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‘But I, being poor, have only my dreams …

I have spread my dreams under your feet;

Tread softly because you tread upon my dreams.’

W. B. YEATS


1

BREAKFAST time was by no means the right time to ask favours of anybody, and nobody realized that fact more than Ming Corally when she came down to the morning meal that bright summer’s morning.

Certainly it was the wrong time to approach Aunt Prue, whose stiff air was at such an hour even stiffer and starchier than usual. She had a habit of snapping at one, anyhow; she rarely said anything except: ‘Do you want some more coffee?’ or, ‘Be quick—you’ll lose your train.’ And she could be even more acid: ‘You looked washed out this morning all right … been late up, I suppose … can’t say I approve of the way you young girls behave today, but that’s your father’s business, I suppose, and not mine.’

Daddy was a dear. Ming had adored him since she was a small child. He had been father and mother to her, too, since the death of her own mother in China, which had taken place when Ming was four. Daddy had brought her home to England, then given her into the care of Aunt Prue, his one unmarried sister. Aunt Prue had offered to mother her, but even the small child, Ming, had realized that there was nothing maternal or warm about Prudence Corally. She was One of those cold, thwarted spinsters with an almost jealous hatred of anything young, of anybody with human impulses like Ming. They had never been friends from the start. But Ming had had to live with her aunt alone here whilst her father was still in Shanghai.

For the last two years, since Ming’s nineteenth birthday, Tom Corally had retired. He had reached the age limit and had returned to England for good and all, to make his home with his sister in the house on Streatham Common which had belonged to their mother, and which he could remember nearly fifty-five years ago when he was a small boy.

There was a very real and beautiful understanding between Ming and her father, but even that understanding was badly jarred at times by interference from Aunt Prue. She had a tongue which lashed at them both. She nagged at Tom for what she called his ugly bachelor habits. The smell of his pipe sickened her. The mere breath of whisky or beer issuing from his lips was enough to rouse from her an immediate protest. One harmless glass in Aunt Prue’s eyes proclaimed that a man was a drunkard. Her brother Tom’s faults were innumerable and the greatest of them was his love for his daughter, whom, she considered, he spoiled disgracefully.

Ming was by no means anxious to ask her father a favour at breakfast time. It was not really a good time of the day for him. His health was poor and he showed it at this time of the morning. The years of living and working in the heat of China had jaundiced his liver and he coughed incessantly through breakfast. Aunt Prue assured Ming that the cough was due to too much smoking and drinking. But Ming worried about his heart. She would rather have waited until this evening to approach both Father and her aunt about this subject of the week-end holiday she and Sallie had been planning. But first both Daddy and Aunt Prue must agree to her going off all day and not coming back till late.

Sallie said that it was all nonsense that Ming should have to ask permission about anything so ordinary as a day away from home. But then Sallie Lawford was different from Ming. Sallie lived with young, modern parents who believed in allowing her to have as much rope as possible. Ming’s father had been an oldish man when he married, and Aunt Prue was ten years older. The atmosphere of this house on Streatham Common was the atmosphere of fifty years ago. Here there were conventions and restrictions from which Sallie … lucky Sallie … never suffered!

Ming envied her. There were many times when she would have liked to have exchanged her rather gloomy home for Sallie’s cheerful up-to-date flat in Kensington, with her cheerful up-to-date parents.

But she would never complain about her father. Invariably when there was trouble with Aunt Prue, Daddy weighed in on Ming’s behalf. Life had been a good deal easier for Ming since Daddy returned from China, and Aunt Prue was no longer completely and solely in charge. But the effect of her father’s intercession on her behalf merely deepened the antipathy between her aunt and herself. Ming realized that.

As a small child, and later as a schoolgirl, she had been aware of this antipathy and puzzled over it. But nowadays, she understood. She and her father had had lots of secret talks about it. The whole thing was a matter of jealousy. Twenty-two years ago, Prudence Corally had hoped to go out to China to keep house for her brother. Then Ming’s mother had come on the scene … a young girl of the age that Ming was today … a girl, whom according to her father, Ming resembled strongly. She was the daughter of a bank manager in Shanghai, and Tom Corally had met her on one of his visits there, and he immediately fell in love with her.

Ming knew that her mother must have been lovely. She could see that from her photographs, and the snapshots that Tom Corally had brought home from China. ‘The Babe’, he had called her because she was so young and so small in build. She was tiny, and she had had black curls all over her head, and brown mischievous eyes … a slender, laughing nymph, years younger than Tom. He had adored her.

