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Chapter 1


When Dorinda Brown came into the Heather Club at four o’clock on January 8th she hadn’t the slightest idea that she had just made the first step upon a road which was going to take her into some curious places. If anyone told her so, she would have laughed. She laughed easily, to be sure, with a backward tilt of the head, eyes crinkling at the corners, and a generous display of excellent white teeth. Anyone less good-tempered than Dorinda might have been annoyed with Justin Leigh’s remark that when she was really amused he could count them. Dorinda had only laughed again and said, ‘Well, they’re all there.’


The Heather Club wasn’t really a club. Penny plain it was a boarding-house, and twopence coloured it was a private hotel. Miss Donaldson who presided over it felt that she was combining patriotism and refinement by calling it a club and displaying a large bowl of Scottish heather in the little dark hall. It was, perhaps, better not to drag in the word private, since privacy was one of the things which the Club was quite unable to offer. It was a big house in a locality which had come down in the world, and its large rooms had been cut up so small that they resembled slices from a once ample joint, each slice just wide enough to take a narrow bed and leave room for the occupant to get in and out. Some of the slices shared a window, others had a narrow slit which let in no air when it was hot and poured an icy draught down the back of your neck when it was cold. Dorinda had a slice with a slit.


As she passed through the hall she encountered Miss Donaldson, tall, bony, and austere of feature. The austerity was all in the shop window. It daunted newcomers, but took nobody in for long. Behind that formidable manner, that tight hair, those rugged eyebrows, there lived a simple, genial creature who asked no more of life than to be able to pay her way.


‘Oh, Miss Donaldson,’ said Dorinda – ‘I’ve got it!’


‘The job you were inquiring after?’


Twenty years in London had done nothing to deprive Euphemia Donaldson of her Scottish tongue.


Dorinda nodded.


‘I’ve got it!’


‘It wouldn’t be in Scotland?’


Dorinda shook her head.


There was a wistful gleam in Miss Donaldson’s eye.


‘I was thinking if you’d relatives there, it would be nice—’


Dorinda shook her head again.


‘But I haven’t.’


Miss Donaldson looked disappointed.


‘That’s strange too, and you so young. Now take me – it’s more than twenty years since I came south, and I’ve five-and-thirty relations in Scotland – counting third and fourth cousins.’ The r’s were like a drum-roll.


Dorinda laughed.


‘I wasn’t counting cousins.’


‘Ah, your mother was English, you were telling me – that would account for it. Now that Mr. Leigh that was calling for you once or twice, he’d be on your mother’s side?’


‘A long way off,’ said Dorinda. ‘You know – the sort that’s a cousin if you want them to be, and not a relation at all if you don’t.’


Miss Donaldson commented on this with the old Scottish word ‘Imphm’, which can mean almost anything. In this case it implied that she knew what Dorinda meant and disapproved of it, adding with a fresh roll of drums,


‘Relations can be awful disagreeable, but blood’s thicker than water and they’ll stand by you at a pinch.’


Dorinda felt that honour was now satisfied. She smiled her wide, attractive smile and moved on.


‘I was just going to telephone.’


Miss Donaldson said, ‘Imphm’, and withdrew into the dismal hole which she called her office.


Dorinda bounded into the telephone-box and shut the door. This was the one place in the house where you could talk without being overheard. In the slice-like cubicles you could hear every sound made by every other person within the four walls of what had once been a very fine room. In the hall, in the passages, in the dining-room, in the lounge, there were always people coming and going and listening – especially listening. Some of the old ladies had no other interest in life. They put together all the things they heard and exchanged them as they sat in a solid bank round the fire in the evenings. Even if you had a bath, they could hear the water run in, and gurgle out again, so they knew at once if anyone was taking more than her fair share. Tongues had become very sharp over Judith Grane who had actually had two baths a day, but fortunately she had left at the end of a week.


The telephone-box really was sound-proof. It always amused Dorinda to see people talking behind the glass, opening and shutting their mouths like fishes in an aquarium, but when you were shut up inside it yourself it felt rather nice, as if you were in a private world of your own. And not alone there, because you had only to magic with the dial and you could have anyone you liked to share it with you – well, anyone in reason.


Dorinda flicked the dial, put her pennies in, and waited. If anyone had been passing they might have thought she made a pleasant picture. There are so many sad faces, so many tired, lined, cross, difficult, irritable faces that it is pleasant to see a cheerful one. Dorinda nearly always looked cheerful. Even on her solitary visit to a dentist, when she had secretly been a good deal daunted by the unknown and rather terrifying apparatus which appeared to be lying in wait for her, she had contrived to smile. She went through life smiling, sometimes resolutely, but for the most part in a pleasantly spontaneous manner, and when she smiled her eyes smiled too.


