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        1


        Monday

      


      She did not believe in omens but instantly knew this was a good one: the afternoon sun, coming from behind the clouds, had turned the grey of the glass dome to a shimmer of gold. Seen from this hill top where she had got out of her car to reconnoitre – and there could be no doubt that was Dome House – the effect was quite dazzling, and extremely cheering.


      Only a moment before, her spirits had been low. The slate roof surrounding the dome was so large, the chimneys sprouting from the roof so numerous – and she had undertaken to do the housekeeping. That might prove to be a polite name for housework. One didn’t mind a reasonable amount; as a resident secretary one was usually roped in for it. But with a house that size …!


      Now, in this sudden sunlight – and the rain, almost continuous during her fifty-mile drive from London, had completely stopped – she reminded herself there were said to be two excellent maids. What riches, for the nineteen-sixties! And Mr Carrington would need her secretarial services only when he came home at weekends. A pity one would see so little of him, and that he would not be there today. She had never liked a prospective employer so much. Strange that such an attractive man should have remained a widower for so many years …


      Well, better take the plunge now. As usual before starting a new job, she was nervous – and very silly, it was, for one always got on well and Rupert Carrington had made his family sound delightful. And it would be pleasant to live in the country after three years in a dull London suburb working for a dull author and his even duller wife. All around her now were stubble fields, meadows, and woods already hinting at autumn, very beautiful in the mellow afternoon light. One hadn’t realized how unspoilt the Suffolk countryside was or how pretty the villages were. No doubt the village she could see half a mile or so beyond Dome House would be as charming as those she had driven through.


      Then the sun went behind the clouds again and the smile faded from the landscape. She shivered slightly; it was cold up on this high ground. Surely that large glass dome would make the house very cold in winter – and hot in summer? And wouldn’t it be a gloomy house, with so many trees around it? One really ought to make a home for oneself, some cheerful place to return to every night. But she’d never felt capable of it, since selling up the house after her mother’s death. And one could save more if one took resident jobs. Her little car was an extravagance (but gave her such a feeling of freedom) and she did like good clothes – nothing showy, but nothing cheap. Still, someday perhaps, a small flat …


      ‘Jane Minton, you always think that, on your way to a new job,’ she told herself, getting back into the car to tidy her dark hair and repair her discreet make-up. She then pulled on her leather gloves; good gloves always gave her confidence. Now for it! Really, that dome looked almost sinister, without the sun on it. A good thing one didn’t believe in omens.


      She drove down the hill, past the still-dripping chestnuts which screened Dome House from the road, and in through the open gate. The gravel drive curved through a plantation of trees and then through a shrubbery. This at last gave way to lawns and the house sprang into view. She did not much care for its mottled grey brick but this toned well with all the pale green woodwork – window frames, slatted shutters, a pillared porch, and an unusual scalloped border just under the edge of the roof. The general effect was pleasing and she had never seen a house look so noticeably clean. The windows positively sparkled, particularly the two very tall ones which flanked the front door; through them she could see the flicker of firelight.


      As she got out of her car, a fair, pretty girl came from the house, followed by a slight, sandy-haired young man. The girl spoke first but looked and sounded diffident.


      ‘I’m Clare Carrington and this is my brother, Drew. He’ll take your suitcase and your typewriter.’


      ‘And then, if I may, I’ll put your car in the garage,’ said Drew. ‘I’m a very gentle driver.’


      His voice was more striking than his appearance; it was deep, with a curious break in it. Jane set great store by voices. As a rule she disliked letting anyone but herself drive her car but she had no hesitation in trusting Drew. And her nervousness vanished. She chatted easily about her journey as the three of them went into the house.


      Indoors, she got a quick impression of a large square hall, rather too much upholstered furniture, and firelight reflected by white panelling. Then they were on their way up the wide staircase, to a gallery which ran round three sides of the hall and from which the bedrooms opened. High above, lighting both gallery and hall, was the glass dome.


      She was shown into a back bedroom. Drew set her suitcase down, then went to garage her car.


      ‘Flowers! How nice!’ she said, enthusiastically and automatically. There always were flowers and she always praised them, while her practised eye noticed inadequacies as regards furniture. Here there were no inadequacies. She saw there was plenty of drawer and cupboard space, a desk, a dressing-table in a good light, a comfortable armchair, an electric fire already on. And miracle of miracles, a fitted wash basin! She praised it warmly.


      ‘There’s one in every bedroom,’ said Clare. ‘My grandmother had them put in. They’re ugly but useful. The bathroom’s just next door – you share it with my sister and me; the boys use Father’s. I suppose you don’t happen to prefer your bath at night?’


      ‘Any time at all,’ said Jane, who had lived in houses where it was hard to come by two baths a week. ‘Night suits me perfectly.’


      ‘Oh, marvellous – because my sister and I like ours in the morning. Now I’ll leave you to unpack. You’ve half an hour before tea. I’ll let you know when it’s ready.’


      The door closed behind her. Jane, having bounced on the bed and found it satisfactory, looked around gloatingly. Such comfort! Not that she admired the massive Victorian furniture. But she was, admittedly, a snob about furniture, only caring for valuable antiques – perhaps because she owed so much to the few good pieces she’d inherited, the sale of which had seen her right through her secretarial training.


      If anything, this room was too hot. She then discovered the radiator – all this and central heating too! Blithely she turned off the electric fire and began to unpack.


      She had cleared her suitcase and was shaking out dresses from her trunk, sent on in advance, when there came a knock on the door. Jane called ‘Come in’ and a tall, brown-haired girl entered. In spite of her height, Jane took her to be only in her early teens.


      ‘I’m Merry,’ she announced. ‘That’s short for Meriella. Unusual name, isn’t it? Mother got it off a tombstone.’


      ‘Charming as well as unusual,’ said Jane, smilingly. This child wasn’t as pretty as the elder sister but her lively intelligent face was most attractive.


      ‘I only get called it at school but I may use it when I go on the stage. Have you been to any theatres lately?’


      Jane was glad she could say she’d been to several. Merry at once extracted brief information about them, then said, ‘You must meet my friend Betty and give us full details. She’s going on the stage too, though her fat legs may hold her back. She’s pretty fat all over really, and terribly busty. My bust’s a bit late on its cue but it’s started at last. What a good figure you have, slim but not bony. And you’re much younger than I expected. Father thought late thirties.’


      ‘Very late,’ said Jane. ‘In fact—’ She was pleased to be interrupted.


      ‘Really? I’d have said thirty-four. You still look quite girlish. Oh, is that rude? Do you mind personal remarks?’


      ‘Not when they’re as complimentary as that,’ said Jane.


      ‘You look a bit sad, too – in an interesting way. Rather Chekhovian. Betty and I are working on Chekhov at present. Are you ready for tea? If you want to pop in next door I’ll wait for you.’


      Jane availed herself of this kind suggestion and was then taken by the arm and steered towards the stairs, to the accompaniment of: ‘What a lovely soft sweater! Real cashmere, isn’t it? Oh, don’t grab the handrail – that looks awful when a staircase has two and is right out in the middle of a hall. You must sail down as if the audience was over the front door.’


      ‘But I shall fall,’ said Jane, wobbling.


      ‘Well, the carpet’s very soft. I fell twice when I was learning to run down full tilt without looking at my feet. Would you like to see me roll from top to bottom as if I’d been shot? It’s just a knack – I could teach you.’


      They reached the foot of the stairs safely, to Jane’s relief. Drew came to meet them and Merry went on without interruption. ‘Very unusual looking, isn’t she, Drew? Such a pale, clear skin. But don’t you think she should use a darker lipstick? Her face needs a clove carnation gash. It’s all right, she doesn’t mind personal remarks.