His marriage had put an end to Aunt Prue’s hopes of going to China as her brother’s housekeeper. So, from the very start, Prudence Corally had hated the thought of Barbara, her brother’s wife.

Miss Corally detested even her niece’s name. Ming! Whoever heard of such a ridiculous, godless name? But Tom himself had chosen it for his little daughter. He used to be fond of the priceless porcelain in China. ‘Ming’ was his favourite. And when he had first gazed upon her tiny exquisite features, he had said:

‘She’s like a piece of Ming. Ming she shall be!’

The name was not inappropriate for Ming even today. At twenty-one she was petite, slender like her mother, and with ‘The Babe’s’ black hair. Only it did not curl. Neither had she ever had it ‘permed’. (Aunt Prue disapproved of perming.) Once Ming left school and reached an age when she could decide for herself what was to be done with those black satiny tresses, she had cultivated a fashion of her own. She wore it in a straight fringe across her wide beautiful forehead, and down at the back in a black helmet curve, which Sallie Lawford said made her look like Joan of Arc.

But her eyes were not her mother’s. She had Tom Corally’s eyes, blue as the China Seas which he had sailed so often. Under the dark curled lashes, Ming’s eyes were almost startlingly forget-me-not blue.

The June sunshine was filtering through Aunt Prue’s worn net curtains, making a lacy pattern on the faded Turkey carpet and reflecting in the well-polished knives and forks on the breakfast table. When Ming entered the room, Aunt Prue was there, pouring out tea, breathing noisily, as was usual. She was a very stout woman with iron-grey hair screwed tightly off her forehead, small sharp eyes almost lost in pouches of fat, and a scarlet downy complexion. She dressed in an old-fashioned style which she had never abandoned for any consideration of fashion. Long skirt, blouse with high neck and a gold chain necklace from which dangled a locket containing a piece of hair—nobody had ever dared ask her whose.

Ming’s father sat at the head of the table, reading his paper and eating his kipper with no apparent relish. He had his sister’s build and was inclined to be corpulent, but his eyes were larger and kinder, still a piercing blue under their bushy brows. He had a short, red, somewhat apoplectic type of neck, and a florid complexion.

Ming bade him good morning with a hug and a kiss which were warmly returned. But Aunt Prue turned a scarlet, disapproving cheek which Ming could hardly bear to kiss. There were two big moles and whiskers on that double chin which had revolted her since she was a small child. She had always hated kissing Aunt Prue. This morning, however, having a particular object in view, Ming tried to be pleasant to her aunt.

‘Hope I’m not too late, Aunty.’

Miss Corally pursed her lips.

‘It wouldn’t be unusual if you are.’

‘Well, well, she looks a sight for sore eyes, anyhow, any time,’ put in Tom Corally, with a fond look at the slight young figure. Ming was so fresh and youthful and pretty in her neat dark suit and crisp white blouse. Many a time he looked at her and regretted that he could not afford to take her away from this fusty old house, away from Streatham and from that darned old office in Liverpool Street, where she had to type for her living. He hated her working. But he could barely afford to take her for a trip to Southend, let alone sail with her to China, which was one of his dreams.

Said Ming: ‘I’ve get something to ask you both this morning.’

‘Well, don’t ask me for another shilling if that’s what you’re after,’ said Aunt Prue, gulping her coffee, then, setting the cup down in the saucer in a menacing fashion. ‘You ought to make do on your salary.’

‘Now, now, Prue, don’t start nagging the child,’ cut in Tom Corally, scowling at his sister. ‘Five pounds isn’t so much when you have to part with three pounds of it like Ming does for her keep, and don’t forget it.’

Miss Corally’s ample bosom heaved and she flung her brother an indignant look.

‘Can I afford to keep her? With my dividends paying two and a half per cent instead of four like they used to, and you with just your pension, and prices rising.’

‘All right, all right,’ Mr. Corally cut in again.

He was sick of rows with Prue. Darn it, the woman was a prize nagger. And poor little Ming was so patient with her. He couldn’t cope with scenes these days, although in his boyhood he had stood up to Prue better than he did now, and shut her up more successfully. But darn it, she had the cash and he was a ‘has-been’, and this house in Streatham was all he owned in the way of a home for his motherless girl. He felt so seedy nowadays, too. Always a queer pain in his right shoulder and a horrid sensation of breathlessness. Not at all sure his heart was right. But Prue said it was just his liver; strong tobacco and whisky.