They had a way of shining and looking golden when she was pleased or feeling fond of anyone. Her hair was golden brown and very thick. Justin Leigh once said that it was walnut-coloured. He explained kindly, and a little condescendingly, that he didn’t mean the colour of the nut but of the polished wood. Dorinda, who was ten years old at the time, went and stood for a long time in front of the walnut bureau in the drawing-room trying to make up her mind whether Justin meant that he liked her hair. She held her plait against the wood and gazed at it. The hair certainly had the same colours in it as the wood, and when it was well brushed it shone in very much the same way. After that she made a point of brushing it a great deal. But she didn’t like the plait, because all the other girls at school had short hair. So in a good-tempered but perfectly determined manner she took her Aunt Mary’s cutting-out scissors and removed it. She had smiled equably through the painful family scene which followed, secure in the fact that they couldn’t put it back. She had a bright rosy colour, two dimples, and a wide, generous mouth which was really quite red enough to do without lipstick. For the rest, she was five-foot-five in her stocking feet; and she had the kind of figure which has agreeable curves without being fat.


The telephone buzzed and Justin Leigh said, ‘Hullo!’ in the cultured and rather blasé manner in which it was his habit to address telephones.


‘It’s me,’ said Dorinda, throwing grammar to the winds.


‘I.’


‘No, me. Listen – I’ve got a job.’


‘Oh? What is it?’


He sounded bored. But it was impossible for Dorinda to believe that anyone could really be bored when she herself was feeling all lit-up and excited. She began to pour everything out in a rush.


‘It was an advertisement. One of the other girls showed it to me in the lunch-hour – I mean her lunch-hour, not mine. She’s in an office—’


‘Don’t you have lunch?’


‘Well, I do as a rule, but I hadn’t time today because she showed me the advertisement and I rushed straight round to the address, which was Claridge’s – and when I got there, there were about six other girls waiting there too, and no one very pleased about it, if you know what I mean. So I thought, Well, if this has been going on all day, I haven’t got an earthly.’


‘And had it?’


‘Well, I think it had, because I was the last to go up, and Mrs. Oakley said it was making her feel quite giddy. There was a red-haired girl coming out as I went in, and she stamped her foot at me in the corridor and said in one of those piercing whispers you can hear all over the place, “Pure poison – I wouldn’t take it for a thousand a year”. Then she grinned and said, “Well, I suppose I should, but I should end by cutting her throat and my own, and anybody else’s who was handy”.’


Justin sounded quite interested – for him.


‘What does one say to a total stranger who bursts into confidences about throat-cutting in a corridor at Claridge’s? These exciting things don’t happen to me. You intrigue me. What did you say?’


‘I said, “Why?” ’


‘How perfectly to the point!’


‘And she said, “Go and see for yourself. I shouldn’t touch it unless you’re absolutely on your uppers.” And I said, “Well, I am.” ’


‘And are you?’


In a tone of undiminished cheerfulness Dorinda said,


‘Just about.’


‘Is that the reason why there wasn’t time for lunch?’


He heard her laugh.


‘Oh, well, it doesn’t matter now, because I’ve got the job. I went in, and Mrs. Oakley was lying on a sofa with most of the blinds down, all except one which made a spotlight where you had to go and sit and be looked at. It gave me the sort of feeling of being on the stage without any of the proper clothes, or make-up, or anything.’


‘Continue.’


‘I couldn’t see much to start with, but she sounded fretty. When I got used to the light, she had a lot of fair hair which she was being rather firm with – not letting it go grey, you know. Fortyish, I thought. And she hadn’t ever got out of being a spoilt child – that sort. And the most heavenly pale pink negligée, the kind people have in films, and a little gold bottle of smelling-salts.’


‘Who is she?’


‘Mrs. Oakley. Her husband’s name is Martin, and he’s a financier. They’ve got pots of money and a little boy of five. His name is Martin too, but they call him Marty, which is pretty frightful for a boy, don’t you think?’


‘I do. Go on.’


Dorinda went on.


‘Well, first she moaned at me and said all these girls were making her giddy. And I said didn’t any of them do? And she said no – their voices were wrong. She had to have a voice that didn’t jar her nerves, and the last girl was a volcano. I said what about my voice, because I thought if it jarred her like the others, it wasn’t any good my sitting in a spotlight wasting time. She had a good sniff at the smelling-salts and said she thought I had a soothing personality. After that we never looked back, and she’s giving me three pounds a week!’


Justin showed a disappointing lack of enthusiasm.


‘What is this job – what are you supposed to do?’


Dorinda giggled.


‘She calls it being her secretary. I think I do all the things she’s too fragile to do herself – writing notes, doing the flowers, answering the telephone when it’s someone who insists on speaking to her. She took quite a long time telling me about that. There are times when it jars her too much even to hear the voice of an intimate friend, and she has to be fresh for Martin in the evenings. And then I keep an eye on Marty when his nursery governess gets an afternoon off, and – oh, well, that sort of thing.’


‘And where does all this go on – at Claridge’s?’


