
[image: Image Missing]


Contents

About the Book

About the Author

Also by P.G. Wodehouse

Title Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Copyright


About the Book

Poor Sir Buckstone Abbott, Bart! Not only does he own in Walsingford Hall one of the least attractive stately homes in the country, but he has to take in paying guests to keep it upright. So when it seems a rich (if not very nice) continental princess might buy it, he’s overjoyed – particularly as he’s being rooked by the publisher of his sporting memoirs. His daughter Jane comes up trumps in the company of the playwright Joe – but not before engagements are broken and fortunes lost and made.


About the Author

Pelham Grenville Wodehouse (always known as ‘Plum’) wrote more than ninety novels and some three hundred short stories over 73 years. He is widely recognised as the greatest 20th century writer of humour in the English language.

Wodehouse mixed the high culture of his classical education with the popular slang of the suburbs in both England and America, becoming a ‘cartoonist of words’. Drawing on the antics of a near-contemporary world, he placed his Drones, Earls, Ladies (including draconian aunts and eligible girls) and Valets, in a recently vanished society, whose reality is transformed by his remarkable imagination into something timeless and enduring.

Perhaps best known for the escapades of Bertie Wooster and Jeeves, Wodehouse also created the world of Blandings Castle, home to Lord Emsworth and his cherished pig, the Empress of Blandings. His stories include gems concerning the irrepressible and disreputable Ukridge; Psmith, the elegant socialist; the ever-so-slightly-unscrupulous Fifth Earl of Ickenham, better known as Uncle Fred; and those related by Mr Mulliner, the charming raconteur of The Angler’s Rest, and the Oldest Member at the Golf Club.

Wodehouse collaborated with a variety of partners on straight plays and worked principally alongside Guy Bolton on providing the lyrics and script for musical comedies with such composers as George Gershwin, Irving Berlin and Cole Porter. He liked to say that the royalties for ‘Just My Bill’, which Jerome Kern incorporated into Showboat, were enough to keep him in tobacco and whisky for the rest of his life.

In 1936 he was awarded The Mark Twain Medal for ‘having made an outstanding and lasting contribution to the happiness of the world’. He was made a Doctor of Letters by Oxford University in 1939 and in 1975, aged 93, he was knighted by Queen Elizabeth II. He died shortly afterwards, on St Valentine’s Day.

To have created so many characters that require no introduction places him in a very select group of writers, lead by Shakespeare and Dickens.
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CHAPTER 1

IT WAS A glorious morning of blue and gold, of fleecy clouds and insects droning in the sunshine. What the weather-bulletin announcer of the British Broadcasting Corporation, who can turn a phrase as well as the next man, had called the ridge of high pressure extending over the greater part of the United Kingdom south of the Shetland Isles still functioned unabated. Rabbits frisked in the hedgerows. Cows mused in the meadows. Water voles sported along the river-banks. And moving a step higher in the animal kingdom, the paying guests at Sir Buckstone Abbott’s country seat, Walsingford Hall in the county of Berkshire, were all up and about, taking the air and enjoying themselves according to their various tastes and dispositions.

Mr Chinnery was playing croquet with Mrs Folsom. Colonel Tanner was telling Mr Waugh-Bonner about life in Poona, fortunate that he had started talking first and thus prevented Mr Waugh-Bonner telling him about life in the Malay States. Mrs Shepley was knitting a sock. Mr Profitt, whose backhand game needed polishing, was practising drives against a wall. Mr Billing was having a sun bath. And the stout young American, Tubby Vanringham, a towel about his neck, was crossing the terrace on his way down to the river.

Prudence Whittaker, Sir Buckstone’s invaluable secretary, came out of the house, tall and slender and elegant. Directing an austere look at Tubby’s receding back, she spoke in a cold crisp voice which sounded in the drowsy stillness like ice tinkling in a pitcher:

‘Mistah Vanringham.’

The stout young man turned. He stopped, looked and stiffened, frigidly raising his eyebrows in a manner that indicated surprise and displeasure. After what had occurred a week ago, he had supposed that it was clearly understood between this girl and himself that they were no longer on speaking terms.

‘Well?’ he said distantly.

‘Might I ask if you are going to bathe?’

‘I am.’

‘From the houseboat?’

‘Yup. From the ’ouseboat.’

Miss Whittaker’s nose quivered for a brief instant. Surprisingly, considering the classical regularity of the features in which it was set, it was a tiptilted, almost a perky nose. But her voice remained cold and level.

‘I did not say “’ouseboat”.’

‘Yes, you did.’

‘I did nothing of the kind. I would no more dream of saying “’ouseboat” than I would of employing a vulgarism like “Yup” when I meant “Yes,” or saying “mustash” when I meant “moustarsh,” or “tomayto” when I meant “tomarto,” or—’

‘Oh, all right, all right. What about it, anyway?’