He said: ‘What is it you want to ask, duckie?’

The girl sat silent for a moment, crumbling a piece of bread somewhat nervously in small slender fingers. Her heart was hammering with suppressed excitement. She knew Daddy would be ‘okay’ about the Sunday with Sallie. But her aunt … what would she say?

Ming took her courage in both hands. Looking at her father and not at her aunt, she told them her plans. She and Sallie Lawford, her friend, who was another typist at Colebean & Fox, the auctioneers, for whom they worked, had saved a bit of money for a day on the river. On Sunday—the day after tomorrow that was—they intended to go by car down to the river and have some punting and bathing and then dine in a cheap little ‘pub’ they knew about.

Here Miss Corally interrupted.

‘Go by car? Whose car? Have you suddenly come into a fortune?’

This was where Ming changed colour and grew even more nervous.

No … the car belonged to a boy named Norman Toll, she explained. Norman was Sallie’s boy friend of the moment. And he had a friend with a large garage and some petrol to spare. They were all four going down to the river. It ought to be marvellous if it was fine.

Ming’s voice died away. She saw nothing but interest and sympathy on her father’s jovial face. But a swift glance at her aunt made her heart sink. Miss Corally’s eyes were pinpricks of horror.

‘Are you telling us, Ming Corally, you are planning a trip down to the river with two strange men … you and Sallie Lawford! Well, I know Sallie. A thorough “bit” if ever there was one, behaving all anyhow, and with queer parents, too, allowing her out at all hours of the night. I’ve never heard such a thing.’

‘But Aunt Prue, you don’t understand. You’re so out of date. All over the world, boys and girls go hiking and ski-ing and holiday-making together.’

‘This is not the Continent and you’re not bringing Continental morals into my home,’ snapped Miss Corally.

‘Wait a minute, Prue,’ put in Ming’s father. ‘Don’t fly off the handle. Let’s listen to what the girl has to say. She knows what she’s doing.’

‘Besides, Sallie is a darling and not at all what Aunt Prue thinks,’ said Ming, her eyes a hot, almost turquoise blue in her small flushed face. ‘Her parents have given her permission to go. They know Norman. He’s a delightful boy and he’s got a very good post with Rudd Brothers, too.’

‘Rudd Brothers, indeed. What are they?’ demanded Miss Corally.

‘Car people. It’s a big sort of car mart in Portland Road, and they do huge business.’

‘I know ’em,’ said Ming’s father. ‘And what about the friend, duckie. Norman Toll’s friend?’

Ming’s black lashes veiled those burning blue eyes for a moment.

‘His name is Walters—Ivor Walters.’

‘Does he work at Rudd’s, too?’

‘No, Daddy. He’s a salesman for some other firm.’

‘Met him, my duckie?’

‘M’m,’ Ming’s black head nodded vigorously. ‘They—Norman and Ivor—drove Sallie and me home the other night when it was pelting.’

‘First I’ve heard of it,’ snorted Miss Corally. ‘Right down deceitful, I call you. Why didn’t you bring the young men in and introduce them to your father and me in the proper way?’

Ming buttered a piece of toast and made no rejoinder to that, but she caught the sympathetic twinkle in her father’s eye. He knew just what she was thinking: how impossible it was to bring a young man back to Aunt Prue’s house, where neither a smoke nor a drink were encouraged. Why, she would frighten them off at sight!

That was one of the things Tom Corally so bitterly regretted—that he could not give his daughter a home to which she would be glad and proud to bring her friends.

Ming was secretly relishing the memory of that drive back from Liverpool Street, and along the Embankment, in Norman Toll’s car. A nice lad, Norman, full of humour and in love with pretty fair-haired Sallie without a doubt. But it was Ivor Walters who had attracted Ming.

Upon their first meeting, she had experienced a decided heart-throb for the young motor-car salesman who sat with her at the back of Norman’s Buick. He was older than Norman—about twenty-seven—and a good deal smarter, almost too smart, if anything, with his padded shoulders and suede shoes and the last word in shirts, ties and socks. Ming’s memory of him was of a tall man, upright, with fair hair and a small military moustache. Ivor was attractive and had entertained her hugely on that drive. He said such witty things and had such polished manners. He seemed to Ming the first really presentable ‘boy friend’ who had ever come her way. She had had other chances, but only with silly young men like Teddy Bence, in the office, and Eric Bute, the rather dull boy next door to Aunt Prue’s house, with whom she had had a mild flirtation at another neighbour’s house last Christmas.

