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CHAPTER ONE



Mary Elliott entered the staff room at Carmalton Girls' School; flung down a pile of books and, as she went to help herself to the rather weak coffee provided, exclaimed resignedly,

'Does anyone share my view that Janet Morton isn't really quite all there?'

Miss Curtis, always ready to take umbrage, even about so undistinguished a member of her class as Janet Morton, bristled slightly. 'It depends what you mean by "not quite all there". She's a dreamy child, of course.'

'Dreamy! She's in a trance half the time.' Mary Elliott laughed exasperatedly, for teaching maths to resistant juniors is no fun. 'I'd got them all more or less busy this morning when I saw her gazing out of the window, obviously a hundred miles away. And when I asked her to favour us with her thoughts—'

'You shouldn't do that,' interjected Miss Curtis. 'Sarcasm withers children.'

'It didn't wither Janet Morton. She came back from her hundred-mile journey and said, "I was thinking about the wind." '

'The wind? Oh, dear!' Miss Sharpe, longest on the staff and with an effortless sense of discipline which was the envy of all, laughed outright. 'She was just showing off.'

'But she wasn't,' sighed Mary Elliott crossly. 'If she had been I could have dealt with her. I think she really had been thinking about the wind, and how one does that I just wouldn't know. I told her to get on with her work, of course, and she did. But when Ï looked at it afterwards it was all wrong, and I felt somehow defeated.'

'When you've been at it ten years you won't mind so much,' Miss Sharpe told her consolingly.

'When I've been at it ten years I'll be certifiable if many of them are like Janet Morton,' retorted Mary Elliott, as the door opened again to admit her special friend Felicity Grainger.

'Who's talking about Janet Morton?' Felicity wanted to know.

'All of us. Which is a bad sign. No child is sufficiently important to command general attention,' declared Miss Sharpe.

'Not even if she's a near-genius?' Felicity inspected the coffee and grimaced, while Mary Elliott said,

'Oh, Felicity, really! Just because the child scrapes that violin of hers effectively!'

'What makes you think Janet Morton a near-genius?' inquired Miss Sharpe with genuine curiosity.

'In some odd way, she's the most truly musical person — and I mean person, not just child — that I've ever come across.' Felicity frowned consideringly. 'It's not only that she has a technique and a capacity for sheer hard work outstanding in a child of eleven. There's a sort of inner knowledge — an instinctive awareness and artistic judgment which almost frighten me at times.'

'Then we'll leave the subject,' Miss Sharpe declared amusedly. 'The day those brats begin to frighten one it's time to take them less seriously.'

Everyone laughed feelingly at that, and the subject was dropped. But later, in the kitchen of the pleasant cottage which Mary Elliott and Felicity Grainger shared, Mary paused over the joint preparations of their evening meal and said impulsively,

'Do you really think the Morton child so out of the ordinary, musically speaking? It isn't just that you're sorry about her being an orphan and romantically inclined to exaggerate her gifts?'

'Heavens, no!' Felicity laughed. 'Naturally I'm sorry for any child robbed of both parents in the same ghastly accident. Who wouldn't be? But I wouldn't judge her gifts sentimentally because of that. Anyway, I think she's quite happy in her foster-home with the Emlyns. Mrs. Emlyn is kind and homely and hasn't read any books on child psychology. She just gives Janet the sort of simple day-to-day security which is what she most needed after such a shock.'

'Maybe you're right.' Mary nodded thoughtfully. 'But I shouldn't have thought the Emlyn household conducive to artistic development, would you?'

'No, it isn't. But security and normality were what Janet needed most. She's allowed to practise as much as she likes without being thought either wonderful or tiresome, which is important. I don't think anyone has ever told her she's unusual, for the simple reason that the Emlyns don't even know that she is. That must have been very healthy for her! But now, of course—'

Felicity paused and into her beautiful grey eyes came a determined gleam which Mary had seen there once or twice before when her friend was about to display unusual obstinacy.

'Now,' Felicity went on firmly, 'it's time Janet was found a place in a school specially geared to the training of musically gifted children. In fact — the Tarkman
Foundation School.'

'I thought perhaps we were coming to that,' Mary looked both curious and amused. 'They say the competition is pretty ferocious, and that only one in a hundred gets in.'

'I know. But, unless I'm much mistaken, Janet Morton is that one in a hundred,' replied Felicity, setting her mouth.

It occurred to Mary to say that Felicity could very well be mistaken, but she rejected the idea. For when Felicity looked like that Mary knew by now that argument was pointless.

On the surface the two friends had little in common, Mary being quick, volatile, impatient and superficially a trifle hard, while Felicity was quieter, artistic and something of a dreamer. But, in fact, of the two Felicity was the one who could stand foursquare for the few things she regarded as important.

They had come to Carmalton in the same term just over a year ago and, as neither wanted to live in lodgings, inevitably they converged on the same charming cottage which was the only one to be rented in the district. They met literally on the doorstep, concealed with difficulty their dislike of each other as rivals and then, on discovering that the rent was considerably more than either had anticipated, simultaneously hit on the idea of sharing it, at least for an experimental three months.

'It would be a risk, of course,' Mary said. 'We may loathe each other within a week. But, on the principle that half a loaf is better than no bread, how about trying it?'

'I'm willing,' Felicity agreed. 'But I should warn you that in my job as music teacher I'm bound to do a certain amount of practising, both piano and violin.'

'Are you any good?' inquired Mary candidly.

'I am rather.'

'Then I'll risk it. If
I find it insupportable I'll tell you so and we'll have to come to some oilier arrangement."

But she found it far from insupportable. She even said sometimes that she quite enjoyed it. And on her side, Felicity, who had been an only child, found Mary Elliott's companionship both stimulating and pleasant.

Both were reasonably domesticated without being obsessively so and, with the twice weekly assistance of an invaluable Mrs. Arnold, they shared the household chores amicably. That particular evening, Felicity was, in her own phrase, knocking up a meat pie while Mary peeled vegetables — and presently came round once more to the subject of Janet Morton.

'How do you propose to set about getting her into Tarkmans?' she inquired. 'Have you discussed it with Mrs. Bush?'

'Oh, no! Not yet.' Mrs. Bush was the head of the school and, although respected by both for her immensely efficient organization, not somehow quite the person with whom one discussed the early stages of an ambitious dream.

'I'll have to enlist her support at some point, of course,' Felicity admitted. 'But I have an idea that any actual lobbying on Janet's behalf will have to be done on my own.'

'Which means seeing Stephen Tarkman himself, I suppose?' Mary glanced up quickly. 'They say he's as tough as old boots.'

'He is,' Felicity confirmed. 'I met him once.'

'You did? My dear, what an interesting past you have.' Mary looked amused. 'I didn't know you consorted with millionaires.'

'I don't,' Felicity laughed. 'And he's not. Although he's chief administrator of the Tarkman Trust, he's only reasonably wealthy himself, I believe. Anyway, I met him only passingly at one of the few really thrilling dinner-parties I've ever attended. And I was there simply because in my student days I used to room in the same boarding-house as Anthea Warrender—'

'The conductor's wife?'

'Yes. Though she was Anthea Benton then, of course. She was the really outstanding one of us all, with a voice which even we knew was something extraordinary.'

'That was why Warrender married her, wasn't it?'

'Partly. Though I think he was very much in love with her too. She was an extraordinarily nice sort of girl and when success came to her it didn't spoil her at all. Frankly, none of us expected to see any more of her after she married Warrender. But in spite of the fact that she soon became so successful on her own account, quite apart from being his wife, she never forgot her student friends. She would recall us by name and circumstances whenever she ran across us. There was a sort of warm intensity about her which made you feel you were important to her. No wonder he adored her,' added Felicity reflectively.

'And did he really adore her? — that cold fish.'

'Oh, Warrender's not a cold fish. He's authoritative and a bit of a tyrant, of course. But I suppose in his position he's entitled to be. And underneath all that he's an unusually human person. I don't think Anthea would have fallen for him otherwise.'

'Well, back to our own little genius.' Mary went to the sink to rinse the potatoes she had peeled, but continued to speak over her shoulder. 'Having met Stephen Tarkman at the Warrender dinner-table, you feel able to tackle him on the basis of old friends?'

'Oh, I didn't say that!' Felicity laughed and pulled a slight face. 'As a matter of fact, we didn't hit it off at all well. But it's nearly three years ago now — not long after I qualified. He wouldn't remember an unimportant contact at a dinner-party. If —I mean when —I go to see him, I shall go as a complete stranger. And as to not minding — I do mind. But one doesn't reject a worthwhile enterprise because it has disagreeable aspects.'

'I do,' said Mary frankly. At which Felicity laughed again.

But she changed the subject after that. For not even to Mary was she prepared to admit that the recollection of her encounter with Stephen Tarkman still had the power to anger and embarrass her.

It was extraordinary how clearly she remembered the incident. She could even remember the dress she had worn. Possibly because it was the most becoming — and certainly the most expensive — dress she had ever possessed. But then when you are invited to dine with celebrities you don't wear last year's renovated model.

Felicity had felt shy but excited when she arrived at the Warrenders' luxurious penthouse overlooking St. James's Park. But Anthea — lovely in a breathtakingly simple white dress — had opened the door herself, welcomed Felicity warmly and taken her into her bedroom where she proceeded to give her a rapid resume of the other guests who were coming.

'Why did you include me?' Felicity had asked with a frank laugh. 'They sound a formidable lot.'

'They aren't really. Except perhaps Gina Torelli, who still makes me feel like a beginner. And I included you for the simple reason that I wanted you,' Anthea concluded endearingly. 'It was such fun running into you the other night and recalling our student days. It made me think how long it was since I'd seen any of the old crowd, and I hoped you'd like to come.'

'I adore coming!' Felicity had assured her. 'I feel a bit intimidated, that's all. They're all top-drawer professionals, aren't they? It makes me feel rather the minor music-teacher.'

'Don't be silly. You're probably just as well informed musically as any of them,' Anthea had declared encouragingly. 'Anyway, I've put you beside Stephen Tarkman. He doesn't sing or play anything, if that's any help.'

'What does he do, then?'

'My dear, he doesn't do. He just is,' Anthea had explained comprehensively. 'He is TARKMAN. Of the Tarkman Musical Foundation, you know.'

'I think I've heard of that,' Felicity said, delving into her memory. 'But put me in the picture.'

'His father was a millionaire several times over. He made half his fortune out of armaments during the last war, and had a sort of guilt complex about it, apparently. Which Oscar says is idiotic because where would we have been without armaments? — but that's by the way. Anyway, poor Tarkman senior, feeling badly about his millions, left nearly all his money to found a big artistic trust, mostly for music. It makes grants to deserving composers and artists, finances a home for old musicians who have fallen on bad times and, above all, supports a special school for the training of musically talented children. Oscar is a director, which is why we know Stephen. He's tough, but stimulating. You'll like him.'

But Felicity had not liked him.