      Drew, settling Jane by the fire, said: ‘You may find Merry a bit overpowering but I believe she’s right about a darker lipstick.’


      ‘I’ll get one,’ said Jane.


      ‘It’s such a bore I can’t use make-up myself except in private,’ said Merry. ‘I can look almost glamorous – and years older. And I do some good character make-ups. My best is the young vampire, with blood running down her chin.’


      ‘Not at tea, Merry,’ said Clare, who was already pouring out.


      ‘Why not? Vampires have blood for tea. They can’t help it. I do think people are unfair to vampires.’


      Clare asked Jane how she liked her tea and Drew brought it to her.


      ‘Shall I go and get Richard?’ said Merry.


      ‘My elder brother,’ Drew explained to Jane. ‘He has a music room out in the barn and is apt to forget his meals when genius burns. It’s all right, Merry; I can hear him.’


      A tall, very dark young man came in. Jane thought him handsome but his pale, classically featured face struck her as austere. And though he spoke to her politely enough, both his manner and his voice seemed to her a little aloof. After a few conventional civilities, he dropped out of the conversation.


      Drew, having waited on everyone, sat down beside her, bringing a three-decker brass cakestand with him.


      ‘Oh, a curate’s aid!’ she said. ‘That takes me back to my grandmother’s At Home days.’


      ‘I bid for it at a sale my grandmother took me to,’ said Drew. ‘I was ten years old and already knew I was fated to be the family hander-rounder; Richard never did bestir himself. I’d quite like to be a curate – as regards the social side. I couldn’t stand the church work.’


      The whole tea, as well as the curate’s aid, reminded Jane of her childhood. Never since then had she seen such a spread of toast and jam, hot scones, and thickly marzipanned fruit cake. Yet, they’re all so slim, she thought, watching the young Carringtons steadily munching. Conversation continued easily but with no help from Richard. He seemed oblivious of them all and had to be asked three times if he wanted a second cup of tea.


      ‘His head’s like the island in The Tempest,’ Merry told Jane. ‘“Full of noises, sounds and sweet airs” – well, perhaps not sweet airs; he doesn’t often compose a tune.’


      ‘The lot of a young composer’s so hard,’ said Drew. ‘If his music is understandable it’s probably old-fashioned; and if it isn’t, one needs so much faith.’


      ‘What’s your special instrument?’ Jane asked Richard politely.


      But he had taken his tea and was already preoccupied again. Merry answered for him. ‘He can play four instruments but he very seldom does. Did you know composers can work without so much as striking a note? It’s all in their minds. Well, perhaps it’s only like writing a play without saying the words aloud. I’ve written two plays. Writing’s my second string – and Drew’s first. He’s planning a novel. His second string is piano playing.’


      ‘Only a little gentle Chopin,’ said Drew. ‘And I make it sound too gentle even for Chopin.’


      ‘Rubbish,’ said Richard, suddenly, returning to the conversation. ‘You play admirably – far better than I do. Would you excuse me now, Miss Winton?’


      ‘Minton,’ said Clare. But he was already on his way.


      ‘He’s often more normal by dinner time,’ said Merry. ‘Have you got us all straight now? I act and write. Drew writes and plays the piano. Richard only composes and Clare only paints.’


      ‘I don’t really paint,’ said Clare.


      ‘Oh, you do, Clare darling.’ Merry turned to Jane. ‘She does lovely flower studies with all the stamens and things. They were always being pinned up in the studio at school. Is there anything else you’d like to know? Perhaps our ages. Richard’s twenty-three, Clare’s twenty-one, Drew’s nineteen and I’m fourteen and almost six months.’


      ‘Thank you, that’s very helpful,’ said Jane, slightly dazed. ‘Well, you’re certainly a talented family.’


      ‘That remains to be proved,’ said Drew. ‘At present it’s just a belief our doting grandmother fostered – probably to keep us occupied on long wet afternoons. She brought us up here; our mother was always in London with Father. I rather think they were laying us down, like wine, to enjoy in middle age, but poor Mother didn’t live long enough. She died not long after Merry was born.’


      ‘Nearly a year after – and I was in no way to blame,’ said Merry. ‘Well, I must go and work now.’


      ‘Homework?’ Jane inquired.


      ‘No, school doesn’t start till next week. I’m memorizing Nina in The Seagull. Oh, you could come and hear me.’


      ‘Not now,’ said Clare. ‘I want her to meet Cook and Edith.’


      ‘Do you really have a cook who’s called Cook?’ said Jane.


      ‘Isn’t it archaic? But they were my grandmother’s maids.’ Clare rose and picked up the cakestand. ‘It’ll save Edith a trip if we carry something.’


      A door at the back of the hall opened into the flagged passage which led to the kitchen. Jane, following Clare in, saw two elderly, white-overalled women sitting in front of a fire burning in an old-fashioned kitchen range. They rose, as did an elderly Golden Labrador sitting between them.


      Cook was short and stout, with red hair well on its way to white. Edith was tall, gaunt and grey-haired. Jane set down the scone dish and shook hands, conscious that her grandmother would have thought this incorrect; she hoped Cook and Edith didn’t. They greeted her pleasantly and then encouraged the dog to offer a paw.


      ‘He can do it if he tries,’ said Edith.


      Jane doubted it. Could such a stout dog support himself on only three legs? ‘I’ll take the will for the deed,’ she said; he was wagging his tall very civilly. ‘What’s his name?’


      ‘Burly,’ said Cook. ‘Suits him, doesn’t it? Did even when he was a pup. He’s too stout. They say it shortens their lives, but he’s not in bad shape for fifteen. He was born just a few days after we came.’


      ‘Never guess we were sisters, would you?’ said Edith. ‘I call us the long and the short of it. Nice kitchen, isn’t it?’


      Jane heartily agreed. It reminded her of a ‘before and after’ advertisement, with ‘before’ and ‘after’ neatly joined. The sink, electric cooker and refrigerator were modern but the tall dresser was old; and the wicker armchairs, half filled with cushions, looked as comfortable as Burly’s rug-lined basket.


      ‘My word, we’ve been glad Mrs Carrington didn’t let them take away the old range,’ said Cook. ‘Oh, I’m grateful for central heating but you can see a fire.’


      And also see the bills for coal, thought Jane, before remarking sycophantically: ‘What’s smelling so good?’


      ‘Steak-and-kidney pudding,’ said Cook. ‘Been on since this morning. I always say they need seven hours – well, six if you’re rushed. Better get the tea tray now, Edith, or we’ll be behind hand.’ She turned to Jane and spoke with an official respectfulness which was also slightly formidable. ‘We must have a nice talk about the housekeeping when Miss Clare hands it over. I think you’ll find Edith and me easy to work with.’


      ‘I’m sure I shall,’ said Jane fervently, feeling a slight tremor. She had never had to handle any Cooks or Ediths and thought it likely that they, not she, would be doing the handling.


      Clare opened the kitchen door for her and said tentatively, ‘I wonder – as Cook’s mentioned the housekeeping – if I could have a talk with you about it? Or do you want to go on unpacking?’


      ‘Plenty of time for that,’ said Jane, only too anxious to know what was expected of her.


      They found the hall deserted except for Edith, who was plumping up cushions. Like a maid in some old play, Jane thought amusedly. And now she came to think of it the whole hall resembled stage sets seen in her childhood. The many bedroom doors above suggested a French farce; guests at a party could be received at the top of the stairs. She must remember to say this to Merry.


      Edith went. Clare put more wood on the fire and offered Jane a cigarette. They agreed it was a good thing neither of them smoked.


      ‘Well, now,’ said Jane encouragingly. She could see Clare was very nervous.


      ‘It’s just that … I suppose it is all right? Father did explain? If I do decide to go to this art school …’


      ‘But he said it was settled.’


