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CHAPTER ONE

The long drawing room at Courtney was silent except for the sound of muffled sobbing from the two ladies present and yawns and groans from the two gentlemen.

Miss Barbara Briggs, called the Perpetual Debutante by her friends and enemies alike, raised the wisp of a handkerchief to one faded-blue eye.

“Poor, poor Uncle Giles. On his deathbed at last. Well, everyone knows how I’ve taken care of him and always remembered his birthdays and Christmases. I am sure he shall call for me soon.” Her bandeau, which was slipping over her pepper-and-salt hair, gave her faded features a slightly drunken look, and the other female present looked at her in derision.

Miss Tansy Bloomington was the epitome of the modern Edwardian woman. She wore a sulphur-yellow tea gown embellished with designs of angry-looking little blue Chinese. Her twelve-inch cigarette holder was firmly clenched in one strong tanned muscular hand and her bright-red hair was screwed up on top of her head. Her prominent nose and heavy-lidded eyes gave her the appearance of a bird of prey. Like her cousin, Miss Briggs, Miss Bloomington had discovered a hitherto hidden affection for her dying uncle and was closing in on his bedside with the intention of persuading Mr. Frayne that a modern woman like herself would be the safest one to inherit his great fortune. Like Miss Briggs, she was in her thirties and unwed.

Mr. Frayne’s two nephews made up the other members of the party: Jeffrey Beardington-Smythe, square and choleric and middle-aged; and Cyril Booth, willowy and handsome and twenty.

Mr. Frayne was a noted miser, although he did spend money on the upkeep of Courtney, his stately home. It was what was known as a desirable residence, having everything that an English country house should have, from its stately Georgian rooms and long windows to a handsome stone terrace decorated with peacocks and urns and a formal garden originally laid out by Capability Brown, now maintained by a large outdoor staff. He was a nasty old man and had lived in seclusion for most of his life. Now that he was dying, he was, however, not in the least surprised to find that he had so many affectionate relatives. He was only surprised that they were stupid enough to demonstrate their affections at the last minute.

If he had shown any sign of being at all fond of anyone, it was his rich neighbor, Lord Gerald de Fremney, and since Lord Gerald had everything—good looks, wealth, and a splendid home of his own—the hopeful relatives were sure he would not figure in Mr. Frayne’s will and were consequently relieved to see Lord Gerald when he strode into the room.

Their looks of welcome faded at his opening words.

“I see the vultures are already gathered,” drawled Lord Gerald.

Jeffrey Beardington-Smythe began to bluster. “I say, talk like a gentleman,” he snapped. “I was always fond of the old boy.”

“It seems to me,” said Lord Gerald with irritating good nature, “that you’ve taken a long time to show it.”

The four of Mr. Frayne’s relatives now looked at Lord Gerald de Fremney with dislike. He was a very tall young man with thick fair hair and black eyes; an exotic combination of color that had made more than one feminine heart flutter. He was impeccably dressed in a biscuit-colored suit with a pale-gold waistcoat embroidered with yellow freesias (That shows the fellow’s a cad, thought Jeffrey), and had rather studied languid movements—a hangover from his Oxford days—that belied his muscular athletic figure. He spoke in a light, pleasant, rather mocking voice that was usually held to be charming but which struck the ears of his present audience as downright irritating.

Miss Briggs began to sob noisily. “How can you, Lord Gerald, when you should know I have always loved Uncle dearly?”

“Rubbish,” said Tansy Bloomington nastily. “I’m the one Uncle has most in common with. We talk man to man.”

“Dear me,” said Lord Gerald, and Tansy rammed another cigarette into her holder as if she dearly wished she were shoving it somewhere else.

“He—he’s quite right, you know,” said Cyril Booth from his position by the fireplace. “I’m only after the old b-boy’s m-money. I h-hate deceit, you know. So shuddery. So frightfully, terribly ugh.”

“Ugh? Ugh? What kind of language is that, you poor clown?” snapped Tansy.

Cyril gave her a weary look from a pair of limpid blue eyes and refrained from answering.

“What I really came to tell you,” said Lord Gerald, “is that Mr. Frayne wishes to see you. All of you.”

“Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” howled Jeffrey Beardington-Smythe, heaving his great bulk out of a delicate Chippendale chair.

In a hurried, undignified scramble, the four scrambled for the stairs, each one eager to reach the bedroom door first. Lord Gerald followed at a more leisurely pace.

Mr. Giles Frayne was lying back against the lace pillows of his four-poster bed. His eyes were lusterless and his face was like wax. Cancer had been eating away at him for the past year and he looked as weary of this life as he actually was. His thin cadaverous face looked like a skull and his sparse gray hair was neatly combed across his yellow scalp.

Something flickered in the depths of his eyes as the visitors entered but apart from that the figure in the bed did not move. He waited until Lord Gerald arrived and then he spoke. His voice was dry and rusty and seemed to come from very far away.

“I want to talk to you lot about my will,” said Mr. Frayne.

“Oh, Unky! Don’t!” wailed Miss Briggs, bringing her handkerchief once more into play.