Ivor Walters was different. Obviously a travelled and experienced person. She was sure Daddy would get on well with him. Ivor had appeared to like her, too. When they stopped outside this house, that night, he had held her hand rather tightly and said:

‘I’ve just got to see you again. Norman and I must fix some thing with Sallie.’

And the next morning Sallie told her that Norman told her, that Ivor Walters had found Ming ‘enchanting’.

The plan for Sunday was too exciting. Ming could not resist it. She cast her aunt an appealing look.

‘I assure you it’s all right, Aunt Prue. Sallie and I will chaperone each other.’

‘Well, I say it isn’t the thing,’ declared Miss Corally, her fat, florid face redder and more disagreeable than ever.

The dining-room door was pushed open, and in walked a very old pug. It was—Ming often thought—rather like Aunt Prue. It was twelve years old and Ming remembered it as a puppy, but had never liked it. It was a bad-tempered, greedy little animal, and Ming hated the way it slobbered and snorted and the way her aunt fussed over it. ‘Pixie’ as she called the animal, had all the affection of which Miss Corally’s nature was capable.

As Pixie advanced, heavily snorting, Miss Corally’s fat face creased into what might be called an amiable smile. She gathered him on to her lap and fed him with bits of kipper from her plate. Whilst doing so, she broke into a tirade against her niece’s day and evening out by the river.

Ming looked at her watch and rose. She must go. She had barely time to catch her train for the City. She was late now. With a flushed, serious face, she pleaded with her aunt.

‘I promise you it will be absolutely all right, Aunt Prue, and if Sallie’s parents allow her to go, why can’t I?’

Tom Corally pushed back his chair and pulled a pipe from the pocket of his shabby patched jacket.

‘Yes, yes. I see no reason why you shouldn’t have your little jaunt if you behave yourself, which I know you will. Now look here, Prue—’ he turned to his sister—‘I’ll take the responsibility of the child going off. She’s got her girl friend with her, and you can’t be supervising what a young woman does after she’s come of age. Darn it, what’s the harm? You’ve got evil at the back of your mind, and Ming hasn’t.’

Miss Corally looked at her brother as though she could kill him. She set Pixie on his feet and stood up, breathing heavily in competition with the pug.

‘Just as I thought. Go against me and side with Ming. You always dislike me doing my duty by your daughter. Well, she can go, but it will be entirely against my wishes.’

Tom Corally sighed. Drat the woman for being so difficult. But he smiled at Ming.

‘Get along and catch your train, duckie. And you fix up your outing. I’m sure you’ll come to no harm.’

Ming flew to him for a hug.

‘You’re an old darling. …’

Miss Corally walked out of the dining-room followed by the snuffling pug. Ming rushed to get her hat, gloves and her little attaché case, and walked rapidly towards the station.

She longed to reach the office and tell Sallie she had obtained her father’s permission at last. This afternoon, Norman and Ivor were both phoning … to make final plans. It would be thrilling … Ming felt inordinately excited at the prospect of her holiday. The world was good today. The sun was shining. On Streatham Common the trees were very green, and Ming could imagine how glorious it would be in the country … and on the cool, sparkling river. What a change from the heat, the dust, the oppression of a city office in June! And what a gay party they’d be in a little country pub on Sunday night, instead of sitting in Aunt Prue’s house where she and Daddy were both nagged at, and only that beastly Pixie’s feelings were ever considered.

Ming, sitting in the train, began to plan what she would wear on her holiday. Sallie had slacks and a sun-bathing top. Lucky Sallie, whose parents were not badly off and could supplement her salary! But she, Ming, had to part with three pounds to Aunt Prue, towards her keep, which didn’t leave much for fares, lunches or clothes. She had no slacks, anyhow. Miss Corally would have had a fit at the thought of her niece wearing trousers. But Ming had rather a nice dirndl skirt, white with chintzy roses on it, which she had made herself from a good pattern, and a Hungarian-embroidered white blouse. She would wear that, no stockings, and her old white sandals. She hoped Mr. Walters would think it nice. He was so frightfully smart himself. Ming’s pulses stirred at the prospect of Sunday … of Ivor so fair, so languid, so blasé, sitting beside her in Norman’s car, driving down to the river.