      ‘Not yet. I felt I must see you first. I was so afraid you might be like Father’s Aunt Winifred – she came to look after us when our grandmother died six years ago and we had the most awful year. Cook and Edith gave notice.’


      ‘What did she do to annoy them?’ asked Jane, hoping to avoid pitfalls.


      ‘Just fussed terribly. And nothing was ever quite right for her – that’s so depressing. In the end Father had to ask her to go, because we couldn’t run this great, awkward house without Cook and Edith and of course we could never replace them. I just took over though I was still at school then – there’s a good school near here so Merry and I haven’t had to go to a boarding school. I shall never be really domesticated but I’ve managed … somehow.’


      ‘I only hope I can manage as well,’ said Jane.


      ‘Oh, you will – far better. And Cook and Edith are splendid. It’s just that someone has to plan the meals and do the shopping and pay the bills – it’s a full time job; anyway, it is for me because I’m bad at it. And doing the flowers takes such ages.’


      ‘Then let me do them. I love arranging flowers.’


      ‘Really? I loathe it so much that it stops me from wanting to paint them. And they’re the only things I can paint, and not very well at that. I’m not clever, like the others are. But Father thinks I should go to an art school – and I must admit I don’t want to spend the whole of my life just running this house.’


      You won’t, thought Jane. You’ll marry and run your own house. Why should such a very pretty girl be bothered to have a career? Aloud, she said: ‘Well, you hand everything over to me. I ought to have plenty of time unless your father leaves me a lot of work’.


      ‘I don’t think he’ll leave you any – and he doesn’t come home every weekend. He’s mainly counting on your releasing me. You see, as well as going to this art school he wants me to stay with him sometimes and meet people. Oh, dear, has he got you under false pretences? He felt a secretary would fit in better than a housekeeper, though he did see some housekeepers. He just went on seeing people until he found someone he thought we’d all like.’


      Jane flushed with pleasure. ‘I hope he thought right.’


      ‘Indeed he did. Drew and I took to you at once and you can see Merry has. And Richard will. Of course you may not take to us.’


      ‘I have already,’ said Jane. ‘I can truly say I never started any job with such high hopes of being happy.’ She found it hard to believe that, less than two hours before, she had gazed down on Dome House, chilled by apprehension. Remembering, she looked up at the dome, now a pale circle of twilight.


      ‘Oh, I am glad,’ said Clare. ‘Let’s have some sherry, to celebrate.’


      ‘Heavens, I’m still full of tea!’ But Clare was already on her way to get the sherry. Jane noted how small and slight she was and how young she looked, years younger than twenty-one; though her figure was that of a miniature woman and not at all childish.


      ‘There! You can drink it while you unpack. Let me know when you want the boys to move your trunk to the box-room. Dinner’s at seven-thirty. Edith will bang the gong at seven – this family has to be warned to stop working – not that we dress for dinner. Oh, Merry and I sometimes change but only into any old dress. You just suit yourself. I’ll be in my room – that’s the second door beyond the bathroom – and please, please come and ask if there’s anything you need.’ Having opened Jane’s door for her, Clare sped along the gallery.


      Jane wondered what more anyone could need, beyond this comfortable bedroom, this warmly welcoming household. Though there was one tiny fly in her ointment: it was a pity Rupert Carrington did not come home every weekend.


      She went to the window and stood looking down on the large back garden with its wide herbaceous borders. At the far end was a small thatched barn with a window in the gable end; Richard’s music room, no doubt. Beyond the garden she could see a narrow lane, then a patchwork of meadowland and stubble under a vast, pale sunset. She sighed happily and turned to her trunk.


      By the time the gong sounded she had unpacked all she wished to unpack. Her summer clothes, cleaned and packed in tissue paper, could be left at the bottom of the trunk. She imagined shaking them out, next year, then mentally touched wood, but she had no serious qualms. Never yet had she lost a job; she merely left jobs when she tired of them, and it would be a long, long time before she tired of this job. At the moment she would cheerfully have signed on for life.


      Now the quiet house was coming to life. She heard doors opening and closing, voices, a radio – no, it was television; she recognized the programme. Quickly she changed into the newest of her three dark crepe dresses – dark crepe got one tactfully through most evening meals, whether dinner, supper or high-tea. Then she went downstairs.


      Drew and Merry were in the hall, watching television. Jane found herself accepting another glass of sherry. Clare came from the kitchen with a plate of cheese straws. At twenty-five past seven, Richard raced through the hall and upstairs, saying: ‘I’m late – I know! But I’ll be ready.’ He came down just as dinner was served, looking even more handsome than Jane had remembered.


      ‘Such a bore, leaving television for meals,’ said Merry. ‘I’d like them on trays but Cook won’t hear of it.’


      Richard now seemed less preoccupied; indeed, Jane found his manners very good. He settled her on his right and talked to her most politely, once he had served the truly magnificent steak-and-kidney pudding. She noticed that helpings went to the kitchen for Cook and Edith. ‘We do that so that they can get finished and join us for television,’ he explained.


      Jane asked him the history of Dome House and learned that it had been built in 1820. His grandmother had found it in the late nineteen-thirties, much dilapidated, and been able to get a long lease at a very low rental on condition that she did the repairs. They had barely been finished before the war began.


      ‘I can just remember the war here,’ said Clare. ‘The dome had to be boarded up. And Grand – that’s what we called our grandmother – took in a lot of refugees as well as Richard and me, and then Drew as a baby. You can’t imagine how cold the house was when we couldn’t heat it properly.’


      ‘Still, I always liked it,’ said Richard. ‘And the village. But not the people who live in the village. It’s full of old ladies.’


      ‘Very nice old ladies,’ said Drew.


      ‘Drew collects them,’ Merry explained. ‘Goes to tea with them and tries to get period details for his novel. It’s to be set in the Edwardian era.’


      Jane asked what had made him choose that.


      ‘My grandmother was an inveterate frequenter of sales at country houses,’ said Drew. ‘That’s why this house is full of large, valueless furniture which no one else wanted. She also bought books, including a collection of little red ones known, around fifty years ago, as Nelson’s Sevenpennys. Clare cherished the historical romances and I wallowed in the society novels and fell in love with the Edwardians. If she and I are quaint old-world characters it’s entirely due to Nelson’s Red Sevenpennys.’


      ‘Oh, is Clare interested in history?’ asked Jane.


      ‘Not real history,’ said Drew. ‘Just little red heels tapping the Pump Room floor and swords drawn in a flash to defend a lady’s honour. And kings’ mistresses – most of them charming girls even if they hadn’t any honour to defend.’


      ‘There were lovely Ruritanian novels, too,’ said Clare. ‘But I like Dumas best of all. He didn’t come in Nelson’s Sevenpennys. Grand said you could get him for sixpence in those days but I’ve had to pay seven shillings or more for mine.’


      Jane was able to say she’d read The Three Musketeers. Clare offered to lend her all the sequels but was cut short by Merry. ‘Miss Minton’s much too modern to bother about your frowsty old Dumas. Now will everyone stop talking and concentrate on eating or we shall be late for that serial Edith likes.’


      Having accepted a second helping of steak-and-kidney pudding, Jane was thankful when it was followed only by fruit salad – and cheese for anyone who wanted it; nobody did.


      ‘Then off we go,’ said Merry.


      The Carringtons rose en masse. Richard and Drew put away place mats and napkins. Clare and Merry carried plates and glasses to the kitchen. Jane, following with the fruit-salad bowl, found Edith half-way through the washing up, Cook making coffee and Burly finishing the steak-and-kidney pudding. In a matter of minutes the entire kitchen party was en route for the hall, where Drew was making up the fire while Richard adjusted the television. Cook and Edith were settled on the sofa and handed coffee and peppermint creams. Jane began to understand why the Carringtons had kept their maids for fifteen years.


