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EIGHT

Star rang up at half past six, which was better than being late. The call must have cost pounds, because she went on talking in a perfectly care-free manner while the pips kept mounting up. Janet and Stella made a game of it. They sat side by side on the bed and played snatch-the-microphone, so that at one moment Star found herself impressing upon Stella that she was an exceptionally sensitive child and mustn’t be crossed, and in the next blowing kisses along the wire to Janet. As this had the fortunate result of making Stella laugh, nothing could have been more reassuring for Star. The good-byes were said in a much happier atmosphere than anyone would have thought possible, and it was only at the last that there was a sob in the high, pretty voice.

   ‘Janet – are you there?’

   Janet said, ‘Yes.’

   ‘You will keep her safe, won’t you? I’ve got the most dreadful cold feet.’

   ‘Star, you’re just being silly!’

   Stella bounced on the bed beside her.

   ‘Me – me – it’s my turn!’ She butted Janet out of the way. ‘Star, it’s me! You are being silly! Janet says so, and so do I!’

   ‘Darling, are you all right – are you happy?’

   ‘Of course! Janet is going to tell me about going up Darnach Law and getting lost in the mist. You didn’t tell me about that—’

   ‘Janet will,’ said Star.

   ‘And when I’m quite grown up I shall go there, and I shall climb all over the hill! And I shall come with you in an aeroplane when you go to New York, and I shall sit up all night and see you act!’

   They were still talking ten minutes later when Janet took the receiver.

   ‘Better ring off now, Star. Have a good time, and send us all your notices.’

   Stella bounced and echoed her.

   ‘Send me every single picture – promise!’

   In her packed-up flat Star felt cold and cut off. They were going to do very well without her. Not that she wanted Stella to miss her – she didn’t, she really didn’t. But that cold feeling persisted, and the Atlantic was dreadfully wide.

   Down at Ford House Stella went happily to bed. There were going to be so many things to do tomorrow, that she was in a hurry to get there and begin doing them.

   Janet put on a brown taffeta dress with a little turnover collar and fastened it with a deep-coloured cairngorm brooch which had belonged to the Highland grandmother. As she went down the wide staircase, there were hurrying steps behind her. A dark girl passed her in a rush, and then, as if the impulse which had taken her there had petered out, turned no more than a dozen feet away from the foot of the stairs and stood waiting, her hands clasped at her breast, her foot tapping the floor.

   Janet did not hurry herself. She continued her staid descent. This, she supposed, was Meriel, and all that she or anyone else knew about Meriel was that Adriana Ford had picked her up somewhere. She looked at her and saw a creature slight to the point of attenuation, with masses of hair tossed together above an artificially whitened face, eyes dark behind darker lashes, and thin lips painted scarlet. She wore a black dress with a spreading skirt and very long sleeves coming down over long white hands. A string of pearls fell to her waist. Janet thought they were real. Very difficult to tell, of course, but she thought so all the same. As she reached the bottom step, the scarlet lips opened to say,

   ‘I suppose you are Janet Johnstone.’ The voice was husky, the tone aggressive.

   Janet smiled briefly and replied,

   ‘I suppose you are Meriel Ford.’

   The black eyes flashed.

   ‘Oh, we’re all Fords here, and none of us have the slightest right to the name. It should be Rutherford really. Adriana just thought Ford sounded better for the stage. Adriana Ford – that’s pretty good, isn’t it? Rutherford would have been too long. And then, of course, when she bought this place it all fitted in too marvellously. Ford of Ford House!’ She gave a low laugh. ‘And Geoffrey and Edna followed suit, so we’re all Fords together! Have you seen Adriana yet?’

   ‘Not yet.’

   Meriel laughed again.

   ‘Oh, well, if you had come down a month ago you might have stayed your fortnight and never set eyes on her. She has been like that ever since her accident in the spring – up in her own room and only seeing the people she fancies. But she has taken a turn just the last few days – went up to town to see a doctor and came back with a lot of new clothes and all set to start entertaining in a big way. She has been coming down to meals and generally sitting up and taking notice. But I believe she is staying in her room tonight – probably because you are here. She doesn’t always fancy strangers. Are you a nervous person?’

   ‘I don’t think so.’

   Meriel surveyed her.

   ‘No – you haven’t enough temperament. Adriana won’t care about you one way or the other. Between people who have temperament it’s love or hate, you know.’ The thin shoulders were shrugged. ‘It doesn’t really matter which. It is the emotion that counts. One might just as well be dead as have no emotions. But I daresay that seems like nonsense to you.’