It was definitely going to be a “super” day.


2

THE Sunday outing seemed to work out exactly as Ming imagined it would—until Sallie and her friend Norman went off by themselves after supper, and left Ming alone with Ivor.

Up till then the fun had been innocuous and friendly. They had driven down to Shanley, a village near Maidenhead, in Norman’s car, and gone straight to the Four Feathers, where they ate a huge tea in the garden, under a striped umbrella. The ‘pub’—well known to the two men—was a modern structure, claiming to be ‘Tudor’. The ‘olde-worlde’ atmosphere was so new as to be painfully pseudo. There was scarcely an inch of timbered wall not spoiled by lurid, framed advertisements of popular cigarettes, beers and chocolates.

Nevertheless, the day was sunny and the garden heaven to the two girls after the toil and strain in a city office. The grounds of the Four Feathers sloped to the river. It looked cool, sparkling, tempting, and very gay on this summer’s afternoon. During the tea hour, a constant stream of punts, young men sculling, and parties in motor boats, passed by the hotel. To Ming, who had not been on the river before, it was a stimulating sight. But somewhere, deep inside her, she wished that there were fewer people around, and that instead of those close-wedged bungalows and houseboats, there were only trees … green willows, slim alders and lush meadows starred yellow with kingcups; purple-streaked with ‘flags’. The river as it must have been before Shanley became a popular week-end resort. The countryside as Ming had dreamed of it.

Then she chided herself for being ungrateful. The tea was excellent and now she was smoking a cigarette—a luxury which Ming did not often indulge in, since Aunt Prue detested it—while she exchanged jokes with her companions.

Sallie was in grand form. A big, tall, pretty girl with fair curls, large eyes, and a big mouth vividly rouged to a cupid’s bow and continually parted in a smile which showed dazzling teeth. She looked her best in her blue flannel ‘slacks’ and sleeveless top. A scarlet and blue bandana handkerchief half-concealed her hair. She was not a very intelligent girl and Ming realized the fact, but one had to be fond of Sallie. She was so thoroughly good-natured and cheerful. Everybody liked her. Norman Toll obviously did. He kept his gaze fixed on her adoringly, and Sallie was not slow in response. They were more than ordinarily interested in each other. But it took the modern form of ‘ragging’ and they mingled flattery with ‘satire’ in an incessant stream which left Ming slightly dazed and at the same time made her reflect a trifle anxiously upon this thing called love. Love as displayed between Sallie and her boy friend wasn’t the kind that Ming wanted. No, she dreamed of passionate love between a man and a woman as being an emotion much deeper, much more subtle and beautiful. She could not imagine Norman Toll capable either of inspiring it or, himself, feeling that kind of emotion. Sallie, however, seemed satisfied and enraptured by him.

Ming, sitting back in her basket chair, drinking her last cup of tea, and with a cigarette poised between slim fingers, decided now that Ivor Walters attracted her even less than the slang-loving Norman.

Ivor was the older, more sophisticated man, and when she had first met him in London, she had thought him charming. But two or three hours in his company today had reversed her opinion. She found him almost as stupid as Norman, infinitely more conceited and rather too fast a worker. He treated her this afternoon as though she had come for this holiday for his exclusive amusement. Called her ‘My Ming’ in his drawling voice and was not slow to impress it upon her that she was a ‘dear little thing’, and that he wished her to realize that she was honoured by his patronage.

In short, Ming began to find the good-looking Ivor insufferable. She was also led to wonder several times during the afternoon’s conversation whether he was quite as well bred as he claimed to be. An occasional slip of the tongue or lapse in manners, showed a complete lack of breeding under the debonair mask.

Ming would not have minded the company of a motor mechanic from the garage if he had been honest about it. But she could not bear Ivor Walter’s blatant snobbery when she was sure that he had little, if any, claim to social distinction.

She put up with him, however, and laughed and chatted, because she was anxious that the long-coveted Sunday should be a success. She did not wish to spoil it by showing that she was disappointed.

Ivor Walters handed Ming his cigarette-case.

‘Another?’

‘No, thanks. One is enough for me,’ she smiled at him.

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘Afraid I’m a chain-smoker,’ he said.

‘It can’t be very good for you,’ said Ming.