      Burly was given warm milk in a saucer on the hearthstone, then boosted on to the sofa beside Cook. After accepting a peppermint cream he went to sleep.


      Richard put the lights out. The serial began, prefaced by ominous music.


      ‘Creepy,’ said Edith.


      Drew, sitting between the maids, insisted on holding their hands.


      ‘I don’t know what Miss Minton will think of you,’ said Cook, complacently.


      It dawned on Jane that the maids had Nanny status.


      She had never particularly enjoyed television which she had usually watched with employers who, she felt, might prefer to be on their own; often she had excused herself and gone to her room to read. And she could not, now, follow the serial, already in its fifth instalment. But she found so much enjoyment that she asked herself the reason. Partly, of course, it was due to relief. A new job had started more than well; she had been kindly received and was now well-fed, warm and comfortable. But there was more to it than that. She was conscious of a happiness in which one could positively luxuriate. Who had created such an atmosphere? Four young people, two maids and a portly dog? She did not feel that Rupert Carrington could have had a share in it. Much as she liked him, he had seemed to her lacking in the serenity she now felt around her.


      Did any of his children resemble him? She scanned their faces, lit by the flicker of television: Richard’s darkly handsome, Clare’s delicately pretty. Drew and Merry, alike in their small, neat features, had very different expressions; Drew’s was reflective, Merry’s vivacious. Only Clare had a look of her father and that was mainly due to their similar fairness. For an instant Jane saw his face vividly. How different his streamlined city offices were from this old family house. Such a very charming man … The serial ended to a repeat of the ominous music. Reverie retreated.


      The next programme dealt with world affairs and was said by Drew to be ‘too earnest affairs’. And the alternative was a Western which nobody wanted; Merry said she hated seeing horses fall, and Cook said gunfire disturbed Burly. So the sound was turned down and the little figures gesticulated silently about world affairs.


      Drew said: ‘I think one reason we like television is that we can control it. Those people in the box are our slaves. We can summon them when we want them and there’s no doubt we get quite fond of them; but we still remain ruthless and powerful, capable of turning them into silent darkness.’


      Merry was watching the screen. ‘I’d rather turn them right off than keep them on and silent. Just look at them, pleading to be heard.’


      Richard said: ‘It doesn’t make much difference to me what programme’s on. I just like the miracle of the thing – it stirs my imagination. Oh, let the poor devils have their say.’


      So world affairs had an innings and Jane thought Richard, Drew and Merry made well-informed comments on them. Cook and Edith also let fall several shrewd remarks. Only Clare remained completely uninterested. When the programme ended she said, ‘I know I’m a half-wit but that kind of thing makes me ache with boredom. And now it’s the dreary old News.’


      ‘Our Clare doesn’t much care for real life,’ Drew told Jane. ‘What she needs is to live in a book, the kind that no longer gets written.’


      The News was followed by a play which was generally liked, but Jane still found her own thoughts more interesting and was glad when it ended. Cook then hoisted herself and Burly from the sofa and solicited orders for hot drinks. Nobody wanted any but Jane was glad to accept the suggestion of a hot-water bottle; she had a theory that first nights in a new bed were abnormally cold, though that might not be the case in this most comfortable house. She went up for her bottle and dropped it over the gallery to Edith. Clare came up to press bath essence on her and say that Edith would call her at eight-fifteen for breakfast at nine – ‘If that’s all right?’ Richard, Drew and Merry said friendly good nights, Merry adding: ‘We all think you’re terribly nice.’


      ‘And I you,’ said Jane, whole-heartedly.


      She had, in the course of her numerous resident jobs, lived in the same house with many young people and usually got on well with them. But she had often found them gauche, untidy and even dirty. Never before had she run into beautifully groomed, beautifully mannered youth, reminding her of friends known in her childhood. She felt as if in some pleasant pocket of the past, but one which had full access to the present; for she could not feel that the young Carringtons, with the possible exception of Clare, were old-fashioned. The others struck her as completely up to date, in spite of Drew’s reference to himself as a quaint, old-world character. And if Claire was old-fashioned it was in a very off-key way, seeing that she was uninterested in domesticity and loathed arranging flowers.


      ‘It’s just that the whole household’s unique in my experience,’ thought Jane with satisfaction, lying in her scented bath.


      She was not given to lolling in baths, seldom having achieved baths worth lolling in. The water so often ran cold, bathroom doors were so often rattled impatiently. But she was reluctant to leave this bath and lay listening to someone’s bedside radio; only when the music stopped did she get out. She left the bathroom feeling boiled, guiltily sybaritic and extremely happy. The house was silent now, and dark except for the dull glow from the dying fire below.


      What should she think of, on her way to sleep? Her interview with charming Rupert Carrington or her evening with his charming children? Rupert Carrington won by a head. How very comfortable this bed was! Everything was wonderful … too, too wonderful …
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        Tuesday

      


      She could not remember ever before being brought early-morning tea and biscuits and rather feared they had spoilt her appetite for breakfast; after tea and dinner at Dome House she had begun to take more interest in food than she usually did. She wasn’t at all hungry as she opened her door to go downstairs. Then the smell of coffee and bacon was wafted up to her and she was instantly very hungry indeed.


      Seeing Merry in the hall, she resisted her desire to clutch the handrail of the staircase.


      ‘Splendid,’ said Merry. ‘You sailed down like a duchess.’ Drew rose to ask if she had slept well; Clare said, ‘How punctual you are!’ and rang the gong for Richard. He came down and looked at Jane with faint surprise but greeted her pleasantly.


      Sunlight flooded in through the hall’s tall windows and into the dining-room. Breakfast was as lavish as she had expected; fruit and cereals were followed by bacon and eggs, though there was not – as, with nostalgic memories of country-house plays, she had faintly hoped – a dish of kidneys kept warm by a spirit lamp.


      Drew made her toast on his electric toaster. There was a toaster in front of each young Carrington.


      ‘Father bought them as a family Christmas present,’ said Clare, ‘because we were always fussing about really hot toast. Of course the wires are a nuisance; so’s the noise.


      ‘One should think of it as musique concrète,’ said Jane, and felt proud of herself when Richard smiled and said he’d consider a quartet for toasters. While finishing up with toast and marmalade she asked herself if she could manage such a breakfast every day and strongly suspected she could.


      ‘I must tell you the order of the day,’ said Clare. ‘Cook and Edith are going out. They have to take their time off mid-week in case Father comes home at the weekend. We always give them lunch at the Swan, in the village. The food’s rather good and Burly’s allowed in the dining-room. Then we drive them to stay with their married sister till tomorrow night. They leave us sandwiches for this evening and we get our own meals tomorrow – or go to the Swan again.’


      ‘I can cook a bit,’ said Jane.


      ‘How lovely! I’m hopeless at it. This afternoon Richard and I want to shop in our market town. You could come with us but there’ll be a squash in the car until we’ve delivered Cook and Edith and Burly – he goes with them. If you don’t come, you’ll be on your own here as Drew’s going to tea with one of his old ladies and Merry’s spending the afternoon with a friend.’


      ‘With Betty. I told you about her. You could come too, and talk about theatres.’


      Jane would have been glad to, or to go with the others; but even more, she fancied being alone at Dome House. She told Clare she wanted to plan the flowers before they next needed doing. ‘Planning’s half the battle – knowing which vase should go where and what flowers should go in it …’


      ‘How brilliant of you,’ said Clare. ‘I just fill vases and wander round finding homes for them. What bliss it’ll be to look at flowers I haven’t arranged.’


      After breakfast Clare and Merry made the beds so that Edith could help with the sandwich cutting. Jane went round with the girls, dusting. She was fascinated to see how the young Carringtons’ bedrooms reflected their personalities, and looked forward to a closer inspection when planning the flowers; only Richard’s room was without any. She asked if he did not care to have them.


