive.”

Terence flushed. He had one of those fair skins that coloured easily.

“Well, really. To become menials …”

“Don’t be silly, darling. Thousands of terribly nice men are chauffeurs these days and hundreds of nice women go out cooking. Besides, it means not only a salary, but a home in the country, rent-free.”

“But I say, Fern—”

“And what’s more,” she interrupted, “it’ll have its amusing side. We’ve just got to keep a sense of humour in a crisis like this. I think it’ll be rather fun me cooking for my employer’s dinner parties and you driving him around in a nice Rolls.”

“If it is a Rolls,” muttered Terry.

“I bet it is,” said Fern. “Do you realise who Quentin Dorey is?”

Terence gloomily lit a cigarette. It was all very well, he thought, for Fern to talk about a sense of humour—but driving one’s own Rolls was one thing, and having to get out and open the door for the chap in the back was another.

“Quentin Dorey,” continued Fern, “is a financial tycoon. I fancy I’ve heard Daddy speak of him. You must have seen his name in the papers. Q.D., they always call him. Q.D. down at Monte Carlo, or Q.D. over in Tangiers, or Q.D. flying to New York. And I seem to remember now that I saw photographs of Swanlake Manor when he first bought it. It was featured in one of the magazines. A glorious old place about ten miles out of Brighton and famous because it has one room with a huge cedar-lined cupboard in which Queen Elizabeth was said to have kept some of her hundreds of dresses. I remember, too, seeing a picture of the four-poster which old Liz slept in and which no doubt our tycoon himself now uses.”

Fern had a good memory. She remembered still more about Quentin Dorey. That he was not married. And that he was self-made. When she gave this information to Terry he was even more glum. Self-made, fancy having to work for a man of that calibre! Whereupon Fern laughingly told him not to be such a snob. Besides, it would be fun joining his staff, she said, warming up to the idea. Why not try? Why not telephone and see if he would interview them? Maybe he had a London flat and he could see them there. Why not strike while the iron was not? It would at least tide them over this present awful crisis.

“I don’t suppose he’d take us if he knew who you were,” muttered Terence, not very tactfully.

Fern coloured and felt that niggling pain in her heart which was still there when she looked at Terry. But she answered quietly:

“He need not know. To him we will just be Mr. and Mrs. Barrett.”

“Crikey!” exploded Terence in rich Cockney and rolled his eyes heavenwards, but he did not turn the idea down out of hand.

It was he who finally lifted the telephone receiver and dialled the number of Quentin Dorey’s Sussex home.
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A STATION taxi came to a jolting stop just inside the big wrought-iron gateway of Swanlake Manor. In front of the creeper-covered lodge stood a short, stout man with a weather-beaten face. He held a spade in one hand and a trug in the other and he looked what he was—a gardener.

Fern leaned out of the taxi and spoke to him.

“This right for Mr. Dorey?”

“Quite right, miss.”

“We’re the new cook and chauffeur,” said Fern brightly, while Terry edged himself further into the corner as though he would rather not be seen. He had to ‘hand it’ to Fern, he reflected, She was ‘game’. He was quite amazed at the way she was taking this unhappy tide in her affairs.

He saw the gardener’s expression change from the deferential respect which had first enlightened it to one of surprise. He drew nearer the taxi window.

“Are you, now?” he said. “Well, I wish you both good morning. Mr. Dorey is in—I saw him just now as I passed the library window. Proper bad sciatica, he’s got, and can’t hardly move.”

“So we heard from his secretary,” said Fern.

“Mrs. Dorey is away,” said the gardener, and added: “My name’s Hatton.”

“We’re Mr. and Mrs. Barrett,” said Fern.

After the taxi had moved off, Jim Hatton went into the lodge and entered the small kitchen where his wife, a buxom woman, younger than himself, with fair bushy hair, sat feeding a nine months old baby.

“New cook and chauffeur have just driven up to the big house,” he said, looking down at his latest offspring. There were two others, a girl of twelve and a boy of eight, whose high, gay voices could be heard in the back garden.