‘I merely wished to inform you—’

‘I suppose,’ said Tubby, with sudden esprit de l’escalier – the thrust was one which should have been delivered a week earlier – ‘that when you go out to lunch with that boy friend who sends you jewellery, you say, “Oh, Percy, will you pass the potartoes!”’

Miss Whittaker’s delicately modelled lips tightened, but she neither affirmed nor denied the charge.

‘I merely wished to inform you that you cannot bathe from the houseboat.’

‘Oh, no? Why not?’

‘Because it is occupied. It has been let for the remainder of the summer.’

It had been Tubby Vanringham’s intention to preserve throughout this distasteful scene an aloof hauteur, but this bit of bad news shook him from his proud detachment. The houseboat which lay moored at the foot of Sir Buckstone’s water meadows was the only place for miles around where you could swim in the nude, and about the only place, unless you walked to the old bridge outside Walsingford Parva, where you could dive from a height into deep water.

‘Oh, gee!’ he said, dismayed. ‘Has it?’

‘Quate. And its tenant will naturally expect to enjoy privacy. He will not want to look out of his window and see strangers – fat strangers,’ said Miss Whittaker, specifying more exactly – ‘hurling themselves past it. So you must do your bathing elsewhere. That was all I wished to say. Good morning, Mr Vanringham.’

She withdrew into the house, gliding in that genteel way of hers, like a ladylike swan; and Tubby, after standing where he was for a moment, frowning darkly, walked on, kicking pebbles.

His soul, as he walked, was a black turmoil of conflicting emotions. This woman had treated him in a way which would have made even a man with so low an opinion of the sex as the late Schopenhauer whistle incredulously, but though he scorned and loathed her, he was annoyed to discover that he loved her still. He would have liked to bounce a brick on Prudence Whittaker’s head, and yet, at the same time, he would have liked – rather better, as a matter of fact – to crush her to him and cover her face with burning kisses. The whole situation was very complex.

His aimless steps took him in the direction of the stable yard, and if any proof were required of the depths of sombre introspection into which he had been thrust, it is provided by the fact that he had passed the archway giving access to it before he became aware of the loud and booming voice which was speaking on the other side. A full quarter of a minute had elapsed before it penetrated to his consciousness and caused him, first, to halt, then to turn back and investigate. His soul might be in a turmoil, but he did not want to miss anything interesting.

The voice, which he had recognized by now as that of his host, Sir Buckstone Abbott, had dropped to a sullen rumble, but as he reached the archway, it rose again to its full strength.

He peeped in, and saw that Sir Buckstone was talking to his daughter Imogen, better known in the circles in which she moved as Jane.

Sir Buckstone Abbott seemed to be in the grip of something resembling frenzy. Sunshine and the fresh breezes which swept over the uplands on which he lived had imparted to his face a healthy red. This had now deepened to mauve, and even from a distance it was possible to see the glare in his eyes. The idea Tubby got was that the old boy was driving his daughter from his door for having erred – an impression which was heightened by the other’s words.

‘Ass!’ he was saying, just as any father would to an erring daughter, towering over the girl as she crouched before him. ‘Fool! Imbecile! Fathead!’

But it was not shame and remorse that had been causing Jane Abbott to crouch. One of those fascinating minor ailments, to which it was so subject, had developed in the interior organs of her Widgeon Seven two-seater, and she had been stooping over it with a spanner. She now rose, revealing herself as a small, slim, pretty girl of twenty, with fair hair and a boyish jauntiness of carriage. In her cornflower-blue eyes was the tender light which comes into the eyes of women when they are dealing with a refractory child or a misguided parent.

‘Buck up, Buck,’ she urged. ‘Be a little soldier.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Oh, come on. Where’s your manly spirit?’

‘Crushed. Utterly crushed.’

‘Nonsense. I keep telling you that everything’s going to be all right.’

‘That’s what your mother says,’ said Sir Buckstone, impressed by the coincidence.

‘And what mother thinks today, Manchester thinks tomorrow. I’ll get it fixed. Leave it to me.’

‘But these sharks have always got the law behind them. They’re noted for it. You can bet that Busby— Oh, my God, there’s Chinnery!’ said Sir Buckstone, and disappeared nimbly. Though solidly built and of an age when the joints tend to lose their limber resilience, he was always very quick on his feet when he saw one of his paying guests approaching. Especially Mr Chinnery, to whom he owed money.

Tubby came into the stable yard, mystified. A thirst for knowledge had caused him momentarily to forget about his blighted life.

‘What on earth was all that?’ he asked.

‘Buck’s upset.’

‘I thought he seemed a little upset. Why was he calling you a fathead?’