From the moment he came into the room she resented his faintly arrogant air. The air of a man who wields power and enjoys the fact. And because she was already feeling nervous and a little unsure of herself she found his brusque manner both frightening and irritating.

At dinner she talked as much as possible to the partner on her other side and when she had to speak to Stephen Tarkman she confined herself to harmless generalities. Until the conversation suddenly turned on Rodney Eskith, a young pianist who had just made a sensational debut in London. It happened that Felicity had heard him and been greatly impressed, so that she was incensed beyond discretion when she heard Stephen Tarkman say, as though there could be no second opinion,

'Just a flash in the pan. He won't last. No really outstanding talent. Without that clever build-up he wouldn't have made more than a ripple on the surface of the musical world.'

'What makes you so sure of that?' Felicity asked quietly beside him. And he turned in surprise to glance at the girl who had challenged his opinion.

'Considerable experience and a good natural judgment,' he told her drily.

'You don't think you might be — could possibly be — wrong?' The note of sarcasm in her tone was so delicate that she thought he was too insensitive to notice it.

But he got it all right and, turning on her the full force of a mockingly amused smile, he said flatly, 'No, I don't. You beg to differ, I gather?'

'No, I don't beg anything,' she retorted, her colour flaring suddenly. 'In my view, he has a great future. And possibly if you played yourself you might be able to see that too. You don't play any instrument, do you?'

'Not professionally.' The smile had become almost lazy, but there was the strangest hint of danger about it. 'Do you?'

'I'm not a — a public performer. I teach. Piano and violin.'

'A teacher? I see.'

He did not permit himself the quotation, "Those who can — do. Those who can't —- teach.' But she saw it passing through his mind as clearly as if he had said it. She also knew in that moment how it was that some men occasionally had their faces slapped.

But not, of course, at the Warrenders' dinner- table.

The rest of the evening she managed to enjoy, so long as she avoided his company and resolutely banished him from her mind. But when the party was breaking up and Anthea kissed her good-bye and said, 'Darling, I'm sure Stephen will give you a lift. He's going your way,' she could not bite back the words—

'I'd rather go on hands and knees than accept a lift from Mr. Tarkman!'

'Really?' Anthea looked astonished. 'Why, I thought—' Then she stopped, glanced beyond Felicity and said hastily, 'Well — perhaps—'

At the same moment Gina Torelli came up, cast a kindly look on Felicity, who had managed during the evening to express her genuine and overwhelming admiration rather tellingly, and said graciously, 'Does this dear child go my way?'

The dear child said breathlessly that she did, and found herself swept off in the wake of the famous soprano — past Stephen Tarkman, whose slightly raised eyebrows and mocking smile left her convinced that he had overheard the strictures on himself.

Momentarily discomfort was almost obliterated by the thrill of driving home in company with the famous Torelli. But the recollection of Stephen Tarkman returned again and again over the years to annoy and embarrass her. If he had ultimately been proved wrong in that argument she might have forgiven him and forgotten the incident. But within a couple of years Rodney Eskith had been more or less sunk without trace. It is almost unforgivable when the people we dislike are proved right.

Felicity had had an exceptionally happy childhood and girlhood. The only child of affectionate parents, she had been allowed to develop her very real musical talent to the full, without being given too wildly inflated ideas about her gifts. Her father, with kindly but astringent realism, had pointed out from the beginning that few people reached the heights of the public performer and that if she ended as a good and successful teacher, she could still regard herself as having a certain value in the musical world.

At that stage she was still inclined to see herself as sweeping on and off platforms, with the world more or less waiting on tiptoe to hear her, so she took these words of wisdom rather scornfully. But their basic good sense remained somewhere at the back of her mind and, as she gradually found her feet in a competitive world, she also found the true measure of her gifts.

She was a born teacher, with a splendid capacity for arousing interest in her pupils and opening new and glorious vistas for them. No child ever looked bored in her classes, and no individual pupil ever felt of less than supreme interest and importance in her musical scheme of things.

Faced with her very first class of almost uniformly blank pupils, she had asked if they had heard of this composer or that work. One and all shook discouraged heads and waited for the criticism. But instead she cried,

'You lucky children! You've got it all before you. We're going to have a wonderful time. Just listen to this for a start.' And she went to the piano and played a simple, tripping, heart-warming little tune. 'Do you like it?'

One or two said tentatively that they did. Several still looked blank. And the trouble-maker in the class giggled.

'You've got the right idea.' Felicity picked him out at once. 'It's funny — it's gay — it's something to laugh at. Come here. — Yes, you. The boy who knew when to laugh.'

He came slowly, not at all sure that she was not going to hold him up to ridicule.

'How old are you?' Felicity asked.

'Twelve,' he admitted reluctantly.

'Twelve? Just two years younger than the chap who wrote this. His name was Mozart. Listen again.' She played it once more. 'He was fourteen when he wrote that, and he meant it for boys and girls like you, so that you could laugh and enjoy something easy but of quality. There are lots of tunes like this. They make you feel good and they're fun to sing, even if you only la-la the tune.'

'I could sing it now,' he asserted suddenly.

'Sing it, then.'

So he piped his way through it with a certain degree of accuracy. Then the others wanted to join in. They sang it twice. Then someone said in a way it was prettier than pop. And Felicity knew the class was hers.

By the time she came to Carmalton her methods were a trifle less naïve, but she never had the slightest trouble in holding the interest of a class. She loved her subject. And in a warm, unsentimental way she loved her pupils too. She knew that in a commercially corrupted world they were constantly assailed by the ugly, the puerile and the insidiously damaging. And she tried with all her heart and skill to make beauty and artistic truth as easily available to them as the trash with which they were perpetually bombarded.

Only a small proportion in her classes really assimilated much of what she was trying to put over to them, she knew. But few remained untouched by it and some even developed a musical enjoyment and curiosity which made every effort worthwhile.

With her individual pupils, of course, she was able to do much more. And among those the outstanding discovery was Janet Morton.

The first time she saw Janet she was already aware of the child's tragic history, and she put down her dreamy, withdrawn manner to the shock of the then recent car crash which had robbed her of both her parents. But as soon as she heard the child play her violin, and noted her reaction to music far beyond her natural age-group's understanding, Felicity knew that she was dealing with something quite out of the ordinary.

To say that Janet lived in a world of her own would not have been quite correct. But, in some odd way, she withdrew sometimes into a world of her own, where she seemed perfectly happy and from which she came back refreshed, enlivened and somehow enriched.

She was a plain-looking little girl, small for her age, pale, and with no remarkable feature except her dark- lashed, quite wonderful smoky-blue eyes. These, however, were usually framed in round spectacles, since she was short-sighted. But when she took off her glasses, which she did sometimes when she was playing from her prodigious memory, she could look almost beautiful.

To some people — Mary Elliott included — her composure was disquieting. To Felicity it had the fascinating quality of someone who knew where she was going. And once, when she was listening to Janet playing and watching her absorbed, intelligent little face above her violin, Felicity recalled the old Italian saying about the world standing aside for the man who knows where he is going. That, she realized, was exactly how Janet looked. She knew where she was going to such a degree that it seemed likely one day the world would stand aside for her.

Felicity had thought a great deal about Janet Morton before she had finally come to the conclusion that every effort should be made to get her into the Tarkman School. But the fact that it was not more than three miles away from Carmalton really made it the obvious first choice, once one accepted the fact that the child's education should move from the general class into the particular.

For a while Felicity considered the possibility of invoking the help and interest of Anthea and her famous husband. But for a couple of years now she had seen nothing of the Warrenders. Their paths had inevitably lain in different directions. Besides, if she made her approach through them it was possible that a chord would be touched in Stephen Tarkman's memory, and this would hardly be helpful to her candidate. Better far that the approach should be made formally and professionally. As the music-teacher of a genuinely gifted child, Felicity might reasonably be expected to be involved in the application on her behalf.

The day following her talk with Mary, Felicity kept Janet back at the end of her music lesson and inquired, almost casually, if she ever thought what she would like to be when she grew up.

'Oh, yes, Miss Grainger.' Janet looked slightly surprised, 'I'm going to be a violinist. I wouldn't want to be anything else.'

With any other child Felicity might have pointed out mildly that 'want' was not necessarily the operative word in relation to what one eventually did for a living. But instead she said, 'You do understand, don't you, that the professional concert player is up against very stiff competition?'

'I was just thinking of making music,' replied Janet simply. And, unworldly though the reply was, it went straight to Felicity's heart. For there spoke the true artist. It was not success, a big career, the importance of being 'someone' which appealed to the child, as to most children. It was the music which was more important than herself.

'You have the right idea,' Felicity told her with a smile. 'But, as your teacher, I must look at the more practical side of things.' She hesitated a moment and then went on, 'I'm inclined to think you have a talent which would justify your being trained for a public career. And for that it would be necessary for you to go to a special school, one where all your education was geared to that end.'

'Somewhere like the Tarkman School, you mean?' Janet said coolly.

'Oh, you know about that?'

Janet nodded, and then added astonishingly, 'My aunt knows Mr. Tarkman.'

'Your aunt does? But I didn't know you had any family at all, Janet.'

'Only my aunt. And she doesn't like me,' Janet explained unemotionally. 'I don't like her either,' she added without heat. 'I wouldn't have wanted to live with her after my — after I was left alone. And she said she didn't want me either.'

'Did she?' said Felicity before she could stop herself. But then she realized that, intriguing though this subject might be, it was quite an unsuitable one to discuss further with a child. So she reverted to the subject of the school instead and explained that for some while she had been considering the possibility of getting Janet into the Tarkman School.

'I'd like that!' The plain little face lit up and Janet took off her glasses and gazed eagerly at Felicity with her beautiful, short-sighted eyes. 'Would there be — any chance?'

'Frankly, I don't know,' Felicity admitted. 'But personally I think it's worth applying, though I had to find how you felt about it first. Now that you tell me your aunt knows Mr. Tarkman—'

'But I told you, she doesn't like me,' Janet explained patiently.

'You might be mistaken about that,' Felicity smiled. 'The fact that she didn't feel able to have you live with her might have depended on circumstances beyond her control, you know. She would almost certainly be interested in a member of her family who showed marked talent and—'

Then Felicity stopped. Because instead of her tactful words producing any reaction on or fresh information from Janet, it had become obvious that the little girl had politely withdrawn into her own thoughts until Miss Grainger should have talked herself out on a subject she did not understand.

Felicity laughed exasperatedly and for a moment knew what it was about Janet which annoyed Mary Elliott.

'All right, Janet, I'll see what I can do. I'll have a word with Mrs. Bush first.'

In the event, Mrs. Bush proved considerably more interested than Felicity had expected, though she uttered a word of caution against raising the child's hopes too high.

'She's had enough emotional upset in her life already without having to face a bitter disappointment too.'

'I know. Do you know anything about her aunt?' Felicity inquired on impulse. 'She made some cryptic reference to her, but I thought it best not to follow that up. I was always under the impression that she had no family and that this was why she lived in a foster-home with the Emlyns.'