   ‘It does rather,’ said Janet equably. She moved on across the hall.

   The meal was well cooked and well served. Simmons had been a good butler. He knew his job, and within the limits of his strength he could still put up a good performance with Joan Cuttle helping in the background.

   Geoffrey Ford came in when the soup was already on the table – a good-looking fair-haired man a little run to seed. His eye travelled over Janet in the manner of an expert. There was a gleam of interest, almost immediately quenched by a definite lack of response. He liked a woman who could give him glance for glance, but here there was no answering spark, beckoning only to withdraw behind dropped lashes. He got a steady look and a pleasant answer when he spoke to her, but he thought not even Edna’s jealousy would be able to find anything to feed on in Miss Janet Johnstone. He had a mental shrug for the conclusion.

   When dinner was over he vanished into the smoking-room. Janet endured two hours of Edna’s conversation against a background of jazz music evoked by Meriel. As fast as one programme ended she started fiddling with the knobs and roamed Europe in search of another. Sometimes the throbbing rhythms were just a whisper behind a barrage of intruding stations, sometimes they blared at roaring strength, sometimes a heterodyne tore shrieking across the beat. But loud or soft, clear or jarring, Edna plied her embroidery-needle and went on talking about the dullness of life in the country, the difficulty of getting household help and keeping it when you had got it, and other kindred subjects. She had a good deal to say on the question of Stella’s upbringing.

   ‘She is really getting too old for a nurse, and Nanny doesn’t fit in – nurses practically never do. She doesn’t like the Simmons, and they don’t like her. I’m always afraid of there being a flare-up, and I really don’t know what I should do if they gave notice. And then there is Joan. Such a nice girl, but Nanny is always picking on her. I am sometimes quite sorry there is this class at the Vicarage. For Stella, you know. I suppose Star told you, The Lentons have two little girls, and Jackie Trent comes in. His mother neglects him dreadfully. She is a widow, and a very flighty person. She lives in the cottage opposite the church, and he makes the class up to four. And a cousin of Mrs Lenton’s helps in the house and teaches them. She isn’t really strong enough to take a regular job, so it’s all very convenient. Only sometimes I think it would be better if it wasn’t, because then Star would be obliged to do something about Stella. She would really be a great deal better at school.’

   Janet was very glad indeed when ten o’clock struck and Edna, folding up her work, remarked that they kept early hours. She took a book to bed with her, read for an hour, and slept until seven in the morning.

   The first thing she saw when she opened her eyes was Stella sitting cross-legged on the end of the bed. She wore a blue dressing-gown embroidered with daisies. Her eyes were fixed on Janet in an unwinking stare.

   ‘I thought you’d wake up. People do if you go on looking at them. Nanny won’t let me wake her – she’s most strict about it. She looked after a boy called Peter once, and he used to come rampaging into her bed as soon as it was light. She told him and she told him, but he would do it. So she went away and looked after someone else.’

   They were just going down to breakfast, when there was a knock on the nursery door. At Janet’s ‘Come in!’ there entered a little roundabout woman with a thick mop of grey hair and a bustling way with her.

   ‘Good-morning, Miss Johnstone. Meeson’s the name, and Mrs for choice. Not that I ever fancied a man enough to marry one, but it sounds better, if you know what I mean. When you’re getting on in years, as you might say – more to it than just plain Miss. And, Miss Ford, she sends her compliments and will be glad if you will visit her whenever you get back from taking Stella to the Vicarage.’

   Stella frowned.

   ‘I don’t want to go to the Vicarage. I want to stay here and see Adriana, and have Janet tell me about Darnach.’

   Meeson put out a plump hand and patted her shoulder.

   ‘Well then, ducks, you can’t. And none of those screaming games, if you please.’

   Stella stamped her foot.

   ‘I wasn’t going to scream! But I shall if I want to!’

   Meeson said easily, ‘Well, I shouldn’t if I were you.’ She turned back to Janet. ‘Shall I tell Miss Ford you’ll come, then?’

   ‘Oh, yes, of course.’

   The Vicarage was no more than the length of the drive and about another hundred yards away. It sat comfortably next to the church with a riot of climbing roses almost hiding the walls. Two little fair-haired girls watched at the gate for Stella, and just as Janet turned to come away, a small white-faced boy ran up to join them. She thought he had an uncared-for look. There were stains on the grey pullover and a hole where a stitch in time would have saved a good many more than nine.