‘Oh, no. She’s got what she calls a country cottage in Surrey. As there’s her, and him, and Marty, and the nursery governess, and me, and a staff of servants, and they mean to have house parties every week-end, I expect it’s something pretty vast. Anyhow it’s called the Mill House, and we go down there tomorrow.’


After a pause Justin said with notable restraint,


‘It sounds damp – water in the cellars, and mildew on your shoes in the morning.’


Dorinda shook her head.


‘It’s not that kind of mill – she said so. It’s on the top of a hill. There used to be a windmill, but it fell down and somebody built this house. I’ll write and tell you all about it. Did you hear me say I was going down tomorrow?’


‘Yes. You’d better dine with me tonight.’


Dorinda laughed.


‘I don’t know that I can.’


‘Why don’t you know?’


‘Well, I was dining with Tip, but I told him I wouldn’t unless he let Buzzer come too, and I don’t really know—’


Justin said in his most superior voice,


‘Cut it out! I’ll call for you at half past seven.’










Chapter 2


Martin Oakley came out of Gregory Porlock’s office and shut the door. He stood with his hand on the knob for about half a minute as if he were half inclined to turn it again and go back. A tall man of a loose, rangy build, with a sallow skin, receding hair, and dark, rather veiled eyes. As he presently made up his mind and went on down the stairs without waiting for the lift he was frowning. If Dorinda Brown had been there she would have been struck by his resemblance to the cross dark little boy whom she had encountered briefly as she came away from Mrs. Oakley’s suite. But Dorinda wasn’t there – she was telephoning ecstatically to Justin Leigh from the Heather Club. There was, therefore, no one to remark on the likeness.


Inside the room which Martin Oakley had just left Gregory Porlock, with everything handsome about him, was holding a telephone receiver to his ear and waiting for Mr. Tote to say ‘Hullo!’ at the other end of the line. Everything in the office was suavely and comfortably the best of its kind. Mr. Porlock called himself a General Agent, and nobody who entered this room could doubt that he made his agency pay. From the carpet on the floor to the three or four paintings on the walls, everything declared that solid balance at the bank which needs no vulgar advertisement but makes itself felt along the avenues of taste. The richness was a subdued richness. Gregory Porlock’s clothes were part of it. Admirable in themselves, they not only did not have to atone for nature’s defects, but actually gained from nature’s bounty. He was an exceedingly personable man, rather florid of complexion, in marked and becoming contrast to the colour of his dark eyes and a head of very thick iron-grey hair. He might be in his middle forties, and he might be, and probably was, a couple of stone heavier than he had been ten years before, but it was not unbecoming and he carried it with an air.


The line crackled and Mr. Tote said, ‘ ’Ullo!’


It is not to be supposed that Mr. Tote was in the habit of dropping his h’s. If he had ever done so, it was a long time ago, but like a great many other people he still said ‘ ’Ullo!’ when confronted by a telephone.


Gregory Porlock smiled as affably as if Mr. Tote could see him.


‘Hullo, Tote – how are you? Gregory Porlock speaking.’ The telephone crackled. ‘And Mrs. Tote? I want you both to come down for the week-end. . . . My dear fellow, I simply won’t take no for an answer.’


The telephone crackled again. With the receiver at his ear, Gregory Porlock was aware of Mr. Tote excusing himself.


‘I don’t see that we really can – the wife’s none too well—’


‘My dear fellow, I’m sorry to hear that. But you know, sometimes a change – and though the Grange is an old house, we’ve got central heating everywhere and I can promise to keep her warm. There will be a pleasant party too. Do you know the Martin Oakleys?’


‘I’ve met Oakley.’


Gregory Porlock laughed.


‘But not his wife? Then we’re in the same boat. They won’t be in the house-party because they’ve just moved into a house of their own quite near me. Horrible great barrack of a place. But don’t tell Oakley I said so – he thinks it’s bracing. I’ll get them to come over and dine. They’re my nearest neighbours, so I must contrive to meet Mrs. Oakley. I’m told she’s pretty. Well now, you’ll come – won’t you?’


Mr. Tote was heard to swallow.


‘I don’t know that we can—’


‘My dear Tote! Oh, by the way, you have that memorandum I sent you? The address? And the date? Well, I have one or two more that might interest you. I thought we might talk the whole thing over in a friendly spirit, if you came down. I really think it would be a good plan – don’t you? . . . Oh, splendid! I shall look forward to it so much. Good-bye.’


He hung up, and almost immediately dialled another number. This time it was a woman’s voice that answered.


‘Moira Lane speaking.’ A pretty voice, a good deal farther up the social scale than Mr. Tote’s.


Gregory Porlock announcing himself, compliments were exchanged. Miss Lane was invited to join the week-end party, and accepted with alacrity.


‘I’d love to! Who else have you got?’


‘The Totes. You won’t know them, and you won’t want to. I want to talk over a bit of business with him.’


‘Isn’t he one of our Newest Rich?’