Jane laughed. She had an attractive laugh, and an attractive way of screwing up her eyes when she used it. Several men had noticed this. Tubby noticed it now, and for an instant the idea of falling in love with her flitted through his mind. Then he put the thought aside. He could have done it without difficulty, but he was through with women. Women had let him down once too often, and he was not going to put his battered heart within kicking distance of the foot of even so apparently trustworthy a girl as Jane. From now on, he proposed to model his sex relations on those of a Trappist monk.

‘He wasn’t calling me a fathead. He was talking to himself.’

‘The old-fashioned soliloquy?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Well, why was he calling himself a fathead?’

‘Because he’s been one. He’s made an ass of himself, poor lamb. I’m furious about it, really, and if he hadn’t been so crushed and miserable and gashing himself with knives like the priests of Baal, I’d have ticked him off properly. He should never have dreamed of doing such a thing, with money so tight. Imagine, Tubby! With overdrafts snapping at his heels and the wolf practically glued to the door, what do you think Buck goes and does? Publishes a book at his own expense.’

‘Whose book?’

‘His, of course, you idiot.’

Tubby was looking grave, like one who has discovered a hitherto unsuspected blemish in an estimable character.

‘I didn’t know your father wrote books.’

‘Just this one. About his big-game hunting binges in the old days.’

‘Oh, not a novel?’ said Tubby, relieved.

‘No, not a novel. A book called “My Sporting Memories”. And when the thing was finished, he started sending it to publishers, who one and all promptly gave it the bird.’

‘Now, who was talking to me about publishers the other day?’

‘After about the tenth rebuff, I told him that he had better reconcile himself to the idea that there wasn’t a big popular demand and shove it away in a drawer. But Buck never knows when he’s licked. He said he would have one more pop.’

‘Atta-boy!’

‘Oh, we Abbotts are like that. British.’

‘And then what?’

‘The next man he sent the manuscript to – a blighter named Busby – offered to publish it if Buck would put up the cash. And he couldn’t resist the craving to see himself in print. He raised two hundred pounds – where he got it from is more than I can imagine – and that was that. The book duly appeared, all red and gold, with a frontispiece of Buck with a rifle in his hand standing with one foot on a lion.’

‘That sounds to me like the happy ending. Came the dawn, is the way I should describe it.’

‘It was not an end, but a beginning. Mark the sequel. This morning a totally unexpected extra bill comes in from this hound Busby for ninety-six pounds, three and eleven, for what he calls “incidental expenses connected with the office”.’

‘Not so hot.’

‘It stunned poor old Buck like a blackjack. He came tottering to me with the document. He said he didn’t know what the expression “incidental expenses connected with the office” meant, and I explained that it meant ninety-six pounds, three and eleven. He asked me if I could let him have the money as a loan out of my savings from my dress allowance, and I said, “What savings?” And then he said, well, what was he to do, and I said I was going up to London this morning, so give me the bill, I said, and I will go and see this Busby.’

‘What can you do?’

‘The idea is to try to get him to trim the thing a little.’

‘How do you expect to swing that?’

‘Oh, I shall plead and weep and clasp my hands. It might work. It does in the movies.’

Tubby was concerned. He had a brotherly, protective affection for this girl.

‘But, gosh, Jane, the guy’s most likely a fat, double-chinned, pot-bellied son of Belial with pig’s eyes and a licentious look. He’ll probably try to kiss you.’

‘Well, that ought to be good for the three and eleven.’

They started to stroll toward the archway. Tubby stopped short, in the manner of one who slaps his brow.

‘Busby? Are you sure it’s Busby?’

‘Am I sure! The name is graven on my heart. J. Mortimer Busby, with a “Cr” after it. Why?’

‘Well, it’s rather an odd coincidence. I remember now who was talking to me about publishers. It was my brother Joe. I saw him about a year ago, and he said he was going to work for somebody in the publishing racket. And I’m pretty sure the name was Busby. Unless,’ said Tubby, who liked to leave a margin for error, ‘it was something else.’

‘You seem a bit vague.’

‘Well, you know how it is. You meet a guy and he tells you something, and you say, “Oh yes?” and then you go away and forget about it. Besides, I had had a late night. I was half alseep when I met my brother Joe.’

‘I didn’t know you had a brother Joe.’

‘Oh, sure,’ said Tubby, with a touch of the smugness of a man of property. ‘I’ve got a brother Joe all right.’

‘Why haven’t I heard of him till now?’

‘I guess he just hasn’t happened to crop up.’

‘Big brother or little brother?’

‘Big.’

‘Odd I’ve never heard your stepmother speak of him.’

‘Not so odd,’ said Tubby. ‘She hates his gizzard. He cleared out and left home when he was twenty-one. I’ve always had the idea that she slung him out. I don’t know. I was away when they had the big fight. When I came back, he’d gone.’