'No, that's not quite right. Though for all practical purposes, I suppose it is. The aunt is an aunt by marriage and, as she made abundantly clear at the time, has absolutely no legal responsibility towards Janet. She's a very pretty woman and likes, I believe, to be known as a widow; though in actual fact, I think Janet's uncle divorced her at least a year before he died.'

'He died too? Not in the same accident, surely? What a tragic family!' exclaimed Felicity.

'No, he wasn't in the accident. It was a coronary or something. But you're right about its being a tragic family.'

'Poor Janet!' exclaimed Felicity compassionately. 'I'm afraid she is herself well aware that her aunt firmly rejected her or any claim that could be made on her behalf.'

'Very likely. Mrs. Morton — her name was also Morton — was that kind of woman. I didn't take to her,' added Mrs. Bush, with what Felicity felt was probably masterly understatement. 'That's partly why I feel one must be specially careful about raising hopes in Janet which could be cruelly dashed. You really think she is sufficiently talented to make this approach to Tarkman?'

'Yes, I do.' Felicity was firm about that. 'I've tried to warn her against too easy hopes, though of course she is too intelligent to be unaware of what is involved. But she must risk failure if she is going to make any real bid for success. One always has to.'

'I realize that.' Mrs. Bush smiled a little drily. 'But, as I'm not musical myself, Miss Grainger, I have to rely on you alone to assess the child's talents. I understand your enthusiasm, but I don't want that to topple your judgment. If you have guessed wrong and Janet is, in a sense, rejected again it could be very damaging for her.'

A momentary and chilling sense of indecision gripped Felicity. Her faith in her own judgment of Janet was very strong, but of course she could be wrong. She had been sadly wrong, for instance, about Rodney Eskith, three years ago. Though why that should return at this precise moment to shake her confidence she could not imagine.

But a decision had to be made and made very soon. And since there were no parents — nothing but an admittedly indifferent aunt — to judge for Janet or protect her interests, it was Felicity, backing her own judgment, who had to decide if the child should be left in possibly quite happy obscurity or shepherded, coaxed, dragooned along the road which might lead to almost sensational heights.

For nearly half a minute she remained silent, her head bent. Then she looked up and said resolutely, 'This isn't a hasty decision. I've thought about it a lot and, as far as I'm capable of judging, I think Janet has the possibility of a great future. This is only the very first step, of course, but I think she should be encouraged to take it.'

'Very well,' Mrs. Bush said. 'I will make the initial application to the Tarkman School on Janet's behalf.'

This was not quite what Felicity had intended. But a moment's reflection convinced her that a formal application from the child's headmistress — even an admittedly unmusical headmistress - was the correct first approach. Later, when it came to discussing Janet's qualifications with whoever made the first selection for entrants, it would be her turn to speak.

Once the matter was out of her hands, even temporarily, Felicity became restless and dissatisfied about the way she had handled it. She should have been more enthusiastic, more emphatic in what she had said to Mrs. Bush. After all, her views, for what they were worth, had to be relayed at second-hand, as it were, and must certainly lose something in the transmission.

She managed to conceal her anxiety from Janet, directing her attention firmly to her day-to-day work, and not allowing her to look any further ahead than the end-of-term concert at which Janet was to play.

A week, ten days, went past during which, as Mary told her though without rancour, she was not entirely easy to live with. Then, on a wet Wednesday morning, Mrs. Bush called Felicity into her room at the mid- morning break and handed her a letter.

'This came this morning. It's from Mr. Tarkman's secretary.'

With a not entirely steady hand Felicity took the letter and studied it. It was courteous, brief and impersonal and merely stated that, as a preliminary step, Mr. Stephen Tarkman would be glad if Janet Morton's music teacher could make it convenient to call and see him in his office at the Tarkman Foundation at eleven- thirty on the following Saturday morning. If this was not a suitable time, would he or she telephone to make another appointment?

'It's as much as we could expect,' Mrs. Bush said. 'At least we have a foot in the door. The next move is up to you. Can you manage this Saturday morning?'

'Oh, yes, I can manage it,' Felicity assured her a trifle breathlessly.

As she came out of Mrs. Bush's room she ran straight into Mary, who stopped, gave her a second glance and said, 'You look — stirred up somehow. Have you been promoted, or sacked?'

'Neither. I've been bidden to the Tarkman presence on Saturday morning to discuss Janet Morton,' Felicity replied, and she was annoyed to hear her own voice run up the scale slightly with sheer excitement.

'Good for you!' Mary patted her on the shoulder in a congratulatory sort of way. 'Be sure you play it cool.'

'I mean to,' Felicity declared.

But from then until she walked up the steps of the handsome building which housed the Tarkman Trust on that Saturday morning, Felicity was seldom free from a slight tremor of nervous excitement.

The name of Stephen Tarkman, and the letter which she presented, opened all doors and she was rapidly wafted up to a pleasant but not ostentatious office on the first floor. And here the man who rose to greet her looked so exactly as she remembered him at the Warrender dinner-party that it seemed impossible he should not recall her vividly too.

He showed no sign of doing so, however. Indeed, as he said, 'Sit down, Miss - Grainger,' he glanced down at his desk where she could see her own note confirming the interview, as though he were refreshing his memory about an entirely unfamiliar name.

That steadied her and she took the seat he indicated with what she hoped was an air of great composure.

'Well, Mrs. Bush wrote very persuasively about this child, Janet Morton,' he began, coming straight to the point. 'But she is frank about not being qualified herself to judge musically. She says in her letter that this she leaves entirely to you. Tell me about Janet, Miss Grainger.'

So she began to explain about Janet as clearly and eloquently as she could. Nothing to do with the child's personal background, lest she should be thought to be offering special pleading on behalf of a touching case. She spoke sympathetically but authoritatively about the little girl's remarkable technique, infinite capacity for hard work and, above all, her innate musicality. And he listened attentively. Much more attentively than he had listened to anything she had had to say at that dinner-party of unhappy memory.

At the end he said, 'Naturally I should have to hear her myself. And I should want Professor Blackthorn to hear her too. But I must make it quite clear from the beginning that the applicants far exceed the few vacancies available, and no child without really outstanding gifts has any chance of being accepted.'

'Janet's gifts are outstanding,' replied Felicity quietly.

'You're very sure of that?'

'Quite sure.'

'As sure as you were about Rodney Eskith, for instance?' He looked up suddenly and that mocking smile was there, to remind her with painful clarity of an occasion she would so willingly have forgotten.

She caught her breath slightly, resisted the almost overwhelming temptation to reply tartly and said with complete honesty, 'I was wrong about Rodney Eskith.'

'Yes, you were, weren't you? But it's courageous of you to admit it so frankly,' he added unexpectedly.

'It wouldn't be much good doing anything else.' She gave a small, wry smile. 'He provided incontrovertible evidence of the fact, didn't he?'

Stephen Tarkman laughed so heartily at that that for the first time she thought she saw why Anthea War- render had expected her to like him. The impression was gone in a moment, however, as he said carelessly,

'You could have pretended you didn't remember a thing about the discussion.'

'Just as you pretended you didn't remember a thing about me?'

'I didn't until a minute or two ago,' he assured her with brutal frankness. 'But so far as Janet Morton is concerned—'

'Please—' interrupted Felicity eagerly. 'Although I admit to having been mistaken about Rodney Eskith, I do assure you I am right about Janet. Please give her a chance and hear her for yourself.'

'I intend to. When and how can I hear her?'

'Oh—' Felicity was so surprised by this easy acceptance of her plea that for a moment she was almost put off her stroke. Then she said doubtfully, 'But don't you hold auditions here?'

'Yes, certainly we do. But if possible — and certainly in the case of a child as young as Janet Morton — it's better for her to be heard without knowing what is involved. What do you suggest?'

'Well, she is playing at the end-of-term concert in about a fortnight's time,' Felicity began.

'Yes, that's the kind of thing exactly.'

'It would mean sitting through a certain amount of stuff definitely below Tarkman standard,' Felicity warned him with a slight smile.

'I'm used to that. So is Professor Blackthorn, who will come too if he is free. Would our presence in the audience seem unusual?'

'No. It's the kind of concert to which parents come.'

'Then I shall be there — trying to look like a parent,' he assured her. And he rose, held out his hand and made it perfectly clear that the interview was at an end.

On the short bus ride back to Carmalton Felicity felt elated beyond expression. She had secured this great chance for Janet, and in a form that robbed it of the terrifying significance which a formal audition might have. It was beyond anything she could have hoped for. And she was bound to admit that this was due to the imaginative understanding of Stephen Tarkman — to whom she had, until now, certainly not attributed either imagination or human understanding.

Naturally she gave a full account of her interview to both Mrs. Bush and Mary. The former said the most important thing was that there should be no talk beforehand and no question of Janet's knowing the extra importance attaching to the occasion - with which Felicity entirely agreed. The latter said that Stephen Tarkman sounded rather nice, after all.

' "Nice" isn't quite the word,' Felicity protested.

'What is, then?'

'I don't know.' Felicity looked doubtful. 'He's nothing as innocuous as nice. Attractive, I suppose, in a very forceful way. Impossible to ignore, but not really likeable, if you know what I mean.'

'No, I don't think I do,' replied Mary amusedly. 'But I'll see for myself on the night of the concert. What is your star chick going to play? Unaccompanied Bach, or something grim like that?' Mary was becoming quite knowledgeable after a year with Felicity.

Felicity shook her head and laughed.

'Not for general parental consumption,' she said. 'I'm letting her do two movements of a Haydn sonata. Deceptively simple-sounding and easily accessible to a mixed audience, but extraordinarily difficult to play with real style and musical understanding. Janet will be all right, though. It's just the kind of thing to show off her unusual gifts.'

In the ensuing two weeks Felicity became more and more sure of this. She was also greatly reassured by the fact that Janet showed no undue nervousness. On the actual day of the concert she looked a little tense. But her 'run-through' in the morning was faultless.

Then, since there was a half-day's holiday, Felicity told her to go home and rest during the afternoon. And, as she told Mary afterwards, 'Off that child went, with the serious, dedicated air of the real professional ! You'd have thought she was going to play at the Festival Hall, no less.'

'Not at all nervous?' Mary asked.

'No more so than any real artist should be,' replied Felicity, unaware that she had paid Janet the final compliment of speaking of her as though she were an adult performer.

However calm Janet might be about it all, Felicity herself suffered a good deal of nervous excitement during those last hours of waiting. And, to her surprise, she realized that it was not all on Janet's account. There was a sort of enjoyable anxiety about the coming meeting with Stephen Tarkman which had something much more personal about it than she would ever have thought possible. And the exact reason for that she simply could not fathom.

She dressed with some care for the occasion, telling herself that it was necessary to look her best, while not taking any of the limelight from the young performers — particularly not from Janet, for whom she was, of course, playing the piano part of the Flaydn sonata. But she was inordinately pleased when Mary said,

'You look lovely. That queer shade of greyish blue is just you, somehow.'