‘That’s it. Her jewellery has to be seen to be believed.’ Moira laughed. It was a pretty sound.


‘What is she like?’


‘A white mouse.’


‘My dear Greg!’


‘You needn’t talk to her. The others in the house will be a Mr. and Miss Masterman – brother and sister – just come in for a lot of money from an old cousin.’


‘Some people have all the luck,’ said Miss Lane in a heart-felt manner.


He laughed.


‘Perhaps there’ll be enough to go round – you can’t tell, can you?’


‘Anyone else?’


‘Oh, yes – Leonard Carroll for you.’


‘Greg, darling! Why for me?’


‘The nearest approach to a fellow bright young thing.’


‘My poor sweet! We’re both of us going to be thirty as soon as makes no difference.’


He laughed.


‘A delightful age. If I may use a nursery metaphor, you have got past the bread and butter and begun on the cake.’


He could hear her blow him a kiss.


‘Is Len really coming? Last time I saw him he told me he was booked up for months. What it is to be a popular Entertainer!’


‘The popular Entertainer, isn’t it? I don’t think he’d care about that “a” somehow. But – oh, yes, he’ll come. Well, I’ll be seeing you.’


He hung up, smiling pleasantly.


After a moment he dialled again.


‘Is that the Luxe?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Oh – has Mr. Leonard Carroll finished his turn in the cabaret?’


Well, sir, I think he has, just about.’


‘Could you send someone to tell him I’d like a word with him? . . . Gregory Porlock. I’ll hold on.’


He had a little time to wait. He beguiled it by humming the air of an old Scotch song. Presently the humming broke into words:


 


‘The love that I had chosen


Was to my heart’s content.


The salt sea shall be frozen


Before that I repent.


Repent it will I never


Until the day I dee,


But the Lowlands of Holland


Have twined my love and me.’


 


A lovely minor air, rendered softly in an agreeable baritone. There was time to repeat the refrain before Leonard Carroll said, ‘Hullo!’


Gregory Porlock noted that he seemed a little out of breath.


‘My dear fellow, I hope I haven’t hurried you.’


‘Not at all. What do you want?’


‘My dear fellow!’ There was some good-humoured protest in Gregory’s tone. ‘But there – I expect you are up to the eyes. No time for me – eh?’


‘I didn’t say that.’


Gregory laughed.


‘Well, I hope you didn’t mean it. Joking apart, I’ve rung up to find out if you’ll come down to my place for the week-end.’


‘I can’t possibly.’


‘My dear Carroll, you’re so impulsive. You know, I’ve got a feeling that it’s overwork, and that if you are not careful you’ll be finding you are having to take a very long rest. In your own interests you shouldn’t let it come to that – the proverbial stitch in time. I’ll be expecting you on Saturday.’


‘I tell you, I can’t come.’ Carroll really wasn’t troubling to be polite.


Gregory continued to smile.


‘What a pity! By the way, if you ever have time for reading, I’ve got something that’s right up your street. Fellow called Tauscher. Extraordinary revelations. But there – I don’t suppose you’ve time.’


There was rather a long pause before Carroll said in a slow, dragging voice,


‘Not unless I get away for a week-end.’


‘Well then, my dear fellow, it’s easy. Come along down to me on Saturday and I’ll fix you up with Tauscher.’


There was another pause. The slow voice said,


‘All right.’


Gregory Porlock heard a click at the other end of the line. Leonard Carroll had hung up.


He had one more call to make. When a woman’s voice answered he asked for Mr. Masterman. The voice replied without bonhomie,


‘He’s engaged. I can take a message.’


Gregory Porlock gave a laugh of the lighter social kind.


‘Of course – it’s Miss Masterman! How stupid of me! I didn’t recognize your voice. It’s Gregory Porlock.’


‘Oh, yes. What is it, Mr. Porlock?’ There was some slight evidence of a thaw.


‘Well, I just rang up to say how much I’m looking forward to seeing you at the week-end. I hope you can get down to tea?’


‘I don’t know – I shall have to ask my brother—’


‘All right, I’ll hold on if you don’t mind. Will you tell him that, with regard to the matter of business he was consulting me about, I think I’ve worked out a very satisfactory solution. I really don’t think he need worry about it any more.’


A telephone is a very sensitive instrument. Miss Masterman was quite five miles away, but Gregory Porlock distinctly heard her catch her breath. He might have been mistaken, but he did not think so. The sound told him something which he wanted to know. It informed him that she was in her brother’s confidence. He had thought so, but it was always better to be quite sure of your ground.


When she came back presently and said that they would try to be down at the Grange by four o’clock, he was the delighted, genial host.


‘Splendid! I hope you’ll like the party. All pleasant people, and one famous one. Leonard Carroll is coming, so we oughtn’t to be dull. Then there’s a very charming girl, Moira Lane. And the Totes – nice simple people. And some near neighbours thrown in. Well, all the best to your brother.’