‘Didn’t you make inquiries?’

‘Sure, I made inquiries. Until she told me that if I didn’t keep my trap shut and mind my own business, I could leave, too, and start in as an office boy in the fish-glue business.’

‘That sealed your lips?’

‘You bet it sealed my lips. Sealed them good.’

‘Well, I hope your brother Joe isn’t working for Busby, because Busby would contaminate him.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Tubby optimistically. ‘Probably Joe would contaminate Busby. He’s a great guy. As tough as they make ’em.’

They passed through the archway on to the terrace, and found it graced by the presence of Miss Prudence Whittaker. The secretary had come out of the house again to get a breath of air. Observing Tubby, she started to go in, plainly feeling that it was not much use getting breaths of air when that air was polluted. Tubby, on his side, clenched his fists and drew in his breath with a sharp hiss, his face the while taking on a Byronic gloom.

Jane waved a hand.

‘Good morning, Miss Whittaker.’

‘Good morning, Miss Abbott.’

‘I’m going up to London this morning. Anything you want me to do for you?’

‘No, thank you, Miss Abbott.’

‘No message for Percy?’ asked Tubby unpleasantly.

The secretary glided away in disdainful silence. Jane, turning to Tubby to ask who Percy was, for this was the first time she had heard of any Percys in Prudence Whittaker’s life, caught sight of his face.

‘Golly, Tubby!’ she exclaimed. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘I’m all right.’

‘Then you deceive the eye.’

‘I’m fine,’ said the sufferer moodily.

Jane was not to be put off like this:

‘You’re nothing of the kind. You look like one of those strong, soured men who have a row with the girl and go off and shoot lions in Africa. I expect Buck used to meet them in dozens when— Tubby! Have you and La Whittaker parted brass rags?’

Tubby reeled. This clairvoyant girl had taken his breath away. He had supposed his love a secret locked away behind a mask-like face.

‘What do you know about me and La— I mean Miss Whittaker?’

‘My poor child, it’s been sticking out a mile for weeks. Your bulging eyes when you looked at her told their own story.’

‘Is that so? Well, they’ve changed their act.’

‘I’m awfully sorry. What happened?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ said Tubby. A man has his reserves.

‘Who’s Percy?’

‘Nobody you know.’

Jane forbore to press the question. She was longing to hear all about that shadowy – one might say, mystic – figure, whose role seemed to be that of Serpent in the Vanringham-Whittaker Garden of Eden, but she was a tactful girl. Instead, she asked him what he was going to do about it. Tubby replied that he wasn’t going to do anything about it. Jane screwed up her blue eyes and looked at the heat mist that flickered over the turf.

‘Well, it’s a shame,’ she said. ‘Have you thought of trying homœopathic treatment?’

‘Eh?’

‘In cases like this, I always think that another girl should be applied immediately. What you need is plenty of gay feminine society. You’re the sort of man who’s lost if he hasn’t a girl.’

‘I can take them or leave them alone.’

‘What girls have we? I’m lunching today with six from the old school, headed by Mabel Purvis, at one time president of the Debating Society. Would you care to join us?’

‘No, thanks.’

‘I thought you mightn’t.’ Jane paused. ‘Of course, you know, Tubby darling,’ she said, ‘I don’t want to seem callous and unsympathetic, but, however rotten it is quarrelling with someone you’re fond of, there’s a sort of bright spot to this particular bit of trouble.’

‘What?’ said Tubby, who had missed it.

‘Well, but for this rift, you would have had to inform your stepmother, when she got back from America, that you were intending to marry a humble working girl. You know her better than I do, but I wouldn’t have said offhand that she was a woman who was frightfully fond of humble working girls.’

This angle of the situation had presented itself to Tubby’s notice independently once or twice since the severing of his relations with Miss Whittaker. The Princess von und zu Dwornitzchek – she had married and divorced the holder of this high-sounding title about two years after the death of the late Mr Franklin Vanringham – was, he knew, inclined to be finicky where his matrimonial plans were concerned, and she possessed, unfortunately, the power of the high, the middle and the low justice over him. That is to say, she could at will stop his allowance, and set him to work at the bottom of that fish-glue business of which he had already made mention; a prosperous concern in which she had inherited a large interest from her first husband, a Mr Spelvin. And though Tubby knew little or nothing of conditions at the bottom of fish-glue businesses, instinct told him that he would not like them.

‘I wouldn’t have cared about that,’ he said sturdily, ‘if Prue had been on the level.’

‘Of course not,’ said Jane, wondering what on earth it could be that the immaculate Miss Whittaker had done. ‘Still, it’s a point.’

‘It is a point,’ agreed Tubby. ‘She’s a tough egg.’

