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        1


        Monday

      


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      ‘I’ll get one,’ said Jane.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      ‘Homework?’ Jane inquired.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      ‘But he said it was settled.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      ‘Very nice old ladies,’ said Drew.


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


      Jane asked what had made him choose that.


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


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


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


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


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


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


      ‘Then off we go,’ said Merry.


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


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


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


      ‘Creepy,’ said Edith.


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


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


      It dawned on Jane that the maids had Nanny status.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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