When they arrived at the school, there was already a great air of activity and self-importance attaching to those who were taking part in the evening's performance. About half of them were pupils of Felicity. The others were, as they importantly styled themselves to admiring parents, drama students.

'Everything's going to be fine,' Mary told Felicity as they looked from an upper window at the gratifying number of cars drawing up before the main entrance of the school. 'I must say the parents in this school do then- stuff very nobly. I think I'd be in agony if I had to listen to my own offspring murdering Shakespeare or lacerating Beethoven.'

'My pupils don't lacerate Beethoven,' retorted Felicity mildly. 'Oh, there's Stephen Tarkman, getting out of that ordinary-looking black car.'

'I'd have thought he would sport a Rolls,' commented Mary. 'Who is his glamorous companion?'

'Glamorous companion !' Felicity craned her neck to see the other side of the car. 'I thought Professor Blackthorn was coming. Perhaps he couldn't and this is another member—'

'Oh, no, dear! The lady is no professor,' Mary laughed.

And Felicity, catching a glimpse at last of Stephen Tarkman's companion, could only agree. There was nothing professorial about the slim, tall, red-haired woman with him.

'Perhaps it's his wife,' suggested Mary.

'Perhaps,' agreed Felicity doubtfully. 'Though he didn't seem married, somehow. Too - too—'

But before she could complete that qualification she glanced at her watch and saw it was time for her to round up her performers and give them a last word of advice and good cheer.

'Good luck!' Mary sketched a little gesture of encouragement and went to take her seat in the hall, while Felicity made her way to the classroom which had been set aside as a sort of 'green room'.

High spirits had given way now to quieter, more nervous chattering. But only one person was utterly silent, and that was Janet, who sat alone in a corner, looking unexpectedly attractive without her glasses and in a slightly old-world frock with a lace collar. One glance at her, however, told Felicity that something was desperately wrong. She was pale and tense and so utterly withdrawn from the busy scene round her that Felicity felt her heart plummet.

She went immediately to the child and, trying to make her voice warm and reassuring, said, 'All right, Janet?'

'Miss Grainger, I can't play.5 Janet got to her feet and spoke in a rapid, husky half-whisper. 'I'm not well —I can't play.'

'But of course you can, dear.' Felicity took her hand and was dismayed to find it icy. 'Everyone is a bit nervous beforehand. It's just—'

'No, it's nothing to do with being nervous. You don't know who's there, in the audience. I've just seen. I looked into the hall.'

In that moment Felicity could have kicked herself for all her well-intentioned discretion. She should have foreseen this contingency and guarded against this last- minute recognition and reaction. But it was too late now.

Still warmly and persuasively she smiled, squeezed the cold little hand comfortingly and said, 'Mr. Tarkman isn't an ogre, my dear child. He'll understand, better than anyone else there, just how good you are.

As a matter of fact, I can't wait to show you off to him. Gome, cheer up—'

'Mr. Tarkman?' repeated Janet, so blankly that Mary would have said she looked almost idiotic. 'I don't know anything about Mr. Tarkman. It's my aunt who is there - that pretty woman with the red hair. And I can't play if she's there. I hate her - she makes me feel dreadful. She takes all my confidence away. I can't play, I tell you. Not if she's there. I — can't — play!'



CHAPTER TWO




Janet's tone carried such conviction that Felicity could almost see her carefully laid plans drifting to disaster on the rock of the child's obsession. For once this evening's chance was gone, any audition, formal or informal, was unlikely to recur.

It was vital to do something and do it quickly. So, repressing a sense of panic almost equal to Janet's own, she glanced across the room to where the first two or three performers were preparing nervously for their entry on to the platform and, on a rapid reckoning, decided that she still had about a quarter of an hour before she herself would be called on to take any active part in the concert. Then she sat down with Janet's hand still in hers and made a tremendous effort to see the problem from the child's own viewpoint.

Reasonable argument and false cheerfulness would, she could see, be alike useless. She must accept the situation at Janet's valuation or give up here and now.

'Listen, dear—' she made the child face her, so that their eyes met— 'I do understand that for all of us there are people who scare us and make us feel inadequate. If your aunt is one of those people for you, I'm not going to pretend it's a small matter. But, Janet, I must tell you now that I've made a very special effort to get Mr. Tarkman here tonight to hear you play. I didn't tell you beforehand for fear of making you nervous—'

'He doesn't make me nervous. Only my aunt does,' reiterated Janet with a sort of stubborn wretchedness.

'I understand that,' Felicity said patiently. 'But it's Mr. Tarkman who is important tonight. He has come to hear you in the hope that you'll prove suitable for a place in the Tarkman School.'

'Can't I play for him when my aunt isn't there?' Janet gazed rather forlornly back at Felicity.

'I doubt if another opportunity could be arranged. Can't you summon all your courage, ignore your aunt and make the effort?'

'I don't think so,' said Janet. 'I feel sick.'

So did Felicity, she discovered to her surprise. But she could not think about her own reactions at that moment. Mary would probably have regarded Janet as a tiresome child who had no right to invent difficulties at this late hour. But Felicity knew that behind the frightened child was a deeply disturbed artist and, with a slight sigh, she tried again.

'I hardly know what else to say to you, Janet. I can't force you to play, of course. But this is a great chance for you, and I can't bear to see you throwing it away without so much as trying.'

Janet looked down at her clasped hands, and then up again as though something other than her own misery had impinged on her consciousness.

'You said it was difficult for you to get Mr. Tarkman here. Does that mean you'd be made to look small if I — if I just backed out now?'

It had not been in Felicity's mind to plead her own false position. But she felt so desperate at that moment that even a little bit of emotional blackmail seemed justified.

'My position isn't really what matters,' she said. 'But, since you mention it, yes, I would feel rather awful. You see—' determinedly she put herself on the same footing as the child— 'I once made rather a fool of myself to Mr. Tarkman. I was over-confident about a personal opinion and was afterwards proved wrong. I was so sure that I was right about you that I rather stuck my neck put again. I suppose if my candidate actually refused to perform tonight he would think me more of a fool than ever. But if you feel you simply can't—'

Janet took out her glasses, polished them nervously and put them back again.

'I'll play,' she said briefly, and Felicity with difficulty refrained from embracing her. Instead, she just said,

'That's a good, brave girl. Forget your aunt and play for Mr. Tarkman.'

'Where is he sitting?' Janet inquired.

'I don't know,' lied Felicity, realizing that Janet was still unaware that die important Mr. Tarkman and the hated aunt were together. She just put up a confused little prayer to whatever guardian angel looks after temperamental geniuses and hoped for the best.

In ordinary circumstances, of course, a school concert would not exactly have taxed Felicity's nerves. On the contrary, she was expected to be the calm support of the jittery young performers she had to accompany. But when she finally went on to the platform with Janet she experienced all the familiar symptoms of acute stage-fright. The dry throat, the inescapable chill, the horrid empty feeling in the pit of her stomach, the awareness that her smile was fixed and that she could do nothing about it.

Janet wasted no smile - not even a fixed one — on her audience. She looked at no one, but proceeded to tune her violin with something less than her usual calm security. Silence had fallen on the hall already, for the school was well aware that Janet could out-play and out-class them all, and in a way they were rather proud of her.

It was therefore certainly not from any member of the school that the slight, mocking little laugh came. And because of Janet's immediate reaction Felicity knew, as surely as if Mrs. Morton had been named, that it was Janet's aunt who had made that almost imperceptible sound.

At once Janet gave Felicity a little nod, to indicate that she was ready to begin. And Felicity, knowing that any further delay would unnerve the child completely, simply could not let Janet know that for once her impeccable ear was at fault and that her E string was fractionally sharp.

At almost any other time it would not have been serious enough to matter. Indeed, Felicity knew that not one per cent of the audience that night would have any inkling of the fact. Almost all of them were there to applaud and praise indiscriminately anyway. And Janet - even Janet at less than her best — could not fail to astonish and impress them.

But it was not the unknowing ninety-nine per cent who mattered. It was Stephen Tarkman. And Felicity had not the slightest doubt that he would be alert to the smallest fault.

In spite of the faulty E string, however, Janet launched into her sonata with the near-brilliance of someone beyond her years, and for the first few minutes Felicity dared to think that perhaps she was going to do herself justice, after all.

But then a change began to come over her performance, something so subtle and intangible that only someone as knowledgeable as Felicity could have pinpointed it. It was as though the life and light drained out of the work. The notes continued to be played with considerable skill and accuracy and, considering the faulty tuning of the instrument, the intonation was good. But the beauty and knowledge, the insight and poetry which Janet had unfailingly brought to her playing simply were not there.

She could have been any gifted, hard-working little pupil doing her best. The magic which Felicity had found so incredible in a child of her age was gone. It was a highly meritorious performance. But, thought Felicity bitterly, even brilliant failure would probably have been more arresting.

At the end there was tremendous applause, partly from her fellow-pupils who thought it fantastic that Janet Morton could play so many notes and get them all right, and partly from indulgent parents who either knew Janet's sad history and wished her well or were just touched that anyone so small could give evidence of such hard work.

Felicity glanced once in the direction of Stephen Tarkman. He was clapping, it was true, and perhaps rather more than perfunctorily. But his head was bent and he was listening with a smile to something which was being said with some emphasis by the laughing woman beside him.

'I was rotten,' Janet said stonily as they came off the platform together.

'You were quite astonishingly good, considering that you were upset,' replied Felicity firmly.

'But not good enough. And my E string was sharp. Was Mr. Tarkman the man sitting beside my aunt?'

'Yes,' said Felicity because it was not much good saying anything else.

'I thought so. She whispered something to him quite near the beginning. I knew it was no good then. She didn't mean him to like me.'

Felicity was hard put to it not to shake Janet and tell her to snap out of this nonsense. Surely not even a sensitive, temperamental child need allow anyone to affect her so strongly. But she realized resignedly that one might as well tell a rabbit to buck up and not mind the snake. Janet, for reasons which seemed sufficient to herself, both hated and feared her aunt to such a degree that she had probably spoiled her chances of a Tarkman scholarship.

Unless, that was, Felicity could talk Stephen Tarkman into taking a lenient view now and hearing her again in more favourable circumstances. It was not a task she relished, and at that moment Janet added the last piece of information needed to make Felicity feel defeated before she had begun.

'My aunt wants Mr. Tarkman to marry her. She always spoke of him in a funny, possessive sort of way. My father used to say he wouldn't have a chance if she really went all out to get him.'

Felicity was so startled to hear Janet refer to, even quote, her father — and in such terms — that for a moment she was dumb. Then she said hastily, 'People often say things like that without exactly meaning them.'

'My father meant it,' replied Janet simply. And there really seemed nothing else to add to the argument.

The concert, however, was not of course standing still for Janet Morton's individual tragedy. There were other pupils to be cheered, inspired and even accompanied. Felicity forced herself to say something conventionally comforting, though she felt certain the words never even reached Janet's comprehension, and then addressed herself to her other duties of the evening.