ELEVEN

Janet came out of Adriana Ford’s room and went along to the nursery. She was thinking what an extraordinary person Adriana was, and that she couldn’t possibly be as old as Star had said. There was something alive about her, something that would always take the middle of the stage, whether she held it with that tragic look, with gay talk about her new clothes and the parties she meant to give, or with the searching questions which came crashing in among your own most private affairs. What did she mean, asking those questions about Ninian, and why did she need to ask them of a stranger? He was her own relation, and she had known him all his life. What could Janet tell her that she did not know already? Janet was wondering why she had answered her at all. And then the door opened behind her and Ninian was following her into the room. He said, ‘Well?’ with a question in his voice, and she said, ‘Good-night.’

   He laughed.

   ‘Oh, I’m not going away – far from it! We are going to have a nursery crack.’

   ‘We are not!’

   ‘Darling, we are. I wouldn’t dream of locking the door and taking away the key. I shall use only moral suasion.’

   ‘Ringan, go to bed!’

   The old Border form of his name came without her meaning to use it. It had been common coin when they were children, but even then the elders had frowned upon it as smacking too much of the vulgar. It was an odd variant for Ninian, and she had always wondered about it, but it came easily to her tongue.

   His look softened.

   ‘It’s a long time since you called me that, my jo Janet.’

   ‘I didn’t mean to. I don’t know why I did.’

   ‘You’re a cold, hard lass, but you slip into being human just once in a way. And now stop talking about yourself and tell me what you think of Adriana.’

   Janet’s colour rose.

   ‘I was not talking about myself!’

   ‘All right, darling, have it your own way. But I want to talk about Adriana. What did you think of her?’

   Janet frowned.

   ‘She is not like anyone else.’

   ‘Fortunately! Imagine a houseful of Adrianas! Spontaneous combustion wouldn’t be in it! You know, that is the trouble with Meriel – she is the imitation, the bad copy, the local dressmaker’s version of a Paris model. She gets the mannerisms here and there, but she doesn’t begin to have Adriana’s courage and drive, to say nothing of her talent. Amazing person! What did she say to you when she sent me out of the room?’

   ‘That’s asking.’

   ‘Don’t I get an answer?’

   She shook her head. He said,

   ‘Did she?’

   She shook her head again.

   ‘Does that mean she didn’t, or that you won’t tell?’

   ‘You can please yourself.’

   He laughed.

   ‘You are a very aggravating woman. What would you do if I was to shake you – call for help?’

   ‘I might.’

   ‘Then I can tell you who would come – Meriel. She is the only one near enough. And what fun that would be – for her! A part to play after her own heart! Brutal seducer checked! An angel to the rescue! Foolish inexperienced damsel rebuked and warned!’

   ‘Ringan, go to bed!’

   She had meant her voice to be, not angry, but quietly firm.

   She could not help being aware that it held a trace of indulgence.

   He leaned against the mantelpiece and looked at her with smiling eyes.

   ‘How are you going to get me to go? Do you think you could push me?’

   ‘I shouldn’t dream of trying.’

   He nodded.

   ‘Just as well. It’s the world to a winkle that I’d kiss you. So what? If you’re thinking of an appeal to my better feelings, you’ve known for a long time that I haven’t got any.’

   She made no answer. He was trying to play on her, and she wouldn’t have it.

   He stretched out a hand and just touched her on the wrist.

   ‘I haven’t, have I? Have I?’

   ‘I suppose you have your share.’

   ‘But such a small one? It wants a lot of encouragement. You might be quite surprised if you would take it on.’

   Janet’s colour burned.

   ‘You might try Anne Forester.’

   He shook his head.

   ‘She wouldn’t be any good at it.’ Then suddenly, and in a different voice, ‘Janet, you know she wasn’t anything!’

   ‘I know nothing of the kind.’

   ‘Then working for Hugo has had a most disintegrating effect upon your brain. You used to be quite intelligent, and if you had used one grain of common sense you would have known that Anne was only a play.’

   Janet was standing up very straight. If she could have added three inches to her height it would have been a great support. She did her best as she said,

   ‘That would be so nice for Anne!’

   ‘Oh, she was playing too. There wasn’t anything serious in it at all, on either side. It was just one of those here-today-and-gone-tomorrow kind of things.’

   ‘Like the affair you had with Anne Newton – and Anne Harding?’

   He burst out laughing.

   ‘Of course! And anyhow they were all Annes. There’s never been another Janet! You know, darling, what is wrong with you is that serious disposition – too many forebears living in manses and preaching long Scottish sermons. A man can kiss a girl without wanting to spend the rest of his life with her. I tell you, none of the Annes meant a thing, and they were not a bit more in earnest than I was – I swear they weren’t. That sort of thing just doesn’t mean anything at all.’