‘She must be, if she slung your brother Joe out.’

‘And with only ten dollars in his kick, mind you. Joe told me so.’

‘Good gracious! What did he do?’

‘Oh, all sorts of things. I know he was a sailor on a tramp steamer, and I believe he held down a job for a time as bouncer at some bar. He did a bit of prize-fighting too.’

Jane found herself liking this stalwart. The Princess Dwornitzchek was a woman for whom she had little esteem, and it saddened her at times that Tubby, such a dear in other respects, should allow himself to be so under her thumb. A man who could defy that overpowering millionairess was a man after her own heart.

‘I could tell you all sorts of things about Joe.’

‘I’d love to hear them, but I’m afraid I can’t stop now. I’ve got to dress. What you had better do, it seems to me, is go and have your swim. That’ll buck you up.’

Her words reminded Tubby of the other blow which he had sustained. Not such a wallop, of course, as having one’s dreams and ideals knocked for a loop by a woman’s treachery, but quite a sock in its way.

‘Say, listen, Jane,’ he said, ‘what’s all this I hear about the houseboat being rented?’

‘Quite correct. Tenant clocks in today. Name of Peake.’

‘Oh, shoot!’

‘Why? You can still go on bathing from it.’

‘Can I, do you think? Won’t this fellow mind?’

‘Of course not. Adrian’s a great swimmer himself. He’ll love to have a little playmate.’

The brightness which had come like a gleam of winter sunshine into Tubby’s careworn face faded abruptly.

‘Adrian?’

‘That’s his name.’

‘Adrian Peake?’

‘That’s right. You seem to know him.’

Tubby gave a short, bitter snort. His air was that of a man who realizes that everything is against him.

‘I’ll say I know him. I haven’t been able to move without treading on the fellow for a year and a half. Will I ever forget that time last August when he was on my stepmother’s yacht at Cannes. Talk about getting in one’s hair!’

Jane had become suddenly rigid, but Tubby did not observe this phenomenon. He continued, unheeding:

‘Adrian Peake! My gosh! He’s a sort of lapdog of my stepmother’s. Trots after her wherever she goes. Marked her down the day she hit London, and has been sponging on her ever since. Adrian by golly Peake, is it? Then the thing’s cold. I’m not going to put myself under an obligation to that twerp. Darned gigolo. I shall go and play croquet with Mrs Folsom.’

Jane Abbott’s fists were now clenched and her small teeth set. She was looking at Tubby with an eye compared with which even that of Miss Prudence Whittaker had been kindly and sympathetic.

‘It may interest you to know,’ she said, in a steely voice, ‘that Adrian and I are engaged.’

She was right. It interested him extremely. He jumped as if she had hit him.

‘Engaged?’

‘Yes.’

‘You can’t be!’

‘I must go and dress.’

‘But wait. Listen. There must be some mistake. You can’t possibly be engaged to Adrian Peake. He’s going to marry my stepmother.’

‘Don’t be an idiot.’

‘He is, I tell you. Unless this is a different Adrian Peake. The one I mean is a slimy bird who looks like a consumptive tailor’s dummy.’

He paused here, for Jane had begun to speak. For some moments she spoke with an incisive eloquence which made Tubby feel as if the top of his head had come off. Then she turned and walked away, leaving him to collect the wreckage.

Her father, whom she passed on the terrace, called to her, but she merely smiled a tight-lipped smile and hurried on. She was in no mood for conversation, even with a fondly loved parent.


CHAPTER 2

SIR BUCKSTONE ABBOTT was standing on the terrace because it was almost time for his daily conference with Prudence Whittaker, which always took place at this hour and, if the weather was fine, on this spot.

The Baronet was a man of routine. Every day he rose punctually at eight-thirty and, having shaved, bathed and gone through the complicated system of physical jerks which kept his stocky body in such excellent repair, breakfasted with his wife in her sitting-room. At ten-thirty he interviewed Miss Whittaker. The rest of the morning and the early afternoon he devoted to avoiding the paying guests. Between five and seven, he took the dogs for a run.

Unable to induce Jane to stop and chat with him, he resumed the scrutiny of his ancestral home which her passing had interrupted. He always took a look at Walsingford Hall at about this hour, and liked it less every time he saw it. Today’s bright sunshine showed up the celebrated eyesore in all its revolting hideousness, and it was with a renewed sense of wonder at the mental processes of that remarkable woman that he remembered that the Princess von und zu Dwornitzchek had once said she thought it cute. Sir Buckstone had often dredged the dictionary for adjectives to describe the home of his fathers, but ‘cute’ was one which had not occurred to him.