By the end of the concert she felt as exhausted as if she had given a solo recital at the Festival Hall. And she was not exactly revived by the information supplied by two of Janet's classmates that she had gone home.

'Gone home!' exclaimed Felicity in consternation. 'But why didn't she wait until the end of the evening? Everyone was expected to do that.'

'She said she didn't feel well, Miss Grainger,' one of them explained. And the other added, for good measure, 'She looked ghastly.'

There was nothing left for her to do but seek out Stephen Tarkman over the modest refreshments now being handed round, and see if she could judge his reactions and undo some of the harm which had been done.

Even getting anywhere near him was difficult because anxious or gratified parents bore down on her from every side, eager to ask about their own darlings. To each one she somehow managed to sound as though the progress of their child was her abiding interest.

And, in spite of her inward agitation, she still looked reasonably relaxed and unflustered by the time she reached Stephen Tarkman and his companion.

He insisted on procuring coffee for her immediately and made the introductions.

'Mrs. Morton is Janet's aunt, you know,' he explained. 'She wants to have a word with you about her.'

'Yes, indeed! and a very congratulatory word.' Mrs. Morton smiled so engagingly that for a bewildered moment Felicity thought Janet's antipathy must surely be groundless and unjust. But then the other woman went on,

'You must have worked terribly hard to bring the child to this standard, because she's really rather — what shall I say? — limited. Clever as a monkey with her finger work, but not a very accurate ear. Much more the little mechanical show-off than the true artist.'

'I totally disagree.' Felicity did not even try to conceal the contemptuous hostility in her voice. 'Janet is an artist to her finger-tips, and more truly musical than any other child I've ever handled.'

'Oh, really—' the other woman began, on a note of smiling protest.

'Miss Grainger is very emphatic when it comes to praising or blaming,' put in Stephen Tarkman amusedly. 'I warn you, she'll defend any candidate of hers to the death.'

'It's too sweet of you to feel like this about Janet.' Mrs. Morton still smiled, but she spoke as though Felicity were sentimentally allowing any judgment she might have to be clouded by her emotions. 'Of course one would like the poor chick to be something out of the ordinary, to compensate for her personal tragedy, and I do understand your feeling like that—'

'I don't feel in the least like that,' interrupted Felicity almost rudely and, turning deliberately to Stephen Tarkman, she asked bluntly, 'What did you think of Janet?'

'I'm not quite sure,' he said frankly. 'I heard nothing tonight which convinced me that she was outstanding, except perhaps the opening phrases. And it was disquieting, to say the least of it, that she could not even tune her instrument accurately. If she has a faulty ear—'

'But she hasn't!' Felicity assured him. 'She was nervous—'

'Why? Surely you didn't tell her beforehand that I was coming?'

'No, of course not.' Felicity felt that the last-minute admission, which had left Janet completely untouched, need not be mentioned.

'Do you mean that such a minor ordeal as a school concert can upset her sufficiently to spoil her work?' Stephen Tarkman looked sceptical.

'No, it wasn't that. It was just — I hardly know how to say this without being offensive,' said Felicity, who would have welcomed the opportunity to be offensive to Mrs. Morton, but not in front of Stephen Tarkman. 'The fact was that Janet was put out to the point of panic at finding she was to play in front of you, Mrs. Morton. I don't know if she felt you might be over- critical, or whether it was just that, like many people, she couldn't bear to have a member of her own family there. It makes some people self-conscious, you know — inhibited—'

'Oh, don't apologize, Miss Grainger.' Mrs. Morton gave an understanding little laugh. 'Janet just doesn't like me, I'm afraid. It's as simple as that. She was a very spoiled, over-praised little girl in her parents' lifetime and had a remarkable capacity for putting herself in the centre of the scene. I said so frankly, and was very unpopular in consequence. She is a gifted child superficially. But when you've had her a little longer under your care you'll find that there's not much staying power behind the initial good impression. Her father was the same,' she added reflectively.

'You do dislike her, don't you?' Felicity said drily.

'Miss Grainger, not at all!' The dark-fringed grey eyes looked shocked rather than angry. 'It's just that I know my own family rather well, and I don't want natural sympathy to cloud anyone's artistic judgment. There are so few of those precious vacancies at Tarkmans. We don't any of us want them wasted on the wrong people, do we?'

'No,' agreed Felicity, with an irony she had not thought herself capable of. 'We really don't, do we?'

Then she turned away to answer the tentative approaches of another eager parent. And when she had dealt adequately with that situation, Stephen Tarkman and his companion had left.

'I muffed the whole thing,' Felicity told Mary much later that night. 'I panicked. Inside only, of course. But panic is infectious, and by the time I tackled Stephen Tarkman and that woman I felt nearly as badly about her as Janet does. And I lost my temper too. That was inexcusable.'

'Anyone would have in the circumstances,' Mary insisted loyally.

'No.' Felicity shook her head. 'Losing one's temper is an indulgence — an indulgence one can't afford when the cards are stacked against one. He hasn't absolutely pronounced against Janet yet, of course. But Mrs. Morton means to spoil the child's chances if she can. I can't really think why I Why does she dislike her so much? She isn't an objectionable child. Dreamy and irritating at times perhaps, so that quite reasonable people — you, for instance — might not particularly like her, but—'

'I?' Mary looked startled and rather indignant. 'I've nothing against the kid and I wish her well. It's just that so far as my particular subject is concerned she's plain ivory from the neck upwards.'

'Well, that's it! That's what I mean. As you say, you have nothing against the kid. But she has. Mrs. Morton, I mean.'

'Perhaps,' Mary said drily, 'it's enough that Stephen Tarkman is interested in her. I sat near them and naturally kept them under what is called close observation. She isn't a lady who would like any sort of competition, even from a child. Particularly a child she had brushed off anyway. Incidentally, I think she's out to handle the Tarkman millions, if you ask me.'

'Most of them are in trust,' Felicity reminded her, in the interests of strict accuracy.

'But there must be a nice picking left for whoever hooks Stephen,' retorted Mary with a grin. 'She means to be the one if I'm not much mistaken.'

'Funny you should say that.' Felicity looked at her friend with amused respect. 'Janet told me that was what her father once said.'

'It has been an evening for exchanging interesting information, hasn't it?' Mary laughed. 'So Janet found time between the gusts of panic to tell you that, did she?'

'Yes.'

'Well, it looks to me as though that dreamy innocent has come to the surface on more than one occasion and shown Aunt Morton that she knows quite well what she's up to. There is nothing — and I mean nothing — more infuriating and disturbing than to have an innocent creature you've underestimated suddenly look you in the eye and see to the bottom of your least admirable thought and project.'

'You could be right.'

'I quite often am,' said Mary modestly. 'I have a sort of horse-sense which serves me better than any book on psychology. Well, don't let this disappointment spoil your holiday. It isn't absolutely the end of the world even if Janet Morton doesn't get into Tarkmans.'

'It would always represent a bitter failure to me, though,' Felicity replied with a sigh. 'I know that child has it in her to be a fine, possibly a great, musician. It's like being given the responsibility of polishing a diamond. And I made a mess of the first vital process ! I find it hard to forgive myself and can't wait to retrieve the position in some way. I could almost wish the holidays away,' she finished gloomily.

'Oh, come,' protested Mary. 'Easter holidays are all too short in any case. Enjoy them while you can. That fortnight you planned in Brittany will make you feel quite different. And by the time we come back who's to say that Stephen Tarkman won't have decided after all to take Janet?'

'Miracles don't happen,' replied Felicity with conviction.

But in this she was wrong. For the very first evening after she returned from her holiday, refreshed and invigorated, she was called to the telephone to hear Stephen Tarkman's abrupt but well-modulated voice at the other end.

'Miss Grainger? Stephen Tarkman. I got your telephone number from the school office—'

'Is it about Janet?' she breathed, suddenly quite sick with excitement.

'No. At least, it's not about any firm decision relating to her. There was only one vacancy this term and it went to a boy who was, beyond question, the most promising candidate we've had in years. We'll consider her perhaps at a later date. But what I'm phoning about at the moment is something different. Are you by any chance free on Thursday evening?'

'Why — why, yes, I think so.' Almost inarticulate with astonishment, Felicity hastily jettisoned a half- made plan to go with Mary to the local repertory theatre on Thursday evening.

'Good. The Warrenders are coming down here. He has to attend a meeting of the Trust. I'm giving a small dinner party for them and I thought you might like to come. You know Anthea Warrender quite well, I believe?'

'Yes, I do. At least,' Felicity amended, 'I knew her well when we were students together. I haven't seen her for some years now. But I'd welcome the chance of meeting her again.'

'On Thursday, then, at my house. You know it, do you? The grey stone house just inside the north gate.'

'Yes, I know it. Thank you very much.' She tried not to sound too much like a child being given the fairy off the Christmas tree, but she could not quite control the lilt of astonished delight in her voice. 'What time, Mr. Tarkman?'

'Can you come about seven? The others will be a little later. But I would like to talk to you first.'

'About Janet?' she asked, still hopeful.

'No, about you,' he replied. And then he rang off.

'About me!' She stood there, still holding the receiver in her hand. 'What can he have to say about me?' Then she rushed to Mary's room, radiant and breathless, and announced, 'I can't come to the theatre on Thursday, after all!'

'Your jubilation isn't exactly flattering,' Mary said. 'But what's happened?'

'Just imagine! Stephen Tarkman has invited me to his place. He's giving a party for the Warrenders. And he's asking me too. I must have my hair done. And what on earth shall I wear? I never thought to ask if—'

'Did he mention Janet Morton?' interrupted Mary.

'Oh, yes—' With sudden remorse Felicity realized how completely she had forgotten Janet's interests for the moment. 'He said they had only one vacancy this term and that it had gone to some specially gifted boy. I gather he would have got it anyway. But he did add that perhaps Janet might be reconsidered at a later date.'

'Hence your radiant expression?' suggested Mary mischievously. 'All on account of Janet's renewed chances.'

'Well—' Felicity flushed and laughed. 'A bit that it's thrilling to meet the Warrenders again, of course. This isn't the kind of invitation that often comes the way of a mere music-teacher.'

'And nothing at all on account of poor Stephen Tarkman himself? I call that ungrateful.'

'Idiot !' said Felicity. 'Very well then — just a little because of Stephen Tarkman himself. I don't really like him, as you know, but he's tremendously stimulating and — and—'

'You don't have to explain yourself, my love,' Mary assured her amusedly. 'If you weren't rather thrilled at the idea of dining with Stephen Tarkman in his own house there would be something seriously wrong with you. Even if you're only there to balance up the numbers,' she added as a sobering afterthought.

'I don't think,' Felicity said slowly, 'that's it. He said he wanted me to come a little before the others because he wanted to talk to me about something.'

'About Janet?' asked Mary in her turn.

'No. That's the odd thing. He said it was about me.'

'About you? How intriguing.'

'I thought so too. But it must surely have something to do with Janet as well. I think I'd better make it my business to see her before Thursday evening. I haven't had a chance to speak to her since the night of the concert and I'd better have some idea of her later reactions.'