   Janet’s smile flashed out, the dimple appeared.

   ‘That is what Hugo said.’

   ‘He did, did he?’

   ‘Oh, yes.’

   ‘And suited the action to the word no doubt. And I suppose you let him kiss you!’

   ‘Why not?’

   He took her by the shoulders.

   ‘You know very well why not. Janet – did he? Did you let him?’

   She stepped back, but not in time. Meriel stood in the doorway with the air of a tragedy queen. She had on the dress she had worn at dinner, and a shawl of crimson silk with a fringe that dripped to the floor. It was falling off one shoulder. She caught at it and said in a dramatic voice,

   ‘I am interrupting you! I suppose you expect me to apologize?’

   Ninian turned round in a leisurely manner and said,

   ‘Why?’ The question was accompanied by rather a bleak stare.

   ‘I was afraid I had startled you.’

   ‘But how could it have been anything but a pleasant surprise? Won’t you come in and make yourself at home? I am sure Nanny always has a welcome for you. Janet wouldn’t wish to lag behind – would you, darling?’

   Janet had been standing just where she was, the colour still in her cheeks but her whole look grave and composed. Appealed to directly, she said,

   ‘Yes, do come in. I was telling Ninian that it’s time for bed. But it isn’t really so late. Adriana was getting tired, so we came away.’

   Meriel came into the room holding the red shawl about her.

   ‘I suppose she asked you to call her Adriana?’

   ‘Oh, yes.’

   Ninian said abruptly, ‘Well, I’m off. Don’t run through all the confidences tonight, or you will have none left for tomorrow.’ He paused on the threshold, and from behind Meriel’s back he made a schoolboy grimace and blew a kiss.

   Janet saw the door close behind him with some relief. Meriel alone she could cope with, but Ninian goaded by Meriel was capable of practically anything, and there had been the light of battle in his eye. She turned to the unwelcome guest.

   ‘I’m afraid it’s rather cold in here.’

   Meriel said deeply, ‘It doesn’t matter.’ She laid her arm along the mantelpiece and assumed a graceful droop. ‘He can’t bear to be in the room with me – you must have noticed it.’

   ‘It is a pity to fancy things.’

   ‘Oh, but it’s not fancy. It is only too painfully evident. You can’t have helped noticing it. So I felt – I felt I had better explain.’

   ‘There isn’t any need.’

   Meriel drew a long sighing breath.

   ‘Oh, no, it is obvious, as I said. And I would rather you knew. It is difficult with a stranger to pick one’s way among other people’s affairs without either hurting or being hurt. It will be easier for us all if you know just how we stand. Ninian has been here a good deal, you know, and – well, I expect you can guess what happened. He began to care for me more than I wanted him to.’ She fixed dark soulful eyes on Janet’s face. ‘I tried to stop him – I did indeed. You mustn’t blame me – at least not more than you can help. I had my own troubles. Geoffrey and I – no, I won’t say any more about that. Edna doesn’t understand him, doesn’t make him happy, but we would never do anything to hurt her. I do want you to know that.’

   Janet had very little opinion of those who sentimentalize over other people’s husbands and wives. Whilst refraining from expressing this feeling, she supposed it to be fairly evident, and had a passing hope that it might have a damping effect upon any further confidences. But Meriel merely sighed again.

   ‘It is all terribly sad, and there is nothing that anyone can do. Because, you see, there is no money. I do feel – don’t you – that if people are not happy together, it is better for them to part. Of course divorce is terribly sordid, and it costs more money than any of us have got, so what is the use of thinking about it? I have nothing, literally nothing, except my allowance from Adriana, and Geoffrey has only the merest pittance outside of what she gives him – and that is supposed to be for Edna too. You wouldn’t think she would have the heart to cut it off if we went away together, but you never can tell. She might, you know, and one couldn’t possibly risk it. It’s a dreadful situation! And sometimes I have wondered whether it wouldn’t be better to put an end to it by letting Ninian take me away.’

   Janet said, ‘Does he want to?’

   The dark eyes looked first up, and then down with the lashes shading them. The voice thrilled with reproach.

   ‘Need you ask! But can one – ought one – to turn away from one’s fullest emotional development? Ninian is terribly in love with me, but I could only give him a second-best. And there is still the question of money. I believe his last book did better, but writing is such an uncertain business. If only – only Adriana would let us all know where we stand! But she is so self-centred, she never thinks about it. She may be going to divide everything between the four of us – Geoffrey, and Star, and Ninian, and me. Or if she thinks Star is making enough on her own she may leave her out – or Ninian if his books really begin to sell. You can see how dreadful it is not to know.’