Walsingford Hall had not always presented the stupefying spectacle which it did today. Built in the time of Queen Elizabeth on an eminence overlooking the silver Thames, it must, for two centuries and more, have been a lovely place. The fact that it now caused sensitive oarsmen, rounding the bend of the river and seeing it suddenly, to wince and catch crabs was due to the unfortunate circumstance of the big fire, which, sooner or later, seems to come to all English country houses, postponing its arrival until midway through the reign of Queen Victoria, thus giving the task of rebuilding it from the foundations up to Sir Wellington Abbott, at that time its proprietor.

Whatever may be said in favour of the Victorians, it is pretty generally admitted that few of them were to be trusted within reach of a trowel and a pile of bricks, Sir Wellington least of any. He was as virulent an amateur architect as ever grew a whisker. Watching the holocaust in his nightshirt, for he had had to nip rather smartly out of a burning bedroom, he forgot the cold wind blowing about his ankles in the thought that here was his chance to do a big job and do it well. He embarked upon it at the earliest possible moment, regardless of expense.

What Sir Buckstone was now looking at, accordingly, was a vast edifice constructed of glazed red brick, in some respects resembling a French château, but, on the whole, perhaps, having more the appearance of one of those model dwellings in which a certain number of working-class families are assured of a certain number of cubic feet of air. It had a huge leaden roof, tapering to a point and topped by a weathervane, and from one side of it, like some unpleasant growth, there protruded a large conservatory. There were also a dome and some minarets.

Victorian villagers gazing up at it, had named it Abbott’s Folly, and they had been about right.

The clock over the stables struck the half-hour, and simultaneously, on time as usual, Miss Whittaker came out of the house, note-book in hand.

‘Good morning, Sir Buckstone.’

‘Morning, Miss Whittaker. Lovely day.’

‘Oh, yay-ess, Sir Buckstone. Beautiful.’

‘Well, everybody all right? Nobody complaining about anything?’

This, also, was routine. The Baronet’s first question at these conferences always had to do with the welfare of his little flock.

Miss Whittaker consulted her note-book.

‘Mrs Shepley has been annoyed by the pigeons.’

‘What have they been doing to her?’

‘They coo outside her window in the morning.’

‘Well, I don’t see what she expects me to do about that. Can’t put silencers on them, what? Anything else?’

‘Mr Waugh-Bonner thinks there is a mouse in his room.’

‘Tell him to mew.’

‘And Mr Chinnery has been asking for waffles again.’

‘Oh, dash his waffles! What the dickens are these waffles he’s always whining about?’

‘They appear to be an American breakfast food.’

‘Well, he’s not in America now.’

‘But he wants his waffles.’

Sir Buckstone, his brow furrowed, wrestled with his problem.

‘Would my wife know how to make the damn things?’

‘I have consulted Lady Abbott, Sir Buckstone, and she informs me that she can make a substance called fudge, but not waffles.’

‘How about asking young Vanringham?’

The sweet Kensington music of Miss Whittaker’s voice became marred by a touch of flatness:

‘If you desi-ah that I inqui-ah of Mr Vanringham, I will do so, but—’

‘You think he wouldn’t know, either? Probably not. Well, old Chinnery will have to go without his waffles. Is that the lot?’

‘Yes, Sir Buckstone.’

‘Good.’

‘There have been two telephone messages. The first was from the secretary of the Princess Dwornitzchek. The Princess is in mid-ocean and will be arriving almost immediately.’

‘Good,’ said Sir Buckstone again. He welcomed the return of one who could not only look at Walsingford Hall without shuddering but was actually contemplating buying it. ‘She’s made a quick trip. What was the other telephone message?’

‘It was for Lady Abbott, Sir Buckstone. From her brother.’

Sir Buckstone stared.

‘From her brother?’

‘Yes, Sir Buckstone.’

‘But she hasn’t got a brother.’

Miss Whittaker was polite but firm.

‘I only know what the gentleman said on the telephone, Sir Buckstone. He asked me to inform Lady Abbott that her brother Sam was in London and would be coming to see her as soon as possible.’

‘God bless my soul! Well, all right. Thank you, Miss Whittaker.’

For some moments after his secretary had left him, Sir Buckstone Abbott stood in thoughtful mood, digesting this piece of information. It is always disconcerting for a man of regular habits to find his wife unexpectedly presenting him with a bouncing brother-in-law. But it was not long before he shelved this subject for meditation in favour of that other, more urgent one from which his mind had been temporarily diverted. Once more in front of his eyes, seeming to be written in letters of flame across the summer sky, appeared those sinister figures £96 3s. 11d. He was contemplating them and wondering moodily if there was any possible chance of his daughter Jane weaving so magic a spell about this Busby that he would consent to a fairly substantial reduction, when his reverie was interrupted by a voice which called his name. At the same time the scent of a powerful cigar floated to his nostrils. He turned, and was shocked to find Mr Chinnery at his side. Only the most intense preoccupation could have caused him to be caught standing like this.