‘Afraid I like things that aren’t good for me,’ he replied, snapped the case together and gave Ming a look which she was sure was meant to signify something, but she did not know what. She was gazing at the crest on the pocket of his blazer. He followed her eyes and made haste to enlighten her.

‘Thames Rowing Club. I used to be a member.’

‘Really?’ murmured Ming. He used to be so many things. She wondered why they were all in the past. He was still so young.

Her lack of enthusiasm annoyed Ivor. He was not finding Ming particularly ‘good fun’. She did not play up to him. She was a queer, secretive little thing. Pretty, of course. Marvellous those brilliant, narrow, blue eyes and that smooth, shiny black helmet of her hair. He’d quit the showing-off very soon and get down to a solid piece of love-making. Maybe she’d respond to that, and he’d get something out of it. At the moment she wasn’t what he called ‘value’.

‘What’s the order of the day?’ he drawled, blowing a cloud of cigarette smoke at the other two.

‘Oh, let’s just cruise round till supper. Then Norman is taking me on the river,’ said Sallie.

‘You betcher,’ said Norman.

Ivor turned to Ming.

‘Shall we do likewise?’

Her blue brilliant eyes rested a trifle wistfully on the shining Thames. She would adore to go on the river. If only it needn’t be with Ivor! She would rather go alone … lie in a punt and look up at the stars and dream her secret dreams.

But she said:

‘Yes, let’s. It’ll be great fun.’

A burst of music shattered the stillness of the golden summer afternoon. The hotel proprietor had switched on a radio full blast. A band playing a twist.

Norman removed his horn-rims and waved them in time to the music, blinking delightedly at Sallie.

‘Gee, baby, that’s just poifect.’

Sallie laced bare white arms behind her head and closed her eyes languorously.

‘Poifect,’ she echoed, imitating his accent.

Ming also closed her eyes. But not from the desire to listen to the dance band. Neither could she agree that the shrill noise added to the perfection of the day. It spoiled everything. If there was to be music at all, she thought, it ought to be something soft and rather plaintive … even classical. Ming loved good music. She shared Sallie’s craze for dancing and could never get enough of it. But she disliked dance music as a concert—something merely to be listened to. Oh, this warm sun and that radiant river and the green, green trees! Something insistently within her called for solitude, for peace, and for a companion who would be quite unlike either of these men.

Supper was quite a gay affair. When they came out of the hotel again into the night, she put her coat over her shoulders.

It was a lovely evening. The windows of the Four Feathers were all wide open and made rosy oblongs of light slanting on to the lawn. There were fairy lights in the trees which to Ming’s mind looked tawdry, and spoiled the beauty of the scene, but Sallie liked them and said how ‘cheery’ it all was.

When it actually came to getting into one punt with Ivor, and seeing Sallie and Norman go off in another Ming felt some slight trepidation. Ivor had drunk more than enough both before supper in the bar, and during the meal. He was less languid, more wide-awake, rather loud and long with his laughter, and not concealing the fact that he wanted what he called a ‘party’ with Ming. Several times he caught her hand and kissed it, and she definitely disliked the contact of his lips. She definitely disliked Ivor Walters. Something about him—she could not explain it to herself—repelled her.

She knew, intuitively, that he was not a genuine person.

Once on the river, with Ivor standing up, punting rather badly, Ming lay back on comfortable cushions, wrapped her coat about her and tried to blot him out, and gave herself up to the enchantment of the night.

There was a million stars in the deep purple-blue of the sky. She looked up at them dreamily and thought:

‘What a glorious night … what a night on which to be with somebody one loved. …’

She envied Sallie. Gay, irresponsible Sallie who was in love, in her own way, with the stupid Norman. But she didn’t find him stupid, so that was all right. And just before they parted at the hotel, Sallie had whispered to Ming: ‘Have a good time … forget your horrid old aunt and enjoy yourself while you can.’ A philosophy which appealed to Ming, but she could not enjoy herself the way Sallie meant—with Ivor Walters. The very sight of his smug, conceited face and the sound of his drawling voice irritated her.