      ‘Well, he does if they’re absolutely fresh,’ said Clare. ‘He must have chucked his out yesterday because they weren’t. That reminds me, he needs some in his music room – in the big jar on the floor; never on his piano or his work table.’


      ‘Won’t he mind my going in?’


      ‘Only when he’s there. He hates being disturbed.’


      The last room they came to was Clare’s own. Jane saw water-colour paints set out and a half-finished drawing pinned to a drawing-board. She went towards it but Clare whisked the board away and turned its face to a wall. ‘Not now, please,’ she said, flushing. ‘There isn’t time. Would you mind getting ready? Merry and I want to show you the village before we meet the others at the Swan.’


      ‘Oh, do let her see, Clare,’ said Merry. ‘It won’t take a minute.’


      But Jane, having noticed Clare’s flush, was already on her way to her room.


      The girls were waiting for her when she went downstairs. ‘Look at her lovely suede gloves,’ said Merry. ‘You don’t really need them in the village but they’ll increase our prestige. Are they your best?’


      ‘Well, I do have a longer pair.’


      ‘You must show me some time. I’m passionate about long gloves.’


      Jane enjoyed the walk to the village, which seemed even prettier than those she had driven through. She had seen them at their dullest, veiled by rain. She was seeing this one in autumn sunshine – and could it, even in spring, look better? Autumn seemed the ideal season for these mellow houses tightly packed along a curving street. Tudor, Queen Anne, Georgian … even the row of Victorian cottages was attractive. And the council houses, though not exactly handsome, were all on their own in a pleasant little close.


      ‘I like the Queen Anne houses best,’ Jane finally decided.


      ‘All inhabited by Drew’s old ladies,’ Merry told her. ‘Don’t exaggerate, he only knows three,’ said Clare. ‘But it’s certainly an elderly village. So many retired people.’


      Jane was surprised at the number of shops, three of which sold the same things: groceries combined with green groceries, hardware, stationery and even cosmetics.


      ‘But no baker,’ said Clare sadly. ‘We had one who baked the most lovely bread, but he got bought up by the Co-op.’


      Jane’s new dark lipstick was bought.


      ‘Let me put it on for you,’ said Merry. ‘I want to make your mouth a bit wider.’


      ‘Oh, not here!’ Jane protested.


      ‘Well, I’ll do it when we show you the church. That’ll be nice and private.’


      Jane found the ancient church very beautiful.


      ‘Yes, it’s all right when it’s empty,’ said Clare. ‘I just can’t stand services. Oh, dear, perhaps you go to church?’


      Jane shook her head. She had given up church-going when it became difficult to leave her invalid mother and had never renewed the habit.


      ‘Oh, good,’ said Clare. ‘I’m afraid we’re a very irreligious family.’


      ‘But look, Merry’s praying,’ Jane whispered.


      ‘She always does, before she leaves. There’s a notice in the porch asking one to. She says it’s a courtesy, like clapping after a play even if you haven’t much liked it.’


      ‘I’ll follow her example,’ said Jane.


      ‘I just couldn’t. I’d feel a hypocrite.’


      Decidedly not an ordinary old-fashioned girl …


      It was now time to go to the Swan, which they reached as Cook, Edith and Burly were being helped out of the car. Edith was in blue; Cook in green. Both of them were hatted and gloved. Jane had already decided against gloves in the village and put hers in her handbag.


      ‘Doesn’t Burly look gorgeous?’ said Merry.


      As his red-gold hair, white round the muzzle, matched Cook’s, so his collar now matched her emerald hat.


      ‘The smartest dog in Suffolk,’ said the manager, coming forward to welcome the party.


      The Swan Inn – no inn now but a flourishing hotel – had presented many faces to the world during its four hundred years. Recently it had been returned to its Tudor period, so thoroughly that it looked a fake – and largely was, as regards its façade; but the interior still retained its beams and some panelling, and the Victorian furniture in the dining-room had not yet been replaced by Tudor reproductions. The Carrington party was escorted to a table for seven where an elderly waitress, who had been to school with Cook and Edith, gave advice about ordering lunch. Everyone drank sherry except Burly, who lapped water and then went to the kitchen for a meal of stewed steak.


      ‘A proper helping, none of your scraps,’ Cook insisted.


      Jane, as hungry as if she had missed breakfast, greatly enjoyed the meal. But, even more, she enjoyed the company; she found the relationship between the Carringtons and their maids so pleasant to watch. Cook and Edith, while still retaining their slightly bossy Nanny status, had been turned into honoured guests.


      Lunch ended and Drew persuaded them to join him in a liqueur. Jane refused one but was quite glad when it got ordered for her by accident. This outing was going to cost Rupert Carrington a pretty penny, she reflected, as Richard signed the bill.


      ‘And don’t forget the tip,’ Merry reminded him.


      ‘See you again next week,’ said the elderly waitress, as the party filed out.


      After the car containing Richard, Clare, the maids and Burly had driven off, Drew remembered Jane had no key to Dome House and gave her his.


      ‘We’ll all be home soon after six,’ Merry told her. ‘You won’t be nervous, will you, alone in the house?’


      Jane reassured her and started her walk back feeling cheerful. She was looking forward to exploring Dome House and thinking about the Carringtons. Still, as she entered the drive, she did wish some of them would be in for tea. Absurd, but she was already missing them – she who, as a rule, was so grateful for a few hours to herself. She heard the church clock strike three. Well, the afternoon would soon pass.


      Having let herself in, she tested her knowledge of the house’s geography. As she faced the stairs, the dining-room was on her right, with the kitchen at the back of it. The drawing-room, no doubt, would be on her left. She opened a door and found a formal, tidy room – neglected, she guessed, in favour of the hall. At the back, a door led into a study, presumably Rupert Carrington’s. The vast desk did not look as if much work was done at it; the housekeeping books and various bills were on a smaller desk, with her typewriter beside it. Sitting for a moment at the big desk, wondering what flowers she would put on it, she noticed the photograph of a beautiful, dark young woman. This must be the late Mrs Rupert Carrington; her eyes resembled Richard’s and her mouth, delicately sensuous, was very like Clare’s. Sad that she had known her children so little.


      Returning to the hall, Jane investigated a room at the back of it which had French windows on to the garden. To judge by the pictures and books, this had been a cross between a nursery and a schoolroom; she visualized those long wet afternoons when, according to Drew, the older Mrs Carrington had fostered a belief in her grandchildren’s talents. A family photograph showed her as a heavy, intellectual-looking woman who managed to combine a resemblance to her handsome son with personal plainness. This room seemed as little used as the drawing-room, except as a store for garden furniture.


      Now for the bedrooms. Rupert Carrington’s, she knew, was over the drawing-room; Clare had shown it to her that morning but allowed no time for inspection. She went in now but found little to inspect – nothing suggesting the vital personality of the man who had engaged her. This felt like a spare room.


      Next door was a bathroom and, next to that, Drew’s room – extremely like him, combining tidiness with cosiness. Many photographs, pictures, books … that long row of little red ones would be ‘Nelson’s Sevenpennys’. She studied the faded spines; some of the author’s names were vaguely familiar but she had read none of the books. A strange collection for a present-day young man to cherish. On his desk a bound volume of Punch for the year 1905 lay open, with a pile of neatly written notes beside it. He was obviously doing the most careful research as to clothes, furniture and the idiom of the period. What flower arrangement would suit Drew’s interest in Edwardiana? She must think about it.


      Richard’s room was as tidy as Drew’s but very far from cosy. Like the whole house it was comfortably, if unbeautifully, furnished. But its owner had added no personal touches at all. And it was as cold as it was bare, with the central heating turned off and the window wide open. Flowers would cheer things up; she remembered Richard was said to like them very fresh. Typical, no doubt – but of what? She found him so much less forthcoming than the others.