Although Sir Buckstone liked Americans, was a member of the Overseas Club and had married an American wife, Elmer Chinnery was the one of his paying guests of whom he was least fond. Where he merely accelerated his pace to avoid a Waugh-Bonner or a Shepley, he seemed almost to possess the wings of a dove when he sighted Elmer Chinnery.

The reason for this was the fact, which has already been revealed, that he owed Mr Chinnery money. And in addition to that, the unfortunate loan appeared to be the only subject, except waffles, on which the other was prepared to converse. And your English aristocrat hates talking about money.

Mr Chinnery was a large, spreading man with a smooth face and very big horn-rimmed spectacles. He had come to reside at the Hall some time back, being indeed one of the earliest of the current generation of squatters. He had been a partner in the fish-glue business from which the Princess Dwornitzchek’s first husband had drawn his fortune, and was enormously rich in spite of the inroads made on his income by the platoon of ex-wives to whom he was paying alimony. For, like so many substantial citizens of his native country, he had married young and kept on marrying, springing from blonde to blonde like the chamois of the Alps leaping from crag to crag.

‘Say, Abbott,’ said Mr Chinnery.

To a casual auditor, there would have seemed nothing in these words to disturb and dismay, but we who know the facts are able to understand why, as he heard them, Sir Buckstone flung out his hands in a wide, despairing gesture like the Lady of Shalott when the curse had come upon her. We may not sympathize, but we can understand.

‘It’s no use, my dear chap. Honestly, it isn’t.’

‘If you could manage something on account—’

‘Well, I can’t. I’m sorry.’

An uncomfortable silence fell. Sir Buckstone was thinking how monstrous it was that a man whose income, even after his wives had had their whack at it, must be very nearly in six figures should keep making this ridiculous fuss about a mere few hundred pounds. Mr Chinnery was saying to himself what a lesson it all was to a fellow not to drink old port. It had been under the influence of his third glass of this beverage that he had allowed himself to yield to his host’s suggestion of a small loan.

‘If I sell the house—’ said Sir Buckstone.

‘M’m,’ said Mr Chinnery.

They both looked at the house, and that uncomfortable silence fell once more. The same thought was in both their minds. A house like that would take some selling.

‘Even twenty pounds—’ said Mr Chinnery suddenly.

‘Ah!’ said Sir Buckstone, simultaneously and with infinite relief. ‘Here’s Jane.’

His daughter, never more welcome to a father’s eyes than at this moment, was coming out of the house and making her way toward them to receive any last parental message before starting for London.

The process of dressing had done Jane good. She was no longer the tight-lipped, stony-eyed, fermenting girl who had left Tubby lying in fragments all over the terrace. She had ceased to feel as if small boys had been chalking up rude words on the wall of her soul, and was her gay, cheerful self again.

Tubby, she reminded herself, was just a half-wit, if that, and no girl of intelligence would allow herself to regard any observations which he might make as anything but the crackling of thorns beneath the pot. She did not intend to give another thought to his idiotic droolings. Her conversation with him was just an unpleasant incident of the past, to be buried away and forgotten, like mumps and the time when she had been sick at the children’s party.

‘Just off, Buck,’ she said. ‘Any little toy or anything you want me to bring you back?’

‘You’re going to London?’ said Mr Chinnery. ‘You’ll find it warm there.’

‘I suppose I shall, but I’ve got to go. I’ve a luncheon party. Besides, father’s been having a spot of trouble with a bloodsucker, and he wants me to attend to it for him.’

‘Bloodsucker?’

‘A human vampire bat of the name of Busby,’ said Jane.

Addressing Mr Chinnery, she had turned away from Sir Buckstone, and so did not observe the sudden look of agony and apprehension which now shot into his weatherbeaten face. She did hear him cough in a strangled sort of way, but attributed this to his having swallowed some gnat or other summer insect. She went on brightly. She was always bright with the paying guests.

‘You see, he wrote a book about his sporting memories and had it published at his own expense – paid this man two hundred pounds down like an officer and a gentleman – and now the ghoul has sent in a whacking bill for extras. I’m going to call and reason with him.’

There was a long pause. Mr Chinnery was breathing heavily. Sir Buckstone again made that odd, bronchial sound. But neither spoke. Then Mr Chinnery, having fixed the Baronet with what, even when filtered through horn-rimmed glasses, was easily recognizable as the stare of a man who has been wounded to the quick, gave a low gulp and shuffled off.

The sense of strain in the atmosphere did not escape Jane.

‘What on earth’s the matter?’ she asked.

Sir Buckstone looked at her as King Lear might have looked at Cordelia – rather, in fact, as Mr Chinnery had just looked at him.