It was still a day or two before the new term opened, but when she was out in the town the following morning, Felicity made a slight detour so that she could pass the neat, conventional house which Janet now called home. And here she found Mrs. Emlyn in the front garden, tying up some early gladioli.

In answer to Felicity's inquiries Mrs. Emlyn declared that Janet was very well and had enjoyed her holidays, for she was always one to assume the best unless full proof to the contrary could be given.

'She's scraping away on that fiddle of hers in the back room now, if you like to go in and have a word with her,' she offered. 'Works really hard, I must say. But it seems to keep her happy, poor little soul, which is the important thing, isn't it?'

Felicity said that no doubt it was, and then inquired curiously, 'Do you like music yourself, Mrs. Emlyn?'

'I don't mind it,' replied Mrs. Emlyn broad-mindedly. And on that Felicity went into the house, through the bright, cheerful, highly-polished hall to the back room, where she found Janet 'scraping away' with an absorbed and contented air which she found decidedly reassuring.

When the little girl saw Felicity, however, she stopped immediately, looked faintly guilty and said, 'Oh, Miss Grainger, are you angry with me for running away from the school concert?'

'No, of course not.' Smiling, Felicity shook her head. 'I was sorry you didn't stay to meet Mr. Tarkman. I'd have liked him to get some impression of you as a person. But if you were feeling miserable I expect it was best for you to go home. How do you feel about it all now?'

'I just don't think about it.' Janet suddenly became remote and composed. 'I don't like thinking about my aunt, so I don't think about the concert.' Then she paused and said, 'Did you speak to Mr. Tarkman afterwards?'

'Yes. And again on the phone yesterday evening.'

'I suppose—' Janet's composure cracked, and naked anxiety peeped through - 'I suppose Aunt Julia made sure that he didn't even consider me any further?'

'Oh, no, my dear! Of course not. Responsible people don't make decisions that way,' declared Felicity, with a confidence she was far from feeling. But she knew she must firmly underestimate Julia Morton's powers of mischief-making if she were ever to do anything about Janet's obsession. 'Mr. Tarkman told me last night that there was only one vacancy this term and that it went to a boy who apparently outclassed everyone else. But he spoke as though there would be another chance of hearing you, and I mean to keep him to that.'

'Oh, Miss Grainger, thank you!' Janet's face glowed, as though a lamp had suddenly been lit inside her. 'I won't be stupid next time. Not,' she added, 'if my aunt isn't there.'

'Well, I don't see why she should be,' Felicity said reassuringly. 'Though really, my dear, if you ever come to the standard of a public performer, you won't be able to choose your own audience, you know.'

'If I'm important enough to play in public, I'll be important enough to say she can't come in. And I shall!' asserted Janet, unexpectedly thrusting out her lower lip, like a four-year-old saying someone shouldn't play with her toys.

'Poor little one!' thought Felicity with a great wave of compassion and yet amusement. 'She's such a child, really. I must remember.'

And aloud she said, 'Janet, can't we lay this bogey somehow? Why does your aunt—? I mean what makes you so certain that she dislikes you and wishes you ill?'

'I just know it,' Janet asserted, not very helpfully. 'Here,' she added, pressing an expressive hand to her thin little chest.

'But it's quite absurd and illogical ! Why should she? You're an inoffensive sort of child—'

'Oh, not to her,' said Janet, and a slow, oddly disturbing smile spread over her features, making her look this time so much older than her age that Felicity felt it was almost uncanny how the child could change personality from minute to minute. 'She knows I see through her,' explained Janet coolly. 'And anyway, there's something to do with money too, I think.'

'With money?' Felicity was surprised.

'Yes. I think my uncle left quite a lot of money to me and not much to her. She didn't like that, you know. She's very fond of money.'

'Well—' Felicity cleared her throat and slid tactfully away from that subject — 'try not to bother about the situation any more. As you get older and feel more confidence in yourself you'll find that the thought of your aunt doesn't worry you much.'

'Yes, Miss Grainger,' said Janet politely. And, not for the first time, Felicity felt that Janet preferred her own inner core of knowledge to anything that a grownup could tell her.

It aggravated and yet intrigued her. But there was obviously no point in discussing things further. She said good-bye and went on her way, pausing only to make an appointment to have her hair done on Thursday afternoon.

By the time Felicity was ready on the all-important evening she felt both nervous and elated. The social life of a small-town music-teacher is neither rich nor varied, and to be going among distinguished strangers on her own was something of an ordeal as well as a pleasure. It was true that Anthea Warrender was no stranger and that in the past she had been invariably friendly. But time had gone on and it might have changed even Anthea, who by now was an international star.

'You wouldn't have been asked if you hadn't been wanted,' Mary reminded her bracingly. 'Stephen Tarkman doesn't consult anything but his own wishes in this as in anything else, I feel sure. Go and enjoy yourself, my child, secure in the fact that Julia Morton at any rate could never wear that gorgeous shade of red. It's for ash-blondes only — and ash-blondes of quality, at that.'

So Felicity lifted her chin a little higher and went out to the waiting taxi, in which she was to drive to what Mary insisted on referring to as the Tarkman mansion.

Mansion it was not, exactly. But it was certainly a very distinguished and luxurious house to which Felicity was admitted by a respectful manservant. Having taken her fur jacket from her, he led her across the wide panelled hall and through an archway into the most delightful room she had ever seen.

It was large and beautifully proportioned, with a pale amber carpet and darker amber curtains and furniture, all of which lent a faint honey-coloured cast to the cream walls. There were few flowers, but incredibly beautiful climbing plants in each corner of the room, and on the walls were some exquisite water-colours which, even at a glance, Felicity judged to be something very special indeed.

She had little time to take in more than a general impression before Stephen Tarkman came in from the garden by way of the French windows, but she was already so utterly charmed with the place that she greeted him with, 'What a perfectly beautiful room!'

'It is nice, isn't it?' He smiled at her with unexpected friendliness. 'It was my father's favourite room. And he would have approved of you standing there in that very charming dress. He always used to say that what this room required to set it off was a lovely woman wearing a dress which made a really brilliant splash of colour against all the paler tints.'

'Oh, thank you.' The compliment was so unexpected that she found herself blushing like one of her own schoolgirls. At which he looked amused and asked her what she would drink.

She tried to look sophisticated and at ease as she watched him bring their two glasses across, and she hoped that he would now tell her what it was he had wanted to talk over with her.

He made no attempt, however, to start the subject immediately. Instead, he began to tell her something about the house and the school, which now occupied what had once been the original family house.
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'I spent all my growing-up years there, of course. I always remember it as incredibly large and impersonal and unsuitable for private living. It requires about fifty people to make it feel lived in, which is what it has now, of course — along with a number of other civilizing improvements. This house where we are now was built in the grounds in the last years of my father's life, when he decided to start the Tarkman School and use the big house for the purpose.'

'So the original idea for this special school for musical children was his, not yours?'

'Certainly it was his idea. So was almost everything else to do with the administration of the Trust. He was a man of considerable vision. I merely try to carry out his ideas as I think he wanted them to be.'

'Turning visions into practical fact is quite something, isn't it?' She smiled at him in her turn. 'Everyone says you make a marvellous job of it.'

'Not everyone,' he assured her cynically. 'Some people think I'm just an arrogant bounder who rides roughshod over some of the most cherished theories of the day.'

'Oh, well—' began Felicity. Then she stopped and looked confused.

'Do go on,' he said amusedly.

She turned her glass on its stem, smiled suddenly and said, 'At the risk of being rude to my host, I was going to say that I could well imagine your riding roughshod and being—'

'Arrogant,' he prompted.

'Arrogant,' she accepted. 'But I'm quite sure that you're scrupulous to the last degree about carrying out what you think your father really wished to have done.'

'I do my best,' he conceded, 'even if I sometimes translate into my own terms. What I do always keep in mind is his overriding wish that the school should turn out not simply self-absorbed, technically stunning exhibitionists, but real music-makers in the truest sense of the term.'

'I know—' suddenly her eyes were shining with sympathy and eagerness — 'I know exactly what he meant.'

'Yes, you do, don't you? Because that's your speciality too.'

'How do you know?' She was rather taken aback.

'I've been making quite a lot of inquiries about you,' he told her coolly.

'You have? From whom?'

'First from Mrs. Bush, who may not know much about music but is a very shrewd judge of her staff as people. Then from the head at your last school—'

'Miss Evesham !'

'Yes, Miss Evesham. And finally the very remarkable headmaster of your first school.'

'Oh, he really did know about music-making!' she said quickly.

'Yes, so I realized. But each one of the three, though different in outlook and temperament, had exactly the same thing to say about you in one respect.'

'And what was that?' She was surprised and intrigued.

'That they had never come across anyone with your remarkable capacity for arousing interest and enthusiasm. Or, as Miss Evesham rather picturesquely put it, for opening windows on fresh and exciting horizons.'

'She said that?' Felicity was genuinely touched, for she had not known that Miss Evesham rated her so highly. 'How very nice of her. But, Mr. Tarkman, why have you been going round collecting opinions about me? And incidentally, what was it you wanted to discuss with me before the others arrived?' She glanced at her watch.

He noted the gesture with a smile and said, 'I can save time by giving the same answer to both those questions. I want to persuade you to join the staff of Tarkmans as a visiting lecturer on music appreciation — or whatever term you choose to apply to your special gift for opening windows on fresh musical horizons.'

'Me? You want me to teach at Tarkmans? But—' genuine humility came over her — 'I'm not at all sure I'm that standard.'

'If you weren't I shouldn't be asking you,' he assured her drily. 'Think it over, Miss Grainger. I hear our first guests arriving. And let me know your decision at the end of the evening.'



CHAPTER THREE




Dazed as she was by Stephen Tarkman's unexpected offer, Felicity found some difficulty in pulling herself together sufficiently to appear calm and sociable when the first visitors were ushered in. But as one of them proved to be Julia Morton, she called on all her powers of self-control, smiled sweetly and contrived to say all the right things.

With Mrs. Morton came Professor Blackthorn who was, Felicity remembered, the other person Stephen Tarkman had originally proposed to bring with him to the ill-fated school concert. Apparently the professor — a pleasant, middle-aged man with shrewd dark eyes behind horn-rimmed spectacles — remembered this too, because he immediately said,

'I was sorry not to come to your end-of-term concert a few weeks ago, but I had to go north to adjudicate at a county competition that night. How did things go?'

She was taken aback to find that apparently Janet had not rated so much as a word of discussion between the two men and she asked quickly, 'Didn't Mr. Tarkman tell you?'

'I haven't had a chance to talk to him since,' the professor explained.

'Oh — well,' Felicity admitted, 'I'm afraid my protégée had a fit of nerves and did herself less than justice, but—'

'It often happens,' he interrupted consolingly. 'She may get another opportunity. How old is she?'