Miss Masterman said, ‘Thank you,’ and sounded as if she meant it.


Gregory Porlock hung up and burst out laughing.










Chapter 3


Justin Leigh took Dorinda to one of those places which is just going to be the rage. When it actually did become the rage he would probably say it was vulgar and go somewhere else. He was a beautiful and immaculate young man on the opinionated side of thirty, with a job in the Ministry of Reconstruction. No one, to look at him, could have believed it possible that he had spent nearly six years in a more or less constant condition of being dirty, unshaved, and soaked to the skin, with excursions into being baked and frozen. There were also considerable periods when his immediate surroundings were going up in smoke. If you survived, it left you even filthier than before. All very incredible when you looked at the dark soigné young man with his air of careless elegance and the poise which always gave Dorinda a slight feeling of being back in the schoolroom. She didn’t give way to this feeling, because if you once let yourself start an inferiority complex with Justin, he would become simply intolerable, and that would be a pity because, umpteenth cousin or no, he was the only relation she had left.


She could feel his eye on her dress. It was a blue dress, and she had bought it because she liked the colour, and of course that was a mistake. If you’ve only got one dining-out dress, it’s simply got to be black, and no matter what else you do without, it’s got to be good. Then you just go on wearing it until one of you dies.


She met the eye with firmness mitigated by the dimples.


‘It’s no good – I know it all by heart – it hasn’t got any line, and line is what sees you through. But it’s a nice colour, isn’t it?’


‘My child, it’s a disaster.’


Dorinda was not lacking in spirit.


‘What’s the good of saying that when I’ve got it on? The pink one was worse – I’ve given it away. And you can say what you like, this one suits me. Tip said it did.’


‘Tip Remington is in the maudlin state of mind in which he would say anything.’


‘Buzzer said so too.’


‘Did he?’


Justin’s voice was completely uninterested in Buzzer Blake. He was consulting the menu, and proceeded to catch the head waiter’s eye. After an intimate and technical discussion he turned back to Dorinda, who was solacing herself for her lost lunch by thinking that it sounded as if it was going to be a heavenly dinner, and said,


‘Are you engaged to either of them?’


She came out of a lovely dream of food and met his eyes frankly.


‘Well, I don’t know—’


Justin’s eyebrows rose, as at a social solecism.


‘Hadn’t you better find out? I should hate to interfere, but you can’t marry them both.’


‘Oh, I’m not marrying them. I don’t want to marry anyone for a long time.’


The soup arrived. It smelt heavenly. It was very difficult to take it slowly enough, but Aunt Mary’s iron training held. One of the last things she had said to Dorinda was, ‘Well, I’ve only got fifty pounds a year to leave you, but I’ve taught you how to behave like a gentlewoman.’ There were moments when she found it inconvenient. This was one of them. She was very hungry.


Between sips she imparted her views on matrimony.


‘You see, it lasts such a long time, unless you go in for divorce, and that always seems to me rather nasty, unless you’ve simply got to.’


Justin looked faintly amused and said,


‘It can be overdone.’


Dorinda pursued the theme.


‘Suppose I married Tip. He’s twenty-four, and I’m twenty-one. It might go on for about fifty or sixty years. It’s a frightfully long time. Of course he’s got plenty of money. He’s in his uncle’s office and he’ll be a partner in a year or two, and it would be rather nice to have one’s own flat and a car, but I’ve got a feeling I’d get tired of being married to Tip—’ She broke off to help herself to sole meunière.


‘Then I shouldn’t do it.’


Dorinda said, ‘Oh, I’m not going to – at least I don’t suppose I shall, unless the Oakleys really do turn out to be pure poison like the red-headed girl said. Do you know, she looked nice. I wouldn’t have minded knowing her.’


‘It isn’t the slightest good trailing red-headed herrings across the path. The point is not what you either think or don’t think about getting married, but what these wretched lads think you are thinking. Have you, or have you not, given either or both of them to suppose that you will marry him?’


Dorinda beamed.


‘Justin darling, this is the most lovely fish I’ve ever tasted. I’m so glad I didn’t have any lunch.’


He looked at her severely.


‘Neither red herrings nor soles, Dorinda. Have you, or have you not?’


‘Do you think I could have some more?’


‘You can if you like, but you’d better see what’s coming.’


After an earnest study of the menu she sighed regretfully and said perhaps she had better not – ‘It all sounds too lovely.’


‘Well then, perhaps you’ll answer my question.’


Whilst the waiter was changing their plates she gazed at Justin, and he had occasion to observe that the offending dress really did make her hair look very bright. To the callow taste of Tip Remington and Buzzer Blake it would doubtless appear that it was becoming. On the other hand, it was improbable that they would notice or appreciate the fact that her lashes were of exactly the same golden brown. If she ever started darkening them, he would have to speak to her about it, because it was a very unusual colour and from the purely æsthetic point of view she couldn’t be allowed to play tricks with it.