   Janet began to feel as if she had reached saturation point. She said bluntly,

   ‘I think you should put the whole thing out of your head and get yourself a job. There was an old woman up at Darnach who used to say, “Dead men’s shoes are awfu’ fidgety wear”. For all you know, Adriana may have put everything into an annuity.’

   ‘Oh, no, she wouldn’t do that – she wouldn’t!’

   ‘You don’t know what people will do until they’ve done it. She might divide the money, or leave it to just one of you. Or she might leave it all to a theatrical charity.’

   Meriel looked genuinely horrified.

   ‘Oh, no – she would never do that!’

   ‘How do you know?’

   Meriel’s face changed. One moment it had been registering everything it could, the next it had closed down and was as blank as a whitewashed wall. She said,

   ‘Of course nobody knows, so what is the good of talking about it? I must go. It’s rather a mockery to say good-night – but perhaps you sleep—’

   ‘Oh, yes.’

   Meriel said, ‘How fortunate you are!’ She gathered up her crimson shawl and trailed out of the room.





FIFTEEN

Janet gave Stella her breakfast next morning and took her to the Vicarage without seeing any of the others. When she returned they were all in the dining-room, Edna pouring out the tea and Geoffrey dispensing fishcakes as if there had been no midnight excursions. Edna looked a little more run-in-the-wash than usual, but her manner had not changed. She found small fidgeting faults with the service, the weather, and in fact with everything. The toast was not fresh – ‘Mrs Simmons will make it too soon. It is incredible how often one has to say a thing before one can get it done.’

   Geoffrey gave his pleasant easy laugh.

   ‘Perhaps, my dear, if you didn’t say it quite so often—’

   Her eyes were still reddened with last night’s weeping. They dwelt on him for a moment.

   ‘There are always things that have to be said, Geoffrey.’

   He looked back at her, handsome and good-humoured.

   ‘Well, my dear, I can’t see the use of worrying yourself to skin and bone. You wear yourself out, and people mostly go on taking their own way. You can’t change human nature. Live and let live – but I suppose you’ll tell me to take my own advice and let you do as you wish. How many people are coming to this do of Adriana’s tomorrow?’

   Meriel gave a scornful laugh.

   ‘Half the county, I should think! We shan’t be able to hear ourselves speak, and everyone will hate it like poison! But Adriana will have staged her come-back, which is all that matters – to her!’

   Mabel Preston wanted to know who was coming.

   ‘It really is tomorrow, isn’t it? Will the Duchess come – did Adriana ask her? I saw her in the distance once, opening a bazaar. She was very distinguished-looking, but I wouldn’t have called her pretty. Of course you don’t need looks if you are a duchess. My goodness! I don’t suppose I’ve got anything half smart enough to wear! Not that these high-up people are always smart – not by any means. Why, I saw the old Duchess of Hochstein once at a charity bazaar, and she was really what you would call dowdy. Very stout, you know, and miles behind the fashion. And she was Royalty!’

   Janet went up to the nursery. Ninian followed her.

   ‘We’ve missed the nine-thirty, but there’s the ten-twenty-nine. You’d better hurry up and dress.’

   She turned on him, her eyes bright with anger.

   ‘Ninian, have done with this! It’s nonsense!’

   He propped himself against the mantelpiece.

   ‘A serious expedition to town to take a flat is not my idea of nonsense.’

   ‘I have no intention of taking a flat!’

   ‘Haven’t you then? That’s very interesting. I’d better make a note of it in case I forget. Aren’t you making it a bit difficult? It’s not so easy to get anything done if you won’t let yourself have any intentions.’

   ‘Ninian!’

   ‘All right, all right, if you won’t come you won’t, but don’t say I didn’t ask you. And when I’ve taken the flat without anyone to help me, don’t tell me the linoleum is foul and you can’t live with the curtains – that’s all. I must rush for the bus.’

   It was about an hour later that Meriel burst into the room. There was an unusual amount of colour in her cheeks and her voice was angry.

   ‘Really, Adriana is the limit!’

   Janet finished writing, ‘Two blue smocks – won’t let down any more—’

   Meriel stamped her foot.

   ‘Why don’t you answer me? What are you doing?’

   ‘There didn’t seem to be anything to answer. I’m making out a list of Stella’s clothes.’

   ‘Why?’

   ‘Star wants it.’

   Meriel threw back her head and laughed.

   ‘Clothes! There’s no getting away from them! I’ve just come from Adriana’s room, and what do you suppose she’s doing? The place looks like a jumble sale – it’s got clothes laid out everywhere! And do you know what she’s doing with them? She is giving most of them away to that damned Mabel!’