She was thankful he did not talk much as they drifted down the river, farther from the hotel, and into more secluded water. Other boats passed them. She could see lights, dim shapes, hear laughter and voices, and the pleasant rhythmic swish of oars. But soon they were quite alone. The stars reflected like diamond-points in the dark water, and Ming let her finger tips trail in the coolness of it as they moved slowly along. Bushes and trees were queer, half-defined shapes in the duskiness. Now and then, when they passed a field, she could see the form of a solitary horse or a cow, moving slowly over the pasture land. And Ming gradually became conscious of an acute melancholy. Queer, after having started off on this holiday in such a gay, excited mood, she reflected sadly. But she thought many things: she looked into the future and saw nothing but months and years of work in a Liverpool Street office. The rush and tear of office life—shorthand—typing—filing—mingling daily with the same people. Employers too busy to notice her existence. Dreary clerks. Other typists, as tired, and often as depressed as herself. Just an occasional bright word or joke with Sallie. An occasional outing with Sallie. And Aunt Prue’s house … the atmosphere of prudishness, strict supervision, watching poor old Daddy decay, listening to his stories (always tinged with sadness, because his best days were past), following the same routine of eating, sleeping, existing.

It couldn’t be called life, brooded Ming, lying on her cushions, looking up at the crystalline stars. It was existence. There must be another, fuller, happier life somewhere, and somewhere a chance to meet the Right Man and fall wildly, desperately in love and have that love returned. But how? Where? When?

Ming sighed.

Then Ivor Walters fancied he had done enough punting, laid down the pole and came to sit at Ming’s side. The punt rocked a little; drifted close to the bank and stayed still, under a weeping willow.

Ming lay quiet, silently appreciating the shaft of moonlight that pierced the dark green lace of the boughs, glittered on the long rushes and in the dimpling water.

But Ivor spoilt it all by lying as close to her as possible, taking her hand and setting forth, somewhat heavily and deliberately, to make love to her.

‘You’re a sweet thing, Ming,’ he said in his drawling voice. ‘Don’t turn from me. Let me look at you.’

Her cheeks crimsoned and she tried to draw away her hand. Perhaps she had been foolish to come out alone tonight, with Ivor. She might have known he would not find the punting alone sufficient entertainment. He was the type of man to expect an embrace thrown in. Oh, she had met other men who expected the same sort of thing. And she had never wanted it. Never been moved to the smallest thrill by a kiss as given by one of the young men interested in her. As for this man—she liked him and his overtures least of all.

She was so afraid of offending him; of spoiling the party for Sallie and Norman, too, she allowed him to hold her hand. And she smiled when he told her that she had the bluest eyes and the sweetest mouth he had ever seen. But that smile faded when he leaned closer and kissed that mouth, roughly, desirously, and then flung an arm across her, imprisoning her.

‘No,’ she said breathlessly. ‘No … please.’

But Ivor Walters was fired by that brief contact, and by the darkness and romance of their surroundings. He continued to kiss her, dragging her wholly into his arms.

‘You little darling …’ he spoke hotly against her ear. ‘I’m half-inclined to fall for you seriously, Ming … you little sweet …’

She tried to push him away. She was afraid now, afraid of his roughness, his heavy breathing, his nearness.

‘I don’t want to kiss you,’ she said. ‘Let me go—please.’

He laughed and tried to pull her closer.

‘Oh, no, my Ming. I haven’t come on this holiday just to punt you down the damned river so that you can shake hands as a reward. I want more than a kiss, my girl.’

The crude words disgusted Ming, filled her with contempt. Anger was rising, too, with her dislike and fear. Furiously she pushed him away.

‘You can’t do this to me—you can’t. I won’t have it. Take me back to the hotel at once.’

He lost his temper and tried to wrestle with her ignominiously. She felt his hot hands on her back—her shoulders. The punt was rocking, and Ming suddenly realized that it was rocking perilously. But she fought madly to defend herself. Nothing would induce her to allow this foul man to kiss her again, and consider himself in any way victorious.

‘Beast … beast …’ she flung at him.

Then suddenly she got away from his arms and stood up. Ivor made a grab at the slender ankles. For an instant Ming stood poised there in the moonlight, a small figure of wrath and disdain, her eyes flashing in her young flushed face. There seemed only one way out and she took it. She jumped from the punt, hoping to make the river bank. But she missed. A splash and she found herself in the river in a tangle of weeds and rushes. A scared water rat scuttled away. Ming sank and got a mouthful of the water. She heard Ivor calling her name.

‘Where are you … you damned little fool. …’

She did not answer. Choking, breathless, she fought her way to the river bank, climbed up … drenched, muddy, altogether miserable … and began to run for her life. Nothing would induce her to go back to the punt and that hateful man. She would find her way back to the Four Feathers, along the towpath.