'Eleven. She is Mrs. Morton's niece,' Felicity added in a lower tone, and she glanced across the room to where Stephen Tarkman was displaying to his other guests what appeared to be a recent addition to his collection of water-colours.

'Really?' Professor Blackthorn seemed interested. 'Was it she who first drew Tarkman's attention to the girl?'

'On the contrary,' replied Felicity drily. 'In my view, Mrs. Morton seriously underrates her niece's gifts, and there seems little sympathy between them. But of course one doesn't want to bring personalities into these matters.'

'Of course not,' agreed the professor, but rather regretfully, as though he would have enjoyed a little gossip at that point.

Sounds of other arrivals were heard just then, however, and into the room came Oscar Warrender, preceded by his wife.

Once more Anthea Warrender looked so engagingly like the Anthea Benton Felicity remembered from her student days that the years seemed to fall away, and she watched smiling while Stephen Tarkman welcomed his distinguished guests. Then Anthea turned, saw Felicity and cried,

'Felicity Grainger ! I don't believe it! Where did you find her, Stephen?' She kissed Felicity warmly and, still holding one of her hands, turned to her husband. 'Oscar, you remember Felicity? She and I roomed together at Mrs. McManus's when we were students.'

Felicity could think of no reason why Oscar Warrender should remember her, and she shrewdly suspected that he couldn't either. But he greeted her with a touch of the famous charm which he used when he wanted to be specially nice to a friend or unpleasant to an enemy, and the talk became general.

Within the next few minutes other guests arrived — mostly connected in some way with the Foundation or local friends of Stephen Tarkman, Felicity judged. Then dinner was announced and she found she was seated between Professor Blackthorn and an engaging young man called Edgar Inglis, who turned out to be Warrender's private secretary.

'You must have stamina!' she remarked, regarding him with slightly envious interest. 'Isn't it rather a hectic life?'

'Unbelievably so,' he agreed. 'But never dull, except when the fan-mail gets knee-deep. It's the life for me. It would kill me — although I'm remarkably tough — to have regular hours and some fool of a union man telling me which part of the job was mine and which wasn't.'

'How would you define your job exactly?' she asked, intrigued. 'Apart from the actual secretarial work, I mean?'

'I couldn't,' he assured her cheerfully. 'It varies from travel agent to psychiatrist, from father confessor to court jester.'

'And you mean to say Mr. Warrender really requires all that?'

'Oh, he doesn't. He's the most self-sufficient creature I ever came across. But one's inevitably involved with all the people who surround one's boss. And if he happens to be an international stage figure and a driving force in the musical world they include agents, managers, fans, pensioners, adorers, haters, fellow artists — both talented and dud-ambitious mums, self-deluded amateurs, jealous old pros — oh, the lot!'

'And how,' inquired Felicity with real interest, 'does Anthea make out in all this?'

'Anthea? Oh—' his mischievous smile softened slightly — 'she's our guardian angel, good fairy, or whatever else of the kind you like to call her. I tell you — if she wanted me to, I'd lie down on the ground and let her walk over me. But fortunately, she isn't given that way,' he added lightly. 'The only one she ever walks over — very occasionally — is Warrender.'

'She can do that?'' Felicity was impressed.

'Only for his own good,' Edgar Inglis assured her with a grin.

After dinner, when the company moved back into the other room, Anthea found the opportunity to come and talk to Felicity and to ask what she had done since they had last seen each other at her own dinner-party three years ago.

'It's I who should be asking you that,' Felicity declared with a laugh. 'You are the one who has done the interesting things. What is it like to be a famous singer in your own right and married to the greatest conductor in the world?'

'Heaven, with an occasional dash of hell,' said Anthea succinctly. 'But I truly want to know about you. What's this about your coming to teach at Tarkmans?'

'Who told you that?' Felicity demanded.

'Stephen, of course.'

'As a settled thing?' She looked rather vexed. 'He is sure of himself, isn't he?'

'Well, of course, darling. Men like Stephen Tarkman don't get where they are by being urasure of themselves,' Anthea pointed out. 'Isn't it true, then?'

'It's true that he asked me, just before the rest of the guests arrived. I was to think it over and let him know my decision at the end of the evening.'

'And you're busy thinking out ways of refusing?' inquired Anthea with a sceptical smile.

'No, of course not!' said Felicity. And then they both laughed so much that Stephen Tarkman who was passing stopped to ask with a smile if they were recalling their misspent student days together.

'We haven't got to the past yet,' Anthea assured him gaily. 'We were talking about the future — and about Felicity coming to teach at Tarkmans.'

"And is Felicity coming to teach at Tarkmans?' His amused glance moved so quickly to the other girl that he could not have failed to catch the look of sparkling delight which brightened her eyes and parted her lips.

'Yes, please,' she said, with the naive and breathless eagerness of a child. And at the same moment Julia Morton came up, slipped her arm into Stephen Tarkmans, and inquired what discussion was making Miss Grainger look so starry-eyed.

'It's not a discussion. It's a decision,' Stephen Tarkman informed her. 'Felicity — Miss Grainger — is going to take some classes for us at Tarkmans.'

'But I thought—' there was an almost imperceptible hardening of that charming voice — 'I thought Miss Grainger had a full-time post at Carmalton School!'

'She has,' he replied coolly. 'But arrangements can be made. I've already had a word with her headmistress about that.*

'Have you?' Felicity was astonished.

Mrs. Morton was evidently astonished too, and not pleasantly so. But she laughed and said in an amusedly admonishing sort of tone, 'You do get busy in holiday time, don't you, Stephen?'

'Of course. Sometimes one does more in holiday time than term time,' he agreed easily. Then he passed on, taking her with him, and Anthea, looking intrigued, murmured,

'Who is she? I was introduced, but I've forgotten her name.'

'Mrs. Morton,' said Felicity, carefully confining herself to the exact question.

But that was not enough for Anthea, who replied promptly, 'Don't be cagey. Why was she mad at the idea of your coming to Tarkmans? Is she jealous or something?'

'She has no reason to be.'

'Jealousy isn't based on reason,' retorted Anthea.

'We clashed rather over her niece, who is a pupil of mine,' Felicity admitted. 'And I think I said more than was advisable.'

She laughed slightly, but Anthea did not. Instead she looked thoughtfully after the woman who had just left them, and after a moment she said. 'Shall I tell you something? She's dangerous, that woman. If she were a rival soprano — I'd be just a little bit afraid of her.'

'Would you?' Felicity glanced at her friend curiously. 'Why?'

'Partly because she doesn't show her real feelings at all. She just bottles them up and smiles. I've seen the same thing in my profession, and it nearly always means danger. The extroverts like Torelli, for instance, can rage and behave abominably and enjoy a scene and forget it. It's about as dangerous as a nosebleed in an ordinary person. But the cold sweet ones, like Peroni, will smile entrancingly as they hand you the poisoned cup.' And she gave an odd little shiver.

'You're surely not afraid of Peroni nowadays?' Felicity smiled incredulously, though she remembered that some people said the famous soprano had preceded Anthea in Warrender's affections as well as in the roles in which the younger woman now excelled. 'I thought she retired some time last year.'

'Oh, yes. At least, she gave a farewell appearance. There's no professional rivalry between us nowadays. But do you know, Felicity, if I'm aware that she's in the audience I'm never on top form. I can't tell you why. She just has that effect upon me. Though he says nothing, I think Oscar goes to great pains to see I don't know she is there. But she usually sends me flowers, so as to make sure that I do know. Gorgeous flowers. And they always make me feel sick.'

'You feel like that about her?' Felicity gazed at the successful, securely established Anthea Warrender, but what she saw was the small, pale, spectacled face of Janet Morton. 'Why, Janet says—'

But just then Oscar Warrender glanced across the room and Anthea said instantly, 'I must go. He wants me for something. Felicity, we must manage to see each other again. We're at the Royal for the next three days. Call me up and we'll arrange something.'

With a quick smile she was gone, and almost immediately her place was taken by Professor Blackthorn, who had just heard about Felicity's proposed connection with Tarkmans and wanted to talk shop. They talked shop very enjoyably, as a matter of fact, for a good part of the evening after that. But almost all the time, at the back of her mind, Felicity thought of what Anthea had said about Peroni — and Julia Morton.

To her great surprise, when the party was breaking up, Mrs. Morton very cordially offered to give her a lift in her car. But before Felicity could think quite what to do with this offer, Stephen Tarkman intervened.

'Don't worry, Julia. Miss Grainger goes in the opposite direction from you. I am running her home myself.'

'I can have a taxi—' Felicity began.

'It isn't necessary,'' he told her, and turned to say goodnight to the other woman. Julia Morton looked past him for a moment and there was an odd, flinty glitter in her eyes as they rested on Felicity. Then she leaned forward and rather deliberately kissed Stephen Tarkman.

It was true that one or two others, including Anthea, kissed their host good night. But none of them, Felicity thought, in quite the way Julia Morton did.

When all the other guests had gone, he took Felicity out to his car. And as he handed her in she said impulsively, 'I still can't quite believe that this has happened to me, or that you can be in any way sure that I'm qualified for the job.'

'Shall we say that I'm sufficiently sure to give you a fair trial?' he replied. 'Your academic qualifications are excellent and all your previous employers speak highly of you. Both important points. But in addition you have something I've been looking for for a long time. The quality of capturing and holding attention to an extraordinary degree.'

'Have I? But how do you know?'

'Because I've spent some time observing you closely,' he told her coolly. 'Even three years ago, whatever gaffes you made, at least you captured my attention.' He smiled, not entirely kindly.

'Then!' She laughed incredulously. 'You're joking.'

'Only half. When I recognised you again I found I could recall almost every detail of that occasion—'

'Oh, not every detail, I hope!' she protested with some embarrassment.

'I'm willing to gloss over some of them,' he said with that dry little smile. 'But the fact remains that you, and what you said, were completely printed on my mind. With anyone else — almost anyone else — I should have allowed the whole thing to slip into unimportant oblivion. Then at the school concert I watched very carefully your handling of your pupils. With each you were subtly different, but for each you represented security and a sort of compulsive interest which carried them through. That's quite a gift, Miss Grainger.'

'But for my poor little Janet I couldn't do it,' murmured Felicity half to herself.

'With your poor little Janet you permitted yourself to become too emotionally involved,' he informed her drily. 'Which brings me to the one point on which I think I should utter a warning. Don't let your prejudices — either for or against — take too close a hold on you, Miss Grainger. That might make your position at Tarkmans less enjoyable than it should be.'

She thought of the way Julia Morton had looked at her not half an hour ago and was sorely tempted to argue the point. But her better judgment prevailed. If she could not accept that with submissive words, at least she could remain silent, which she did. And after a moment he went on,

'Apart from that, I see no reason why you should not be a great success. I noticed at that concert with everyone of those girls that, scared though they might be, they were all deeply involved. Not one of them looked even remotely bored.'

'Bored? Oh, no, I don't think any pupils of mine are bored. But I shouldn't have thought that any student of the Tarkman standard ran any danger of that. Boredom argues a certain lack of intelligence, doesn't it?'