   ‘Why shouldn’t she?’

   Meriel made a dramatic gesture.

   ‘Because they are all perfectly good clothes! Because she might have asked me if I wanted any of them! Because all she cares about is putting herself over big and having that silly old fool gawping at her and saying how marvellous she is! Do you know, there’s a coat there I’ve wanted ever since she got it! I’d look wonderful in it, and Mabel makes everything look as if it had come out of a rag-bag!’

   ‘Why didn’t you ask Adriana to give it to you?’

   ‘I did – I did! And what do you suppose she said? I’ll swear she was just going to give it to Mabel, but when I asked for it she said oh, no, she didn’t think she could spare it! It was so nice for the garden, and she thought she would keep it in the cloakroom so as to have it handy if she just wanted to go out for a little!’

   ‘Well, that seems reasonable.’

   ‘It’s not – it’s not! She’s doing it to spite me! I tell you she got herself a new coat in town the other day – big soft checks of rust and brown! And this one is much more my style – bold squares of black and white with an emerald strip! I tell you it’s me! And as soon as my back is turned she’ll give it to Mabel! I know she will! Unless – Oh, Janet, couldn’t you say something – couldn’t you stop her?’

   ‘No, I don’t think I could.’

   ‘You mean you won’t! You don’t care – nobody does!’

   Janet controlled herself. She found it difficult to carry on a conversation with Meriel for more than five minutes without wanting to shake her. She thought regretfully that her moral character must be deteriorating. She made a real effort.

   ‘Now look here – why don’t you wait until Adriana is alone, and then ask her quietly about the coat? If she has said she wants to keep it for a bit she won’t have given it to Mabel, and you can’t very well ask for it now. But you could tell her how much you liked it and say you hope she won’t give it to anyone else.’

   Meriel went into a pose.

   ‘And you think that would stop her? How little you know about us! If she thought I had set my heart on anything, it would just make her determined to keep it from me – yes, it would! And have me there to look on while she gave it away to somebody else! It is the sort of thing she would enjoy. You see, you have the ordinary commonplace mind – no, don’t be offended. It must be wonderful to take the everyday things as they come and never look beneath the surface or long to walk among the stars! I wish I could be like that, but it’s no use. And you can’t begin to understand Adriana or me, so it is no good your trying. But we see clearly enough about each other. She knows just what will hurt me, and I can see her enjoying it. It isn’t a happy thing to be able to see into someone else’s mind. Be thankful that you were not born that way. I see too much, and sometimes I shudder at what I see!’ She passed a hand across her eyes and went trailing out of the room.

   When Janet had finished with Stella’s clothes she made her way to Adriana’s room. She found a scene which resembled a dress shop. Clothes of every description trailed from the chairs, hung over the back of the couch, and were piled wherever there was room to pile them. The coat described by Meriel was very much to the fore. Adriana was, in fact, in the act of slipping it off.

   It was certainly striking. The sharp black and white of the twelve-inch checks, the vivid green of the stripe which crossed them, made Janet blink and reflect that it would certainly be a trying garment for poor old Mabel Preston. Much more suitable for Meriel really. She could see her looking dramatic and rather handsome in it.

   Adriana waved it at her.

   ‘Just take this down when you go, and hang it in the cloakroom. I’m giving it to Mabel, and Meriel has been throwing a fit of the sulks about it, so I thought the best thing was to put it downstairs and go on wearing it once or twice myself. Mabel can use it too if she wants to, and then she can just take it with her when she goes and there won’t be any fuss. Meriel is the end when she sets her mind on anything!’

   Janet made her voice soft and coaxing.

   ‘She really does want it very badly.’

   Adriana gave a dry laugh.

   ‘Did she send you to ask me for it?’

   ‘Well, I said I wouldn’t—’

   Adriana tapped her on the cheek.

   ‘Don’t let people make use of you, or you’ll end up somewhere under foot. You can have no idea what Meriel is like when she wants something she can’t have.’

   ‘And she really can’t have the coat?’

   Adriana frowned.

   ‘No, she can’t, and I’ll tell you why. It’s much too marked, and I’ve worn it too much myself. I don’t choose to have people say I keep Meriel so short she has to wear my cast-off clothes. And they would, you know. Everyone within a ten-mile radius has seen me in that coat, and you must admit that it’s once-seen-never-forgotten – now, isn’t it?’