      At the back of the house there was a spare room, a box room and her own room. She skipped these and turned the corner of the gallery. Passing the bathroom she shared with the girls she went into Merry’s room, the walls of which were hung with portraits of dramatists, actors and actresses. Jane inspected these only cursorily, deciding that she’d ask Merry to take her on a guided tour. Really, the child’s collection of plays was impressive – one wouldn’t have expected her to understand some of them; indeed, as regards a few of the very modem ones, Jane hadn’t understood them herself.


      Now only Clare’s room remained, the large front one that corresponded to Rupert Carrington’s on the far side of the gallery. Entering, Jane wondered if she could permit herself to look at the flower painting that had been whisked away from her. One had every right, as a housekeeper and flower arranger, to enter rooms and look at pictures and books, but one would never, never read anyone’s letter or even a postcard; that would be spying. Would inspection of Clare’s work come into the same category? She was arguing this out with herself when she noticed that the drawing-board was back on the workable again. One could hardly avoid seeing it.


      What she saw was a watercolour drawing of roses, painstakingly careful but nothing more. No wonder Clare had said she didn’t really paint! Sending her to an art school must just be a way of launching her into the world. Jane tried to detect even the faintest hint of talent but the more one looked, the more feeble the drawing seemed. Well, never now would she question poor Clare about her work. And she should be given a very special flower arrangement: something formal and in keeping with the pictures, which were mainly Watteau reproductions and small portraits of historical personages. Obviously the girl was extremely romantic – except that she hadn’t yet struck Jane as extremely anything.


      Well, that concluded the tour of the bedrooms; except for the maids’ rooms, no doubt up a back staircase. One wouldn’t dream of invading any maid’s room. That – though she didn’t quite know why – would definitely be spying.


      A clock below chimed four. She would gather some flowers now. As she went downstairs she thought the hall, in spite of its white paint, bright chintzes and colourful Turkey carpet, looked cheerless now the sun was off it and the fire unlit. She looked up at the dome and decided she didn’t really like it. Somehow it was … too unintimate for a private house; it suggested an institution. And the daylight it admitted absurd, but it didn’t seem like present-day daylight.


      After she’d gathered some flowers she’d make herself some tea. That would be cheering – though it was idiotic that one should need cheering.


      She found scissors in the kitchen and went out. The sun was now on the back garden and it was very pleasant strolling along beside a still-brilliant herbaceous border, though autumn gardens were always a little melancholy. She remembered this from her girlhood when her father had retired to the country and, so shortly, died; and soon her mother had begun her long illness … Jane sighed, and then concentrated on the flowers. Michaelmas daisies, such lovely colours, some of them new to her … and, yes, that was nicotiana. Surely that used to close up in the daytime? This variety was wide open and starry-eyed, and there were so many shades; she particularly liked the yellow that was almost green. There were still some summer flowers but they were a little ragged. She would concentrate on tall flowers now and take them along to Richard’s music room, which she had not yet seen. How indescribable the scent of autumn flowers was – barely a scent at all, really; just a faint, strange smell, pleasant but sad. Could a smell be sad or was it just the association with the dying summer?


      She had now reached the end of the garden and was close to the barn. She carried her armful of flowers up the outside staircase and opened the door of the music room.


      Later she decided it was then that her vague sadness changed to a premonition of disaster, though at the moment she merely felt the room was extremely depressing. The lofty roof, with all its timbers revealed, sloped down to within a few feet of the floor, and the window in the gable-end which faced the house was overhung by a tree. It was as if she had walked from mid-afternoon into late twilight.


      Now she understood why there were no personal possessions in Richard’s bedroom: they were all here. Books, scores, gramophone records, musical instruments – she found it odd that personal possessions could look so impersonal. His work in hand was set out with the most formal precision, each pile of manuscript under a glass paper-weight. Nowhere could she see so much as a book out of place and the large grand piano looked as if it was never even opened.


      She had just located the big jar Clare had mentioned when she heard the sound of a car drawing up in the lane at the back of the garden. Some tradesman, perhaps. She stepped out onto the staircase in time to see a man get out of the car and hurry towards the garden gate.


      She stared in astonishment. Surely the man was Rupert Carrington? But why was he approaching his house from the back, where the gate was not wide enough to admit a car? And why had he come mid-week and without warning?


      He was opening the gate now. She saw him give a swift glance up and down the lane before entering. Then he came towards the barn, reached the foot of the stairs and looked up at her – with astonishment followed by dismay. She gazed down on him across her armful of flowers. Recognition dawned in his eyes.


      ‘Miss Minton, isn’t it? I’d forgotten … Is my son up there?’


      ‘He’s out – they all are,’ said Jane. ‘I’m expecting them back about six.’


      ‘Six? I can’t wait that long. Good lord …’ He broke off, frowning worriedly.


      Jane said: ‘Drew and Merry are with friends in the village. Perhaps you could find them.’


      He dismissed the idea. ‘No. I must think. I’ll come up.’ She went back into the room as he ran up the stairs. At the top he gave another glance up and down the lane, then followed her in and closed the door. With it shut, the room became so dim that she looked round for a light-switch but he said quickly: ‘Don’t put the lights on. Excuse me for a moment,’ then sank onto the divan and sat staring in front of him.


      Something must be very wrong. Shaken by apprehension, she watched him silently. He was very pale and his eyes, almost as blue as Clare’s, showed extreme tiredness.


      After a few seconds, he ran a hand through his greying fair hair and said: ‘Sit down, please. I can’t think why it never occurred to me Richard might be out. Are the maids in?’


      ‘It’s their day off. There’s no one – not even a gardener seems to be about.’


      ‘We’re without one, I think – if so, it’s just as well. You’ll have guessed from my furtive behaviour that I don’t want to be seen.’


      ‘Is there anything in the world I can do?’


      He looked at her closely. ‘Forgive me – I have to relearn you. I liked you so much when you came to my office but, frankly, I’d forgotten your existence. When was it I saw you?’


      ‘Just over a month ago. I had to work out my notice.’


      ‘This trouble’s boiled up in the last couple of weeks – and believe me, I’d never have engaged you if I’d known it was ahead. I’m so very sorry to involve you.’


      She said steadily: ‘I don’t mind being involved if I can help – even in the smallest way.’


      ‘Does the word “police” terrify you?’


      It did, but her tone remained steady. ‘Not particularly. Anyway, I promise not to panic whatever you tell me.’


      He was silent so long that she gently urged him. ‘Please, Mr Carrington …’


      ‘Oh, I’m going to take you at your word – I must; I can’t go without leaving some message for my children. I was wondering what’s the minimum I can tell you – for your own sake. You may find yourself in a difficult position.’ He rose and walked away from her; then turned and spoke with impersonal deliberation. ‘I am about to leave England, possibly for good – that is, I hope I am about to leave; if I’m prevented I’m likely to spend an unpleasantly long period in jail, for fraud. How admirable of you not to say anything, not even to gasp!’


      The last words were said with a touch of grim humour. Then he went on almost casually, moving restlessly round the room. ‘Of course I should have foreseen this disaster and made better arrangements than I’ve been able to – for myself as well as for my family. I’m a very inadequate crook, completely amateur. Are you stunned or merely exerting extreme self-control?’


      ‘I’m just waiting to hear how I can help,’ said Jane.


      ‘Thank you.’ His tone acknowledged the sincerity of hers. ‘Well, now: will you break the news to my children and give them my love and abject apologies – and this?’ He took a bulging envelope from his pocket. ‘It contains three hundred pounds – a ludicrously small amount to leave them, but it may tide them over until some of them can start earning. I’d like Cook and Edith to have two months’ salary. Not much of a reward for all their years of service but please tell them I’ve treated them generously in my will; I shall leave nothing but debts but they’ll appreciate the gesture. You, of course, must have a month’s salary.’