She was soaked and shivering, despite the warmth of the summer’s night. The tears gushed into her eyes and rolled down her cheeks as she pushed her sodden hair back from her forehead and stumbled along. Hateful Ivor Walters. How she loathed him and the memory of his kisses. She wanted to scrub the imprint of them from her lips.

Ming sobbed to herself as she ran along in the darkness. There was no pathway here. She was in a meadow—right outside Shanley. And how she would find her way back to the Four Feathers was something of a problem. It seemed hours before she came to a halt. She felt quite ill with exhaustion. She stood looking doubtfully at a hedge in front of her. It fringed a small paddock. Her skirt clung unpleasantly to her legs. Her sandals squelched water. She was infinitely miserable. After all, what had she known about Ivor Walters? Norman had said he was a ‘good chap’. But sometimes it took a woman to know a man. Men often did not understand the first thing about each other. They were all ‘good chaps’. She now knew that Ivor was a rotten character—absolutely unsafe for any girl to go out with.

She looked through red-rimmed eyes at the pasture land, dotted here and there with trees. At this time of night it was strange and solitary to her town-bred eyes. What lay lurking in the shadows there? How quiet and desolate it was! No sound but the barking of a dog, then the chime of a distant church clock which told her that it was ten o’clock. …

At that moment an old horse, wandering alone in the field, chose to rear his head suddenly from behind some hawthorn bushes and look at Ming. The girl had not heard the animal, and the unexpected shape looming out of the darkness gave her a fright. With a gasp, she turned and flew across the field, her heart plunging with a dozen unknown fears, her eyes straining for a gap in the hedge so that she could get through. She found a stile, vaulted it and fell, twisting her ankle. After that she picked herself up and limped on, sobbing to herself. Now she found herself right away from the river, and on a roadway. A rather lonely lane, it looked to her, but she could guess in which direction Shanley lay, and began to limp painfully down the lane.

But the lane twisted and turned. And after limping along for a mile, Ming saw neither lights nor any indication that she was close to her destination. Added to which, she had a suspicion now that this lane was taking her right away from the river in the opposite direction.

Head, body, ankle hurt, and she was so tired—she began to stumble. The beauty of the summer’s night had turned to tragedy for Ming.

She was at breaking point when she came to the first house on her route. In the moonlight the big wrought-iron gateway was clearly defined, and beside it a cottage which she supposed was some kind of lodge. No doubt at the end of that wide, graceful drive, fringed with chestnut trees, there was a big house. Ming limped towards the little lodge. There were lights in the window. In the last stages of exhaustion and misery, she dragged herself up to the gates, determined to ask where she was and how best she could get back to Shanley.

At that moment, a man came slowly down the drive, followed by a labrador walking obediently to heel. Ming’s dazed eyes took in the sight of this man only vaguely. The light of the moon showed him as tall, rather slimly built, wearing a dinner jacket, and smoking a cigar. The world was revolving most unpleasantly around her. She was very afraid that she was about to faint—a thing she had only done once before, and that was when she was sixteen and had succumbed suddenly to a bad attack of migraine. She remembered the awful sensation of falling … of the earth rising up to meet her. And that was what was happening now. She heard a voice … it must have come from the man in the dinner jacket. A low-pitched attractive voice, saying:

‘Good lord! … what’s this? … who in the world are you?’

And after that … a black-out for Ming.

When she recovered consciousness, she was no longer outside the gateway of an unknown house in the cold and darkness. She was indoors where it was light and warm, lying against a pile of cushions on a couch in a strange and beautiful room. A room which, as her bemused gaze gradually focused, seemed to her to have stepped out of a film, it was so entirely glamorous. It was filled with books. Books all round the walls … in lovely leather bindings. The room, obviously a library, was an irregular L in shape and had tall diamond-paned windows framed in graceful olive-green velvet curtains. The sofa and the chairs were green velvet, too … the Chinese carpet was thick and luxurious.

There were great bowls of flowers everywhere … masses of purple lupins, blue delphiniums, mixed with green beech-leaves and chestnut boughs. The whole room was softly lighted by electric candles in wall-brackets. Beside the couch on which Ming was lying there was a perfect Chippendale table, smooth-topped, gleaming. It held an onyx cigarette-box, a glass and a small crystal decanter of brandy.
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