“Yes, do, Uncle,” countered Tansy, and turning to Miss Briggs, she said, “Uncle doesn’t care for all that wishy-washy nonsense, Barbara. Let him get to the point.” And with that she blew a ferocious cloud of cigarette smoke around the sickchamber.

“Don’t keep interrupting me,” said Mr. Frayne in a slightly stronger voice. “I haven’t got much time. Glad to see you, Lord Gerald. We ain’t had much in common but you’ve been a good neighbor and the only person I know who appreciates my library. You shall have it.”

“That’s very generous of you,” said Lord Gerald. “There are some fine books in your collection, sir.”

The four relatives heaved an almost audible sigh of relief. That was Lord Gerald de Fremney disposed of. Now to the meat of the matter.

“My house,” quavered Mr. Frayne, “my beloved house, Courtney, my town house, and all my money is to go to—” Here he was overcome by a fit of coughing while the four relatives craned eagerly forward.

He recovered and raised one skeletal old hand, holding a handkerchief to his mouth. “All I possess,” he went on, “will go to Miss Ginny Bloggs.”

“MISS GINNY BLOGGS!” screamed four voices in unison.

“Yes, that’s who. She’s the daughter of a coal merchant up in Lancashire—don’t remember the address but the lawyer’s got it. Never met the girl but her late pa saved my life. I was up Bolton way on business and got into… er… bad company.” A mirthless laugh shook him. “Yes, it was in a low sort of public house, and I got into a fight and this gang of toughs were going to kill me. Well, in steps old Bloggs, hands like hams he had, and he lays about them like Jason. Took me home and looked after me, he did. We corresponded from time to time and he told me all about Ginny. His wife died and then he passed away. Wrote to me before he died and begged me to look after his little girl, but what could I do with a girl on my hands? I’ve been feeling bad about it though and I mean to put it right.”

“Oh, Unky, how could you?” said Miss Briggs, sobbing wildly.

“So,” the old man went on as if she had not spoken, “to that effect I’m providing for you lot.”

A gleam of wild hope appeared in the four faces around his bed only to be extinguished at his next words. In a fainter voice, Mr. Frayne said, “You will be supplied free room and board here at Courtney and a generous allowance each until such time as the girl marries. You are to teach her how to go on in society and prepare her for a Season and introduce her to the right chaps. Lord Gerald, I want you to see that they obey my requests to the letter.”

Lord Gerald gave an impatient nod.

“Well, that’s that,” said Mr. Frayne. “Now take your faces out of here and send Doctor Gillespie up. I want to die in peace.”

The grim relatives assembled once again in the drawing room. Lord Gerald had taken his departure.

There was a silence and then all four burst into speech at once.

“A common little girl to get all that…”

“Money should have come to me. Not even a member of the family. I’ve a good mind to…”

“Good mind to what? If we don’t take care of the little upstart, we won’t get anything at all….”

“By Jove. Well, well, well, well. By Jove.”

The latter was mumbled by Jeffrey Beardington-Smythe, who seemed to be in the worst state of shock. Miss Briggs’s tears had miraculously dried and she was hard-eyed and thin-lipped. Tansy was chain-smoking, erupting little puffs of Turkish tobacco-scented smoke like a thin and angry volcano. Cyril Booth was white and trembling, his delicate features twisting with emotion.

“P-perhaps he’ll change his mind b-before he d-dies,” he said at last.

The others stopped their lamentation and looked at him thoughtfully.

“You’ve got a point there,” said Tansy slowly. “We could all rally ’round and be very sweet to him and persuade him that his house would be better run by a member of the family. Either that or we might be able to have him committed. If we all stuck together, we might be able to prove him mad.”

Jeffrey rang for drinks. He was beginning to feel optimistic again, although he was also beginning to feel the full effects of the recent shock and was sure that his blood pressure was teetering on the danger level.

When the drinks arrived, the four fortified themselves and then drew their chairs together. “How I see it,” said Jeffrey, “is that we should form some plan of action. All together, mind! No one person sneaking up to the old man’s room and trying to get it all for himself—or herself.”

The others nodded in agreement while each of them silently plotted to do just that as soon as they had a chance.

“Right! Any suggestions?” asked Jeffrey. “What about you, Tansy?”

A discreet cough from the doorway made them all jump in their chairs and some of Cyril’s gin and French slopped onto the Aubusson rug. Dr. Gillespie stood in the doorway. He said, “This will come as a terrible shock to you, although we have all been expecting it for some time. Mr. Frayne is dead.”

Four appalled faces stared at him and Dr. Gillespie felt ashamed of his previous convictions that they were only interested in the old man for his money. He bowed his head and tactfully withdrew to leave them alone with their grief.

There was a long silence. Tansy looked around the exquisite room: at the white enameled piano with its large Chinese bowl of azaleas; at the delicate Chippendale furniture, and the delicate Chinese-silk panels on the walls; at the pale sunlight shining in through the long windows where the Brussels-lace curtains floated on the most delicate of summer breezes.

She groaned aloud and then voiced the feelings of the rest.

“Well, it’s all yours now, Miss Ginny Bloggs, and I for one am going to make sure you never enjoy a day of it!”

OEBPS/images/publisher.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
\THE Edwardiﬂf)

W et '

SERIES

e
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