When they had helped themselves to chicken en casserole with mushrooms and all sorts of other exciting things in the gravy, he put his question again.


‘Well,’ said Dorinda, ‘I might say, “What has it got to do with you?” ’ Her tone was perfectly friendly.


‘Are you going to?’


She laughed.


‘I don’t suppose I am. The trouble is—’


‘Well?’


‘It’s so hard to say no.’


This had the pleasing effect of making Justin laugh. On the rare occasions when that happened Dorinda always felt that she was a social success. Her eyes became several shades brighter and her colour deepened.


‘Well, it is,’ she protested. ‘I like them both dreadfully. If anything, I think I like Buzzer best, but perhaps that’s only because he hasn’t got any money, which gives me a fellow feeling. But I don’t really want to marry someone who has absolutely nothing, because when I do get married I should like to have some children, and if one hadn’t got anything at all, it would be a bit difficult to bring them up.’


‘It might be.’


‘Oh, it would. I’ve thought about it a lot. You see, I think two boys and two girls would be nice. And there’s not only bringing them up, with shoes, and school books – even if all the education is free – but it’s putting them out in the world and getting them jobs. So I don’t think it would be a good plan to marry Buzzer even if I wanted to. And I should feel a bit low if I married Tip just because there would be enough money.’


‘My good child, if you attempt to marry either of them, I shall come and forbid the banns.’


Dorinda evinced a frank interest.


‘How do you do it?’


‘I’ve no idea, but I shall make it my business to find out. You’d better stiffen the backbone and practise saying no for five minutes every morning in front of the looking-glass. You can’t marry everyone who asks you.’


‘Nobody has except Tip – not really. Buzzer just said he couldn’t – not until he got a proper job, but would I wait for him. I don’t know if you’d count that or not.’


‘I shouldn’t count either of them. Look here, will you promise me something?’


Dorinda possessed a vein of caution. It prompted her to ask,


‘What is it?’


‘Don’t get engaged to anyone without asking me. And don’t be in a hurry. Generally speaking, I should say the idea is not to get engaged unless you mean to get married, and not to get married unless you feel you must. Didn’t your Aunt Mary ever tell you that?’ There was a slight quizzical smile in his eyes.


Dorinda said candidly, ‘She told me never to get married at all. You see, she had a complex about men. Because of the Wicked Uncle.’


‘I never met your Aunt Mary, but she sounds a most unpleasant woman.’


Dorinda did her duty by the dead.


‘Oh, she wasn’t really. It was frightfully good of her to bring me up, you know. Nobody else wanted to, but she thought it was her duty and she did. I was only two, and I must have been a lot of trouble.’


If Justin had a softened thought of Dorinda at two, smilingly unconscious of being a nuisance, he showed no sign of it. He simply disliked the late Mrs. Porteous a little more.


Dorinda pursued the theme.


‘The Wicked Uncle really was an uncommonly bad lot. He used to go off and run riot, and then come back, take anything she’d got, and go off again.’


‘There’s a Married Woman’s Property Act. Why did she let him?’


‘Well, she told me about that when she was ill. I think she was a bit wandery and didn’t quite know what she was saying, but she meant it all right. She said, “Don’t ever get married, Dorinda. It’s just giving a man the power to wring your heart.” And another time she said, “He was bad through and through.” She asked me if I remembered him. I said I remembered calling him Uncle Glen, and that he had dancing dark eyes, and a round white scar on his wrist. And she said in a dreadfully bitter voice, “He had what they call charm. And he’d take anyone’s last drop of blood and their last penny, and laugh.” Then she told me that he’d had all her money except her annuity and the fifty pounds a year she was leaving me. And she said never to let him have a penny of it.’


‘He isn’t dead?’


‘She didn’t know. And right at the end when she was very wandery she wanted me to promise I’d never marry, but of course I wouldn’t.’


‘You can refer the applicants to me.’


‘Justin, do you know, I believe you’ve got something there. It really is frightfully difficult for a girl to go on saying no all on her own. I’ve often felt it would be useful to have a stern parent or guardian or someone in the background to say it for you. Would you – really?’


‘I would – I will. You can come and watch me if you like. I feel I’m going to be good at it. Are you going to have ice pudding?’


Dorinda looked at him reproachfully.


‘Of course I am! Justin, it’s a lovely dinner!’


‘Enjoy it, my child. And now listen. I’ve been finding out about your Oakleys. He made a lot of money in the war. Theoretically the Excess Profits Tax made this impossible. Actually quite a lot of people did it. Martin Oakley is one of them.’


‘Yes, I told you he’d got a lot of money – Mrs. Oakley said so. She’s that sort – she tells you everything.’


Justin laughed.


‘Then Martin Oakley probably takes care she doesn’t know anything to tell. Anyhow he’s supposed to be financially sound, and there’s nothing against her, so there seems to be no reason why you shouldn’t take the job.’