   As Janet turned to the door with the coat on her arm, Mabel Preston came in from the bedroom in a black and yellow cocktail dress which imparted a most unfortunate resemblance to a wasp. She had pulled her dry red hair into rather wild-looking puffs and she had been experimenting with Adriana’s rouge and lipstick. The result had to be seen to be believed, but it was obvious that she was extremely pleased with it. She came into the room with quite a good imitation of the mannequin’s glide.

   ‘There!’ she said. ‘How’s that? Pretty good, don’t you think? And nobody remembers black, so it will be all right if I wear it to your party tomorrow – won’t it, darling? And shan’t I feel smart! Quite new too! No one would think it had ever been worn – at least not unless you looked right into it, and nobody is going to do that.’

   Janet made her escape. She took the coat along to the nursery, and when she went to fetch Stella from the Vicarage she carried it downstairs with her and hung it in the cloakroom.





EIGHTEEN

Mabel Preston was enjoying herself. All those nice little savouries and any amount to drink. Every time she took another glass she felt more convinced that she was right on the top of her form. After the third or fourth she had no hesitation in talking to anyone. And why not, if you please? Most of the women’s clothes were not half so smart as hers. Adriana always did go to good houses, and there was one thing about black and yellow, it showed up well in a crowd. Right from the beginning she had noticed people looking at her, which made it quite easy to get into conversation and let them know who they had been looking at.

   ‘Mabel Prestayne. That was my stage name – I expect you’ll remember it. It’s some years since I retired – on my marriage of course. But the public doesn’t forget. Now I always think Adriana stayed on too long. I believe in being remembered at one’s best.’

   She did not really notice that the people to whom she addressed these remarks had nothing very much to say to her and soon detached themselves. She continued to sip from one little glass after another and to confide more and more frankly in the total stranger. It was disappointing that the Duchess shouldn’t be here, but she heard Lady Isabel Warren announced, and she was the Duke’s sister, which would do very nearly as well to talk about afterwards. She ought perhaps to make the next drink her last. The bother was she was out of practice, and the room was so hot. She thought perhaps she would go out into the hall and cool down. It wouldn’t do if she came over queer in a crowd like this.

   Meriel edged her way between two chattering groups and skirted old Lady Bontine, who took up as much room as two other people and was a great deal harder to shift. It brought her to the point she was aiming at. Ninian was simply bound to come back this way. He set down the tray he was carrying, turned, found her at his elbow, and said, ‘Hullo!’ She gave him the smile which she had spent some time practising before her looking-glass.

   ‘Oh, you’re back! Did you have a good time?’

   ‘Quite a successful one, thank you.’

   ‘I wish I had known you were going up. I would have come too. I have quite a lot to do in town, but I do so hate travelling alone. It would have been delightful if we could have gone together.’

   ‘Well, I had to meet a man, and I was a bit rushed.’

   ‘A friend?’

   ‘Oh, just a man I know.’

   She tried the smile again.

   ‘That sounds mysterious – and interesting. Do tell me all about it! Only it’s so hot in here – couldn’t we open one of those windows behind the curtains and slip out? We could go down into the garden and sit by the pool. It would be lovely, and you could tell me all about everything. Oh, Ninian, do!’

   He had begun to wonder what she was up to. There was just one thing you could always be sure of with Meriel, and that was that she was playing a part. He thought she was being the sweet and sympathetic friend, in which case her get-up was a mistake. That slinky magenta dress and the matching lipstick! Sweet sympathy flows oddly from magenta lips. Definitely the wrong note to strike. He thought what an ass she was, and he was hanged if he was going to pour confidences into her ear in a dark garden. He shook his head and said,

   ‘Adriana expects me to be on duty – you too, I imagine. We shall both have black marks if we don’t get on with it. I must go and pay my respects to Lady Isabel.’

   Meriel stood where she was. Why should Adriana have what she wanted? They were all at her beck and call. And why? Just because she had the money. It was no use having beauty and youth and genius unless you had the money to back them up! And why should Adriana have it and go on keeping it away from everyone else! She saw Ninian laughing and talking with Lady Isabel, and thought angrily that if she wasn’t a duke’s daughter nobody would look at her twice. The anger reached her eyes as she saw Ninian move on and find his way to Janet and Stella.

   Stella caught at him.

   ‘She says it’s my bedtime, but it isn’t. Say it isn’t!’

   ‘Darling, I only wish it was mine.’

   ‘You can go to bed instead of me. Why should I go when I don’t want to? What would Janet do if I was to scream?’

   ‘You had better ask her.’

   Stella swung round.

   ‘Janet – what would you do?’

   ‘I don’t know.’