‘You only said the one thing you shouldn’t have said,’ he replied bleakly. ‘You merely put your foot in it right up to the knee. Some months ago I borrowed five hundred pounds from Chinnery, and there hasn’t been a day since when he hasn’t asked me for it back and I haven’t told him I haven’t got the cash. And then you come along and talk about me publishing books at my own expense.’

Jane whistled.

‘Golly, Buck, I’m sorry.’

‘Too late to be sorry now.’

‘I must have shaken his faith in Baronets a bit.’

‘I should think you have wrecked it for ever. I look forward,’ said Sir Buckstone in a flat voice, ‘to some very stimulating chats with Chinnery in the near future.’

Jane was remorseful, but she felt that she was being blamed unfairly. Fathers, she considered, should be more frank with their daughters about these facts of life. Then the daughters would know where they were.

‘Well, never mind,’ she said. ‘When I get back, I’ll go and prattle to him and soothe him. But why did you want five hundred pounds?’

‘Who doesn’t?’ said Sir Buckstone, rather reasonably.

‘I mean, what did you do with it?’

‘I published my sporting memories.’

‘That didn’t come to five hundred quid. What happened to the rest of it?’

Sir Buckstone gestured sombrely, like a pessimistic semaphore.

‘It went. This place eats money. And I hadn’t so many lodgers then.’

‘Paying guests.’

‘Lodgers. Lodgers they are, and lodgers they always will be.’ Sir Buckstone sighed. ‘I little thought, when I succeeded to the title, that the time would shortly come when I should find myself running a blanked boarding establishment.’

‘You mustn’t be so morbid about it, precious. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. Half the landed nibs in England take in paying guests nowadays. Ask anybody.’

Sir Buckstone declined to be comforted. When embarked on this particular topic, it was his custom to wallow in self-pity.

‘When I was a boy,’ he said heavily, ‘my ambition was to become an engine driver. As a young man, I had dreams of ambassadorships. Arrived at middle age and grown reconciled to the fact that I hadn’t brains enough for the Diplomatic Service, I thought that I could at least be a simple country gentleman. But Fate decided otherwise. “No, Buckstone,” said Fate, “I have other views for you. You shall be the greasy proprietor of a blasted rural doss-house.”’

‘Oh, Buck!’

‘It’s no use saying, “Oh, Buck!”’

‘Not greasy.’

‘Greasy,’ insisted Sir Buckstone firmly.

‘Why don’t you try to look on yourself as a sort of jolly innkeeper? You know – shirt sleeves and joviality. Entrance number in Act One just after the Opening Chorus of Villagers.’

‘Because I’m not a jolly innkeeper,’ said Sir Buckstone, who was quite clear-eyed about his status. ‘I wish you would marry a rich man, Jane.’

‘Where are they all? What’s become of the old-fashioned millionaire who used to buy girls with his gold? There’s Mr Chinnery, of course. But hasn’t he still got the one he bought last?’

‘Ever considered this young Vanringham?’

‘Oh, I’m not Tubby’s type. He likes them tall and willowy. Besides, where did you get the idea that Tubby’s a millionaire? All he’s got is what his stepmother allows him, and I don’t think she likes me.’

‘Good God, Jane! What makes you think that?’

‘Intuition.’

‘You must make her like you,’ said Sir Buckstone earnestly. ‘You must cultivate the woman assiduously. Do you realize that she is the only person on earth who might conceivably buy this ghastly house? Miss Whittaker tells me she’s on the ocean now, so she will be coming here in the next few days, I imagine. Make yourself pleasant to her. Spare no effort. Heavens! Just to think of somebody taking this monstrosity off our hands!’

‘Tubby told me he believed the deal would go through.’

‘He did?’

‘He said the Princess admires Walsingford Hall.’

‘She once told me she thought it cute.’

‘Well, there you are.’

‘But she’s an erratic woman. Liable to change her mind at any moment.’

‘I don’t believe a taste for glazed salmon-coloured bricks can ever be eradicated. If it’s there, it’s there.’

‘Well, let us hope for the best.’

‘That’s the spirit.’

‘And now, I suppose, you ought to be off,’ said Sir Buckstone. ‘I’ve got to go and see your mother. A rather strange thing has occurred. Miss Whittaker tells me that a telephone message has arrived from her brother.’

‘Miss Whittaker’s brother?’

‘Your mother’s brother.’

‘But mother hasn’t got a brother.’

‘Exactly. That is why I feel it’s so odd that he should be ringing up on the telephone. I put that point to Miss Whittaker, but she stuck to her story. It’s all most peculiar, and I shall be glad to get to the bottom of it.’

‘I wish I could come too. But I want to catch Busby before lunch. That’s psychology, Buck. Some people would say wait till he’s mellowed
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