An agreeable glow made Dorinda’s colour rise. Justin had actually taken the trouble to find out about the Oakleys because she was going to them. It was frightfully nice of him. She said so.


‘Because there isn’t anyone else to do it, is there – only me. And of course it’s much nicer to have the stern parent or guardian or whatnot to do it for you. It gives you a background, if you know what I mean.’


Justin smiled rather nicely.


‘I definitely refuse to be a parent.’


Dorinda regarded him with thoughtful appreciation.


‘No, you’re much more the right age for a brother, aren’t you?’


She was surprised and a little startled at the warmth with which he said,


‘I’m damned if I’ll be a brother, Dorinda!’


In her own mind she put it down to the unlucky blue dress. Justin’s sister would certainly never have bought it just because she liked the colour. She would have had perfect taste, and would never have made him feel ashamed of her in public. She said with artless candour,


‘Of course if you’d had a sister she wouldn’t have been a bit like me.’


Justin had retreated behind an enigmatic smile.


‘I’ll be a whatnot,’ he said.










Chapter 4


Dorinda travelled down to the Mill House next day in a very large Rolls which contained Mrs. Oakley, the nursery governess whose name was Florence Cole, Marty, herself, and, in front beside the chauffeur, Mrs. Oakley’s maid, who looked like an old retainer but had actually only been with her for a week. Nobody seemed to have been with her for very long except Marty. Florence Cole had done about ten days, and if Dorinda was any judge, she was rapidly working up to leave at the end of the month. The pay might be good, but Marty was definitely poison. As he bore no resemblance to his little fair-haired wisp of a mother, Dorinda concluded that he must take after Mr. Oakley, in which case it was perhaps not surprising that the latter had emerged from the war in the odour of prosperity. Marty was the most acquisitive little boy she had ever had the misfortune to meet. He wanted everything he saw, and bounced up and down on the well sprung cushions demanding it at the top of his voice. If he didn’t get it he roared like a bull, and Mrs. Oakley said fretfully, ‘Really, Miss Cole!’


The first thing he wanted was a small black goat tethered by the side of the road, which they passed in a flash but which he lamented loudly until his attention was caught by Dorinda’s brooch. His mouth, which had been open to the fullest extent, fell to, cutting off a siren-like scream half way up the scale, and a quite normal little boy’s voice said, ‘What’s that?’ A grubby finger pointed.


Dorinda said, ‘It’s a brooch.’


‘Why is it?’


‘Why are you a little boy?’


Marty began to bounce.


‘Why is it a brooch? I want to see it. Give it to me!’


‘You can see it from there quite nicely, or you can come over here and look. It’s a Scotch brooch. It belonged to my great-grandmother. Those yellow stones are cairngorms. They come out of the Cairngorm mountains.’


‘How do they come out?’


‘People find them lying about there.’


‘I want to go there, and find some – I want to go now.’


Dorinda kept her head.


‘It would be much too cold. There would be deep snow all over the place – you wouldn’t be able to find the stones.’


Marty had continued to bounce.


‘How deep would the snow be?’


‘It would be four foot six and a half inches. It would be right over your head.’


Marty was a plain, dark little boy. A dull red colour came into his face. He bounced harder.


‘I don’t want it to be!’


Dorinda smiled at him.


‘The snow will go away in summer.’


He bounced right out of his seat.


‘I want to go now! I want your brooch! Undo it, quick!’


‘I can’t do that.’


‘Why can’t you? I want it!’


Mrs. Oakley, who had been leaning back with her eyes shut, now opened them and said in a hopeless tone,


‘If he doesn’t get it he’ll scream.’


Dorinda regarded her with interest.


‘Do you always give him things when he screams?’


Mrs. Oakley closed her eyes again.


‘Oh, yes. He goes on screaming till I do, and my nerves won’t stand it.’


Dorinda wondered if anyone had tried what a good hard smack would do. She almost asked the question, but thought perhaps she had better not. Marty was opening his mouth. A roar was obviously imminent. Her fingers tingled as she unfastened the brooch and held it out. With a carefree smile he took it, jabbed the pin into her leg as far as it would go, and with a shriek of laughter tossed the brooch clean out of the top of the window, which happened to be two or three inches open. By the time the car had been stopped it was extremely difficult to identify the spot. After a half-hearted search they drove on, leaving Dorinda’s great-grandmother’s brooch somewhere by the wayside.


‘Marty has a marvellously straight eye,’ said Mrs. Oakley. ‘Martin will be so pleased. Fancy him getting it right through the top of the window like that!’


Even Dorinda’s sweet temper found it difficult to respond. Florence Cole had obviously given up trying. She was a pale, rather puffy young woman who had been brought up to breathe through her nose, however difficult. Whenever the car stopped she could be heard doing so.