“What are they like?” asked Mrs. Hatton.

“Well, I never did have such a surprise as when I saw her,” announced the gardener, taking off his leather jerkin, and rolling up his sleeves preparatory to having a wash in the sink. “Like one of them girls you see on the telly.”

“What, all made up?” asked Rosemary Hatton (called Rosie by her husband). She raised her eyes from the baby, looking positively excited. There were so few real excitements in her life apart from the cooking and the children. The last cook had certainly been no glamour-girl and had been short of temper, too. Rosie had never enjoyed going up to the Manor when that one was in charge. Rosie ‘did’ for the Doreys five mornings a week. Jim’s mother, who lived with them here, minded the baby. Old Mrs. Hatton was at this moment out in the garden taking nappies down from the line.

“I couldn’t see proper whether the young woman had stuff on her face or not,” said Jim Hatton, “but she was proper nice to look at.”

“And what about him?”

“Couldn’t see.”

“Well, let’s hope they settle down. I’m sick of changes up there,” said Rosie Hatton with a sniff.

She could have added that she was sick of Mr. Dorey’s mother, too; always interfering and nagging. A woman couldn’t get on with her work. No wonder they never kept anybody for long. The good ones wouldn’t stay and the bad ones got the sack. But Jim had a fine job here with good pay and he doted on his garden and the greenhouses. He’d never leave. He’d worked here as an under-gardener when Swanlake belonged to Lord Chavering. Rosie was tired of listening to him talk about the Chaverings and how those were the good old days of the ‘real gentry’. Mind you, Jim liked Mr. Dorey. He might be a bit sharp-tongued at times and what the books called ‘newvoh-rich’, thought Rosie, but he was an exceedingly nice man. And my goodness what a brain he had. Jim said he’d made a pile of money, and was making more. Had a passion for Swanlake, too, ever since he bought it. Didn’t interfere with Jim and the garden and spoke kindly to Rosie whenever she met him. And she wouldn’t forget that day when Gary, their boy (they’d called him after Gary Cooper), had broken his arm and she’d dashed up to the big house and Mr. Dorey had been right in the middle of important writing but he’d taken out his car and driven her and Gary straight to the doctor and been ever so nice with Gary afterwards.

In the taxi going up to the Manor, Fern was leaning out of the window on this bright May morning, looking ecstatically at the house.

“Oh, isn’t it glorious!” she exclaimed.

The parkland surrounding Swanlake was so much greener and fresher than the London parks. The sight of a herd of small spotted deer, grazing, brought a little cry of pleasure from her. She was enthralled when they drove into the grounds and she saw the house and gardens for the first time. They were more beautiful, she thought, than in the photographs. The Manor was a magnificent three-storeyed house built partially of Elizabethan brick and partially of stone, with those long, square-paned windows jutting slightly out and framed in beautiful carved stonework, often to be seen in places of this period. It seemed a huge house to Fern, and the gardens, too, looked enormous—formally laid out with clipped yew hedges, some of them shaped like birds. The flowerbeds were already massed with purple parrot tulips, rising from a bank of pale blue forget-me-nots.

There were a variety of trees, a riot of pink, scarlet and golden azaleas. On the left, she could see a corner of the ornamental lake that had given the place its name. And, there were swans on it. Fern nodded to herself with satisfaction as she watched the graceful white mother, father, and six pale grey cygnets skimming across the shining water.

“Oh, do say you think it’s beautiful here, darling!” she appealed to her husband.

“Stately home and all that—yes,” agreed Terry, “but don’t forget, you and I are for the flat over the garage, my pet.”

He was impressed by what he saw, if not as thrilled as Fern. He was still not sure they had done the right thing in taking this job. Not too keen on the idea of being at a jumped-up tycoon’s beck and call; having to wash and polish the blooming car as well as drive it at all hours. But Fern had been carrying Terry along on a tide of enthusiasm since Quentin’s personal assistant had interviewed and engaged them at the London office.