      ‘No,’ said Jane. ‘I haven’t begun to work for you.’


      ‘But you’re going to – both take the money and work for me. Will you stay a month and advise my children as best you can?’


      ‘I’ll stay as long as I can help.’ No point in arguing about the salary. ‘Will you be writing to them?’


      ‘Not for the present, anyway. It will be better for them – and safer for me – if they don’t even know what country I’m in. Extradition laws are treacherous; apt to turn and rend the poor criminal.’


      She said: ‘I don’t believe you’re a criminal. Are you sure you shouldn’t stay and establish your innocence?’


      He gave her a swift smile. ‘You must have a built-in sense of loyalty. It operates before it’s been earned. Yes, I’m quite sure I shouldn’t stay in England – or here, now.’ He looked at his watch. ‘As a law-abiding woman, do you feel you must notify the police as soon as I’ve gone? Frankly, I hope you won’t as it might enable them to intercept me. But if your conscience insists …’


      ‘It doesn’t. Anyway, I’ve only your word that the police would be interested.’


      Again he smiled. ‘And you’ve already decided my word’s not to be trusted. Do you know, I’m rather truthful? One can combine truthfulness in one’s private life with dishonesty in one’s business.’


      ‘I still don’t believe you’re dishonest,’ she said stubbornly.


      ‘Well, I grant I’m no more dishonest than hundreds of men who pass for honest. But they’re luckier – or shrewder than I’ve been. Now listen: if you don’t notify the police you’ve seen me, you’d better not admit it, later, for your own sake. There shouldn’t be any need to. I’m pretty sure no one saw me come here. I haven’t been into the village. I’m driving a hired car – I sold mine to raise some more cash – and I’ve been wearing an atrocious and disguising cap, well pulled down over the eyes. In any case, I might have slipped in and out without your knowing.’


      ‘But your children will know – if I’m to tell them. Suppose the police question them?’


      His manner had become brisker; now it was strained again. ‘I’m sorry – I can’t think clearly. You must work it out for yourselves, without considering me. Anyway, you’re not likely to be questioned before tomorrow, by which time I shall be out of the country – or have been stopped getting out. In either case it won’t matter to me what you all say, so suit yourselves. Now I must go. Thank you for your kindness. If we’d worked together for twenty years you couldn’t have been more loyal.’


      She said: ‘I’m quite sure my loyalty’s justified.’


      ‘Not a bit of it. You’re a generous creature taken in by a shady character. You’ll learn that soon enough. Keep your eyes on the newspapers – oh, not the front pages; I’m quite insignificant but there should be something somewhere. Anyway, there will be if I’m arrested. If you don’t learn of that by tomorrow I shall have got away. Oh, lord, there are so many things I meant to tell Richard. About Merry: he’d better let her try the stage as soon as she can; she’s the only one whose talent I’m sure of. Not that I know any of them well. You must think me a hell of a father.’


      ‘I’m sure you’ve been a kind and generous one.’


      ‘There’s more to the job than that. My wife and I cared too much for each other to care enough for our children. My mother was wonderful with them, but I should have done more these last years since she died.’ He opened the door. ‘Goodbye, dear Miss Minton – Jane Minton, isn’t it?’


      She nodded and said firmly: ‘You’ll come back. Everything will come right.’


      ‘I doubt that – really.’ He made sure the lane was deserted, then ran down the stairs.


      ‘Goodbye! Good luck!’ she called after him.


      He reached the car, turned it, then leaned out and waved to her. She waved in return. The car shot forward. She watched until it disappeared round the bend of the lane.
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      Sitting on the divan in the dim music room, she asked herself how she could best break the news to the young Carringtons, how best advise them, help them; but again and again she failed to concentrate and, instead, found herself reliving Rupert Carrington’s visit, and trying to understand her own astonishing reactions.


      During her fifteen years as a secretary she had several times been attracted by her employers and some of them had been attracted by her, but the attractions had never coincided and, on her side certainly, had been so mild that she had merely chaffed herself about them – lacking the woman friend who by rights should have done the chaffing. Never had she really fallen in love and she had begun to think she never would. But now—


      Time after time she pulled herself up. One couldn’t fall in love with a man one had only met twice, anyway a woman of her type and age couldn’t. It must simply be that she was attracted – as she had been, even at their first meeting – and now the unusual circumstances, her sympathy for him, his appeal for her help, all were combining to heighten her emotions. She mustn’t let this … this absurd sense of exhilaration have its head. She must calm down, be practical, and above all remember that Rupert Carrington had relied on her.


      She heard the church clock strike six. The family would be home any minute. Picking up her armful of flowers, she hurried down the stairs and through the garden. Indoors, she filled the pantry sink and left the flowers there, then ran into the hall and lit the fire.


      Soon she heard the car coming up the drive and being driven to the garage. Then Richard entered, alone. He said Clare had gone to call for Merry.


      Jane had imagined telling them all together – silly of her, she now saw, for she could hardly wait until they all arrived. She rather wished she could have talked to Drew first, then remembered that all Rupert’s messages had been for Richard, who would now have to act as the head of the family. As he came towards the fire she said: ‘I’m so very sorry. I have to break bad news.’


      It was easier than she had expected. Richard, after one horrified ‘Good God!’ took it very calmly, simply eliciting from her all the information he could – which amounted to less than she had foreseen because she found she could not bring herself to repeat some things Rupert had said. She cut his kind references to herself, his reflection on himself as a father and his description of himself as a crook. But she did make it clear that he had tacitly admitted his guilt.


      Richard accepted this. ‘Oh, yes, otherwise I’m sure he wouldn’t have bolted. Well, I hope he makes it – I suppose he may get caught at some port or airport. He gave you no idea how he hoped to get out of England?’


      She shook her head, then handed over the envelope of notes. ‘He sent apologies that it wasn’t more.’


      ‘It would have been if he could have managed it. I don’t see why he doesn’t want to write to us. Surely the police can’t intercept letters – or can they, if they can tap telephone calls? Perhaps he just wants to get away from us, as well as the police – and I wouldn’t blame him; this household must cost a fortune. But he insisted that things should go on as in my grandmother’s day, that we should live here just cultivating the talents she credited us with. What are we going to do?’


      ‘People do earn their livings,’ said Jane. ‘We must think of things.’


      ‘I’m glad you’re going to stay with us for a bit.’


      She had told him his father wanted her to, but she’d made no mention of her salary.


      ‘I’ll advise you in any way I can. Oh, I’ve remembered something else he said –’She relayed Rupert’s wishes about Merry but censored his remark that hers was the only talent he was sure of. ‘Not that she can legally leave school until she’s fifteen – and that’s far too early, really.’


      ‘I wonder if her school fees are paid,’ said Richard. ‘And where can she live while she’s at school if we others get jobs and close this house?’


      ‘Perhaps you can get local jobs.’


      ‘Well, there’s always a shortage of domestic help in the village. I might go out as a male char.’


      She heard voices outside and went to a window. ‘They’re all back. I think you should tell them on your own. Shall I make some tea?’


      ‘They’ll have had it. Perhaps you’d start preparations for supper – Cook leaves us things. Not that I’m exactly hungry.’


      ‘Nor I,’ said Jane. ‘Still, food can be a help at times like this.’