Marty continued to bounce and scream – for a wild rabbit whose scut glimmered away into a hedgerow, for an inn sign depicting a white hart on a green ground, for a cat asleep inside a cottage window, and finally for chocolate. Upon which Miss Cole, still breathing hard, opened her bag and produced a bar. He went to sleep over it after smearing his face and hands profusely. The resultant peace was almost too good to be true.


He slept until they arrived at the Mill House. There was a lot of shrubbery round it, and a dark, gloomy drive overhung with trees went winding up to the top of the hill, where the house stood in the open, exposed to every point of the compass except the south. It was a very large and perfectly hideous house, with patterns of red and yellow brick running about at random, and frightful little towers and balconies all over the place. Mrs. Oakley shivered and said the situation was very bracing. And then Marty woke up and began to roar for his tea. Dorinda wondered whether she would be having nursery tea, and felt selfishly relieved when she found that she wouldn’t. But she no longer expected Florence Cole to leave at the month. Her only doubt now was whether she would catch the last train tonight or the first tomorrow morning. In which case – no, she would not look after Marty – not for thousands a year – unless she had a free hand.


She had tea with Mrs. Oakley in a distressingly feminine apartment which she was thrilled to hear her employer call the boudoir. Dorinda had never encountered a boudoir before except in an old-fashioned novel. It lived up to her fondest dreams, with a rose and ivory carpet, rose and ivory curtains lined with pink, a couch with more cushions than she had ever before seen assembled at one time, and a general air of being tiresomely expensive.


Mrs. Oakley, in a rose-coloured negligée covered with frills, nestled among the cushions, whilst Dorinda sat on a horribly uncomfortable gold chair and poured out. Just as they were finishing, a knock came at the door. Mrs. Oakley said ‘Come in!’ in rather a surprised voice, and Florence Cole, still in her outdoor things, advanced into the room. She wore an air of dogged purpose, and Dorinda knew what she was going to say before she opened her mouth. She said it in quite a loud, determined voice,


‘I’m sorry, Mrs. Oakley, but I’m not staying. There’s a train at six, and I’m catching it. I’ve given that child his tea, and left him with the housemaid. She tells me his old nurse is in the village, and that she can manage him. I can’t. If there’s anyone who can, you’d better have her back. He’s just tried to pour the boiling kettle-water over my foot. If you ask me, he’s not safe.’


‘He has such high spirits,’ said Mrs. Oakley.


‘He wants a good whipping!’ said Miss Cole. A dull colour came into her face. ‘Are you going to pay me for the ten days I’ve put up with him, Mrs. Oakley? You’re not legally bound to, but I think anyone would say I’d earned it.’


Mrs. Oakley looked bewildered.


‘I don’t know what I did with my purse,’ she said. ‘It will be somewhere in my bedroom – if you don’t mind, Miss Brown. Perhaps you and Miss Cole could look for it together. It will be in that bag I had in the car.’


When they had found it, and Florence Cole had been paid a generous addition to cover her railway fare, her manner softened.


‘If you like, Mrs. Oakley, I can stop and see Nurse Mason on my way through the village. Doris says I can’t miss the house.’


Mrs. Oakley fluttered.


‘Oh, no, you can’t miss it. But perhaps she won’t come back. My husband thought Marty was getting too old for a nurse. She was very much upset about it. Perhaps she won’t come.’


‘Doris says she’ll jump at it,’ said Florence Cole. ‘She says she’s devoted to Marty.’ Her tone was that of one confronted by some phenomenon quite beyond comprehension.


Mrs. Oakley continued to flutter.


‘Well, perhaps you’d better. But my husband mayn’t like it – perhaps Miss Brown—’


‘I couldn’t possibly,’ said Dorinda with unmistakable firmness.


Mrs. Oakley closed her eyes.


‘Well then, perhaps – yes, it will be very kind if you will – only I hope my husband—’


Florence Cole said, ‘Good-bye, Mrs. Oakley,’ and walked out of the room.


Dorinda went out on to the landing with her and shook hands.


‘I hope you’ll get a nice job soon,’ she said. ‘Have you anywhere to go?’


‘Yes, I’ve got a married sister. Are you going to stay?’


‘I shall if I can.’


Florence Cole said, ‘Well, if you ask me, it’s the kind of place to get out of.’


Dorinda remembered that afterwards.










Chapter 5


It was about an hour and a half later that Dorinda knocked on what had been the nursery door. A voice said, ‘Come in!’ and she had no sooner done so than she became aware that after a brief unhappy interlude as a schoolroom it had quite firmly reverted to being a nursery. All Marty’s clothes were airing in front of a fire, Marty was putting away his toys in a toy-cupboard, and a large, firm, buxom woman whom no one could have taken for anything but a nurse was sitting up to the table darning socks. The scene was peaceful in the extreme, but there was an underlying feeling that if anything broke the peace, Nurse would want to know the reason why. Dorinda knew all about nurses. She had had a very strict old-fashioned one herself in the days before so much of Aunt Mary’s money had been disposed of by the Wicked Uncle.
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