They had given the rector of the church in Hampstead at which the Wendells worshipped for one reference, and a certain Lady Colway—a friend of Mrs. Wendell, whom they had let into the secret of this job—for the other. The rector had promised to say nice things and not mention Fern’s maiden name, so they thought they were safe, and Miss Porter, Quentin’s assistant, had seemed satisfied. She had done the interviewing because Quentin’s mother was away in Sweden for a month, and the couple who used to do the job at Swanlake had gone at a moment’s notice. Mr. Dorey was in a fix, Miss Porter had admitted, and needed someone down there immediately. It would have been all right if he’d been well and able to stay at his London flat, but a sharp attack of sciatica was keeping him chained to the Manor.

So here they were, and Fern was happy about it if Terry wasn’t.

There seemed to be nobody about. Fern and Terry got out of the taxi and pulled their cases after them. Terry paid the taxi-man. Fern lifted the big Queen Anne knocker and banged it vigorously. Now she heard a man’s deep voice call from the interior:

“Come in. Come in. I can’t get up …”

“It’s the sciatica,” Fern whispered to her husband, and the mischievous dimple, which she could never control, appeared at one corner of her mouth. She wished Terry would cheer up, it was all such an adventure. Their little world of luxury and security had vanished but they had youth and strength, and another kind of world was opening up before them.

“Come on, let’s pass our test,” she whispered, and walked with him into the house.

“Come in!” repeated the man’s voice, this time rather crossly.

The Barretts entered the library. A swift look satisfied Fern that it was one of the most beautiful rooms she had ever seen, full of books. Then she saw the man who half lay, half sat on an olive green velvet Chesterfield, holding a stick across one knee. A big man, his dark upspringing hair peppered with grey. Fern was surprised to note this because she had been told that Mr Dorey was only in his thirties. He must be going grey very young. Everything else about him was young and vital, despite the stick and his present disability. He had a pale, rather arresting face with high forehead and deep-set eyes, grey and penetrating. The nose was too big and the jaw line too strong, yet, as Fern saw immediately, it was a face to be remembered. It fascinated. Quentin Dorey was a man to be reckoned with. A little scaring, in a way, thought Fern. What a critical look he gave both of them as they stood before him. Here was a person to whom no one could lie and get away with it.

“So you’re the Barretts.” He snapped the words.

Fern answered:

“Yes.”

“Yes,” repeated Terry, feeling less interested than Fern in Quentin, and much more intrigued by the air of wealth and importance which hung over everything here. Superb period furniture, fine Persian rugs. On a walnut sofa-table by the couch stood a tray with a crystal decanter of sherry and some glasses which Terry eyed enviously.

“Sit down, sit down, and we’ll discuss things,” said Quentin Dorey.

Everything about him was rather abrupt, Fern decided … his voice and his manner. And she did not like his choice of ties or that rather loud check of the coat he wore. He was a self-made man, this magnate, known to the world of finance as ‘Q.D.’ No breeding—Fern had known that before she came. Yet when suddenly he looked at her and motioned her to a chair, and his lips relaxed into a brief smile, she was conscious of a nameless charm, a warmth that could only spring from some fount of generosity in the man’s inner being. It was a complete paradox, Q.D.’s smile, and Fern, who had always been deeply interested in human nature, was amazed by the sweetness of it.

“Sorry not to be able to get up when a lady enters the room and all that, but you see how I’m incapacitated by this damned sciatica.” He tapped his leg with the ebony stick and grimaced. “Never been so damned angry. Sciatica is something you can’t fight. In spite of all the damn-fool injections and pills the doctors are pushing into me, the pain will have its way. Can’t get up to town. Live on the telephone.”

Here Terry thought it time to say something, and murmured:

“Jolly bad luck!”

“I think it must be awful. I remember my father having sciatica,” began Fern, then blushed and stopped, recalling that she must not mention that dear beloved parent’s name here—or anywhere else for the moment. She added: “But it’ll go as soon as it comes, Mr. Dorey. I know you’ll suddenly wake up and find it’s all better.”
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