      As she reached the kitchen she heard the front door open and a cheerful babble. After that, with the kitchen door closed, she could hear no more. She looked around her dazedly – how lost one felt in an unfamiliar kitchen! Well, that was obviously soup on the stove, waiting to be heated, and sandwiches had been mentioned that morning. She located them in the refrigerator, found plates and soup cups and then began preparations for coffee. Still no sound from the hall. Would Merry cry and need to be comforted? A few minutes later the kitchen door was flung open and Merry rushed at her saying, ‘Poor darling Miss Minton, what a thing to happen when you were all alone – and in that gloomy music room! But how wonderful for poor father to have someone like you to talk to!’ Jane then dissolved into tears and found herself being comforted by Merry, after which she was tenderly escorted to the hall to be treated, by both Merry and Drew, as a cross between an invalid and a heroine.


      Clare finished getting supper, and shortly everyone was sitting round the fire eating. Richard, Jane noted, ate less than anyone. She might have thought it callous of the younger Carringtons to eat so much when their beloved father was a fugitive from justice had she not, in spite of her great anxiety for him, suddenly felt so ravenous herself.


      But was Rupert Carrington a beloved father? His three younger children, discussing his chances of getting away, sounded boisterously cheerful; and even Richard, though quieter, expressed no concern. Almost as if he had read her thoughts, Drew said: ‘Are you thinking we mind very little – on Father’s account? I’m sure we’re all very sorry for him. You must blame our seeming callousness on the resilience of youth. We seem to have rather a lot of it.’


      ‘Speak for yourself,’ said Richard.


      ‘Poor Father!’ said Clare. ‘But we shall need all the resilience we can work up. How people in the village will gloat over us now! They think we’re spoilt and lazy.’


      ‘I deny lazy,’ said Drew. ‘And it’s hardly our fault we’ve not been trained to earn. Anyway, we shall soon find some way to.’


      ‘I shan’t,’ said Clare. ‘I feel worse equipped than a Victorian girl. She could always be a governess. But what can I do?’


      Merry said: ‘Clare, darling, you really are wet. If I wasn’t going on the stage I can think of lots of jobs I could do. Serving in a shop, being a waitress – or going into a factory; that’s jolly well paid.’


      ‘A factory? I should wreck the machinery.’


      ‘I must say I can’t see her in a factory,’ said Jane. ‘Is there no job you ever fancied, Clare?’


      Clare shook her head gloomily.


      ‘You once said you’d like to be a king’s mistress,’ said Merry. ‘But there’s such a shortage of kings now. Could you marry somebody? Not that I can think of anyone. All the well-to-do unmarried men in the village are over seventy.’


      ‘There’s one good thing. I needn’t go to that art school now – I never really wanted to. And thank goodness Father hasn’t paid the fees yet. Oh, dear, there are dozens of bills waiting to be paid. He hasn’t been here to sign cheques for nearly a month.’


      ‘I wonder if they can make him bankrupt while he’s out of the country – if he gets out,’ said Richard. ‘We’d better listen to the News. It just might mention him; there was quite a lot about City scandals yesterday.’ He turned on the television.


      A play was finishing – with the arrest of the criminal.


      ‘Plain-clothes men,’ said Merry. ‘I wonder if we shall get some here, looking for Father.’ She watched absorbedly until the play ended, then said regretfully, ‘We seem to have missed something good.’


      The News began. Jane, remembering Rupert had spoken of himself as insignificant, thought it unlikely there would be any reference to him. But her heart began to beat wildly when, after dealing with the arrest of a financier whose name had been in the news for days, the newscaster began reading a list of firms whose books had been taken over by the police. She heard the words ‘also those of Rupert Carrington …’ A moment later the newscaster, allowing himself a flicker of a smile, concluded with a little story about a recaptured monkey.


      ‘Well, they haven’t captured Father, anyway!’ said Merry.


      Jane found herself faintly proud that Rupert had been mentioned. Even as a crook, she did not care to think of him as insignificant.


      ‘Has anyone the vaguest idea what he’s really done?’ asked Clare.


      ‘I think it’s known as fraudulent conversion,’ said Richard. ‘You finance a company and then use the money for yourself and to pay dividends on the next company you finance, and then go on financing more and more companies. It’s all right – until you get stopped. And when a big fish gets caught, smaller fish get into the net too.’


      The telephone rang. Richard went to the study to answer it.


      ‘Probably Father, wanting to be bailed out,’ said Merry.


      Jane wondered if her entire savings would be enough. She doubted it – for a man mentioned in the same breath as one alleged to have fraudulently converted two million.


      Richard returned to say Cook and Edith had also been listening to the News and wanted to be assured that ‘it didn’t mean your father’. On hearing it did, they had wanted Richard to come and get them at once so that they could ‘help’. He’d promised to come in the morning. ‘They sent their love and said it would all come right in the end and they and we must stick together – which we obviously can’t but I didn’t mention that.’


      ‘We might,’ said Merry. ‘Suppose we turned this house into a guest house?’


      The idea was welcomed by everyone except Richard who said it was out of the question.


      ‘But why, Richard?’ asked Drew. ‘If you and I share a room and the girls shared, there’d be quite a few free bedrooms.’


      ‘And surely there must be attics?’ said Jane. ‘Are they usable?’


      ‘Only the nice ones Cook and Edith have as bedroom and bathroom,’ said Glare. ‘The others are just garrets with skylights.’


      ‘Still, even without the attics …’ Drew began to plan eagerly, backed up by Merry and Jane. It took Richard a long time to convince them that a guest house would need capital – and guests, who would certainly not be available in the winter when the Swan could never fill its bedrooms.


      ‘And though I hate to mention it,’ said Jane, ‘it’s just struck me that if your father’s made bankrupt all your furniture will belong to his creditors, surely?’


      ‘It’s a mercy he doesn’t own the house,’ said Richard. ‘I wonder if the lease will count as one of his assets? We can only hang on and hope for the best. Luckily the rent’s very low.’


      ‘But there are rates,’ said Clare. ‘And the upkeep’s so high. Do any of you realize what even the heating costs?’


      By the time Clare had finished a dissertation on the house-keeping in general, Jane saw that Dome House would swallow three hundred pounds in no time at all. It could only be kept going – even with the most rigid economies – if the three elder Carringtons got jobs immediately. As for Merry’s education … But she wasn’t bringing that topic up now.


      They listened to the final News broadcast but the City’s affairs were omitted. Richard then said he could neither think nor talk any more and was going to bed.


      ‘Me, too,’ said Drew. ‘I find the resilience of youth is wearing off.’


      Clare began collecting the supper plates. ‘We’ll wash these up with the breakfast things. You have your bath, Miss Minton.’


      Drew said: ‘As you’re such a friend now, could we stop calling you Miss Minton? Perhaps “Minty” – no, I’m sure you’d hate that.’


      Jane had often suffered Minty but never willingly. She said now: ‘I’d prefer Jane. It’ll make me feel younger.’


      ‘I wish something would make me feel older,’ said Drew. ‘Catastrophe’s obviously thrusting maturity on you, Richard, but I’m beginning to feel like a fatherless child. Not that I’ve depended on Father for anything but material comforts. To be honest, I’ve never felt I knew him at all well.’


      ‘I doubt if any of us have,’ said Richard.


      ‘He hasn’t really given us the chance to,’ said Merry. ‘Still, when we have seen him he’s always been terribly nice. And I wish him good luck with all my heart.’


      She spoke cheerfully and without a trace of sentiment. Jane tried to think it a good thing that Rupert’s children were not stricken emotionally as well as financially, but she found it hard to understand. Later, lying in bed, she told herself she was more callous than they were. Why, if she really had fallen in love with Rupert, wasn’t she miserable? Why did she find life so interesting, exciting, full of hope? She tried to harrow herself by thinking of him flying from the law through the night – or already in a prison cell. But she went on feeling interested, excited and hopeful. Well, at least she would keep vigil for him, lie awake …


      She slept eight hours and only got downstairs when breakfast was ready.


      ‘Just toast and marmalade,’ said Glare. ‘I thought we’d better start economizing.’
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