   Stella jigged up and down.

   ‘Think – think quick!’

   ‘There’s no need to think about things that won’t happen.’

   ‘Why won’t they happen?’

   ‘Because you have too much sense. Only a very stupid person would want to be remembered for ever and ever as the child who screamed at Adriana’s party and had lemonade poured over its head.’

   Stella’s eyes became immense.

   ‘Would you pour lemonade on me?’

   ‘I might, but I’m sure I shan’t have to.’

   Stella looked down at a brief yellow skirt.

   ‘It would spoil my dress,’ she said.

   Mabel Preston stared at the little group. She saw them hazily. She began to make her way towards the door.

   Esmé Trent stood with her back to the room talking to Geoffrey Ford. She said,

   ‘Where have you been hiding yourself? I thought you were never coming near me.’

   ‘Oh, there are always plenty of duty people to talk to at a show like this. I have to play host for Adriana.’

   ‘Getting into training for doing it for yourself?’

   ‘My dear girl!’

   She laughed.

   ‘No one can hear me in this uproar. It’s as good as being on a desert island. By the way, who is that ghastly Mabel creature who buttonholed me? She seems to be staying here.’

   ‘Mabel Preston? Oh, she’s just an old stage acquaintance of Adriana’s – a bit of a down-and-out. Adriana has her here, gives her clothes – all that kind of thing.’

   Esmé Trent was explicitly profane.

   ‘Well, I call it cruelty to guests. The most ghastly bore I’ve ever come across, and the most ghastly sight. Like one of those wasps you find crawling about the house after there’s been a frost and it ought to have died. By the way, where is Adriana?’

   He said,

   ‘She was over by the fireplace. Didn’t you see her? Very good stage effect – one of those carved Spanish chairs set back against greenery and chrysanthemums – other lesser chairs for the favoured few.’

   ‘Yes, I saw her.’ She gave a hard little laugh. ‘How she adores the limelight! But she isn’t there now.’

   Geoffrey frowned.

   ‘It’s frightfully hot in here – she may have found it too much for her. Edna wanted me to open a window behind those curtains some time ago. I expect I had better do it.’

   They began to push their way into the crowd.

   They had not seen Mabel Preston between them and the door. When they moved, she managed to get it open and slip out. Esmé Trent’s words rang in her head – her false, cruel words. How could she say such dreadful wicked things? They weren’t true – they couldn’t be true! They were just spite and envy! But her head was throbbing and the tears were running down over her face and spoiling her make-up. She couldn’t go back, and she couldn’t stay here for anyone to see her like this. Someone was coming from the direction of the hall—

   She began to walk the other way until she came to the end of the corridor and the glass door which led into the garden. Fresh air – that was what she wanted, and to get away quietly by herself until she had got over the insulting things that horrible woman had said. But she had better have a wrap. The black and yellow dress was only crêpe-de-chine. There was a cloakroom here by the garden door, and the very first thing she saw when she looked inside was the coat Adriana was giving her – the one that girl Meriel had made all the fuss about. But Adriana wasn’t giving it to Meriel, she was giving it to her! There it hung, with its great black and white checks and the emerald stripe which had taken her fancy. She didn’t know when she had seen anything smarter. She slipped it on and went out into the dusk.

   The air felt fresh after the heated house. She walked waveringly and without conscious aim. She really had overdone those drinks. Or perhaps it was just the room being so hot and that Mrs Trent insulting her. She had asked who she was, because she looked as if she might be somebody. Mabel Preston shook her head. Smart looks aren’t everything. She wasn’t a lady. No lady would have used such an insulting expression. The words ran together into a blur. When she tried saying them aloud they sounded exactly as if she was tight. Hot room and too many drinks – never do to go back until she was all right again.

   She lifted the latch of a small gate and passed into the flower-garden. Wandering on in the half light, she saw that she had come to a place where there was a pool and a seat. Nice quiet place with hedges round it. She went and sat down on the seat and shut her eyes.

   It was much darker when she opened them again, and at first she didn’t know where she was. She just woke up in the dusk with the black hedges round her and a glimmer of light on the pool. It was frightening to wake like that. She got to her feet and stood for a little, remembering. It had been hot – she had had a drink too many – and that Mrs Trent had insulted her but she was all right now – she wasn’t hot any more. A shiver went over her. Silly going to sleep like that.

   She moved towards the pool and stood looking down into it. Her legs felt stiff. A small bright light came flickering through an arch in the hedge. The arch was behind her and to her left. The light slid over the black and white of her coat and the emerald stripe. It startled her, but she had no time to turn or cry out.
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