'Of course. But the lack of intelligence can be on the teacher's part as well as the pupil's.'

'Well, that's true,' Felicity admitted with a smile. 'But at Tarkmans—'

'At Tarkmans, Miss Grainger,' he interrupted, 'inevitably there is far more specialization — and discipline — than elsewhere. Training has to be intensive if there is to be success beyond the average. But the danger inherent in that is that a sort of mechanical brilliance can set in, and the means can become more important than the end.'

'I know.' She nodded. 'Just as it's true that "without vision the people perish" so without inspiration the artist stifles. And although inspiration almost invariably comes from within, it's the teacher's business to — what was that? — open new windows and point to fresh horizons.'

'Exactly.' And then he added, 'I thought you were the right person. Now I know it.'

She was so moved and flattered that for a moment or two she could think of nothing but her own deep satisfaction. It was not only that the praise of a man like Stephen Tarkman was indescribably pleasing. It was also that his words seemed to confer some accolade on all that she had striven for in her work. She was in a daze of happiness, until he suddenly said,

'I think we've gone past your turning, haven't ' we?'

'Oh—' she glanced out of the window - 'yes, we have. Quite a long way past. I'm sorry, I wasn't noticing.'

'It doesn't matter. I'll back and turn here.'

He did so. And it was as the headlights of his car swept an arc of light along and across the lane that Felicity leaned forward and exclaimed sharply, 'Wait! There's a child walking — Drive on the way we were going. I think there's something wrong—'

He followed her instructions immediately. And, as the lights caught the small moving figure again, Felicity said, in a distressed half-whisper, 'She's in — in a nightdress, with nothing on her feet. It's Janet. I thought it was! She must be sleep-walking or something. Draw up quietly.'

Stephen Tarkman drew the car to a standstill a few yards beyond the walking child, and made as though to get out. But Felicity said almost fiercely, 'No! I'll get her.'

'Be careful. Don't wake her suddenly.'

'No, it's all right.' Felicity slipped out of the car and went back towards Janet, who showed no sign at all of seeing her.

'Darling—' Very gently Felicity took her hand, which was frighteningly cold, and walked a few yards with her. 'Come home with me now. You must be tired and want your bed.5

'Tired,' Janet agreed with a small sigh. 'Tired. But I don't want to see Aunt Julia.'

They had come level with the car now and Stephen Tarkman, standing at the open door, could not fail to hear what was said. But Felicity, still in the same soothing, matter-of-fact tone, replied firmly, 'You don't have to see your Aunt Julia, dear. Come with me, Janet. It's Miss Grainger.'

'Miss Grainger—' Janet drew against her suddenly. 'I'm cold. Terribly, terribly cold. But I don't want—' 

'I know, dear. Come in the warm with me.' Again Stephen Tarkman moved to take over, but Felicity shook her head and whispered, 'She doesn't know you. She might be frightened.' And he let her half lift Janet into the car, though it was something of an effort.

'There's a rug,' he murmured, handing that in to her, and she wrapped it round Janet and drew her close again.

At that the child half roused herself and said in a tone of great surprise, 'Miss Grainger! Where on earth—? What happened?'

'It's all right, Janet. You're quite safe. You went walking in your sleep. But now I'm taking you home.' And then to Stephen Tarkman, who was back in the driving seat by now, she said, 'If you turn and drive back the way we came, the Emlyns' house is just opposite the big oak tree with the wooden bench under it.' Janet yawned suddenly and completely naturally. 'I was dreaming,' she said. 'I thought Aunt Julia was coming to hear me play—' then she stopped, gave a funny apologetic little laugh, as though she realized she was being silly, and asked, 'How did you find me, Miss Grainger?'

'Mr. Tarkman was driving me home from a party—'

'Is that Mr. Tarkman?' Janet interrupted in a discreet whisper, and she raised her head and peeped past Felicity with an air of interested respect.

He said, 'Hello, Janet,' in a friendly, matter-of-fact tone.

But her answering, 'Hello,' was shy and subdued. And, dropping her head back against Felicity again, she remained silent until they arrived at the Emlyns' house.

It looked, Felicity thought, as though Janet's absence had already been discovered, for late though it was, lights shone from every window in the small house. And the moment there was the sound of a car stopping, the front door was snatched open by an eager hand and Mrs. Emlyn, in a dressing gown, came running down the short path to the gate.

'It's all right, Mrs. Emlyn, we've got Janet quite safe,' Felicity called softly. And poor Mrs. Emlyn looked in at the open window of the car and said in quite a shaky voice,

'Oh, you silly, naughty little girl! What have you been doing, wandering right away out of the house like that? I'd have locked the door if I'd even thought of such a thing. It's bad enough when you do it in the house—'

'I'm sorry.' Janet put out a hand and touched Mrs. Emlyn with a sort of affectionate confidence which deeply touched Felicity. 'I was asleep, I didn't know. But it's all right. Miss Grainger and Mr. Tarkman found me.'

'But you've next to nothing on!' Mrs. Emlyn clucked her tongue distressfully as she took in the meagreness of Janet's attire. 'You might have caught your death of cold. She worries me — really, she does, Miss Grainger. This is the third time. As you know, it's that wretched aunt of hers that preys on her mind, and when she gets upset she always—'

'Wouldn't it be better to postpone discussion and get Janet safely to bed?' interrupted Stephen Tarkman coolly.

And Mrs. Emlyn, recognizing the tone of masculine authority, said, 'Yes, of course. Give her here to me, Miss Grainger. Goodness, child, you've no shoes on! Well, you're just a slip. I can carry you.'

'I'll carry her.' Stephen Tarkman leaned forward and scooped Janet up in his arms.

'Be careful with her,' Felicity said sharply.

'What else should I be?' His mocking eyes met hers challenging over Janet's smooth head. And Felicity felt suddenly foolish and just said, 'Good night, Janet. Sleep well now.'

She watched the tall figure of Stephen Tarkman, carrying Janet so easily, follow Mrs. Emlyn into the house. Then she sat back in her seat and allowed her anxiety and anger to take full hold on her.

That wretched Julia Morton! Trouble-maker that she was. And Stephen Tarkman had had the effrontery to accuse her, Felicity, of letting her prejudices get the better of her.

He ought to be feeling — and looking — pretty small by now. But she did not think that feeling small came easily to Stephen Tarkman. Instead he had looked at her in that challenging way and made her feel silly just because she wanted a little extra tenderness for Janet just now.

But even he could hardly explain away what Mrs. Emlyn had said. She at least could not be accused of prejudice. And her opinion of Julia Morton had come out as clearly and innocently as possible. No wonder he had wanted the discussion cut short ! But he should not get away with that so easily, Felicity decided suddenly.

And when he returned a few minutes later and got back into the car, she said without preamble, And what about my prejudices now?'

He started the car before he answered. Then he said, but not at all defensively, 'What do you mean by that?'

'You know perfectly well what I mean.' She had forgotten for the moment that he had given her a wonderful evening and offered her a stimulating job. She only knew that he had rather mockingly put her in the wrong and that she had no intention of staying there. 'A little while ago,' she reminded him sweetly, 'you more or less accused me of allowing my prejudices to run away with me. Now you heard for yourself what Mrs. Emlyn said about Julia Morton.'

'Yes, I heard.' His tone was not that of a man who felt in the wrong. 'She said, 'As you know, Miss Grainger, it's her aunt who upsets her—" or some such words. The "as you know" interested me. I take it that you and Mrs. Emlyn have had a satisfying talk about Mrs. Morton and that you have transferred your views to her. Gossip of that kind isn't advisable in a place like this. What I said about your prejudices was justified, I think.'

Felicity gasped aloud.

'I never exchanged a word about her with Mrs. Emlyn,' she exclaimed indignantly. 'I shouldn't dream of doing such a thing!'

'Well, if not directly, then by way of Janet, who has been encouraged, I'm afraid, to—'

'So Janet must be dragged into it too!' Felicity turned to him, her cheeks hot with indignation and her eyes bright. 'In fact, everyone must be guilty except Julia Morton. Who's being prejudiced now?'

'Perhaps I am,' he admitted quite unperturbed. 'But where Julia is concerned you must allow me a little prejudice, I'm afraid. I am going to marry her. This is your house, isn't it?'

'Y-yes,' said Felicity in a very small voice indeed. And then, as he came round to open the car door for her, she managed to get out a few more words. 'I'm — sorry, Mr. Tarkman. I couldn't know you were so personally involved.'

'No, you couldn't know,' he agreed. 'But that's what I meant about not letting your prejudices run away with you. Expressed in your rather forceful way—' his smile softened that a little, but only a little - 'they can be quite formidable.'

'I'm sorry,' she said again, and she looked as though all the joy and light had gone out of the evening.

Perhaps he noted that and was sorry in his turn, because he said in a businesslike way, 'I'll phone Mrs. Bush in the morning and arrange for us all to discuss details of the Tarkman appointment. We're hoping to have you for two afternoons and at least one evening a week, if that's acceptable to you and her.'

'Oh, it is! I mean it is to me,' she assured him fervently. Then, fearing that she might have sounded too slavishly glad to be back on friendly terms again, she managed to lighten her voice and say with a rueful smile, 'And please forgive my final gaffe and let me say again how much I have to thank you for a wonderful evening.'

'It was quite an evening for me too, you know.' He held her hand for a moment and smiled down at her. 'Tonight you accepted a lift from me without reservations.'

'Without reservations?' She looked puzzled.

'Once,' he reminded her not very kindly, 'I heard you say that you'd rather go home on hands and knees than accept a lift from me. I feel I've made some progress.'

Then he got back into the car and drove away, leaving Felicity feeling dismayed and charmed and indefinably excited all at once.

As she let herself in, Mary called from her room, 'Come on in. I'm wide awake and want a blow-by- blow account.'

She went into the room immediately and stood there smiling, ready to give a full account of her evening. But suddenly the priorities seemed to arrange themselves in strange order and, quite unbidden, the words which rose to her lips were, 'He's going to marry Julia Morton.'

'Was that what he invited you there to discuss?' Mary looked amused and curious.

'No, of course not. He wanted to offer me a job at Tarkmans.'

'That's better!' Mary declared. 'To teach at Tarkmans—' she savoured the announcement as though she were tasting something with a sharp but delicious flavour. 'Just about the highest compliment that could be paid you, I suppose. Are you going to take it?'

'Why, of course, Mary!'

'Even though he's going to marry Julia Morton?'

'What on earth could that have to do with my decision to go and teach at Tarkmans?' Felicity stared at her friend.

'I wondered,' Mary said. 'I — wondered. You gave me as your first and most important piece of news the fact that he was going to marry Mrs. Morton. The bit about his incredible offer to you came second. Was that just by chance, or an instinctive arranging of the facts in their order of importance to you?'

'Neither. And don't make idiotic insinuations,' Felicity replied crossly. 'The fact was that he'd just told me about his — his coming marriage. Only a minute or two before we said good night. It was the most recent thing in my mind when I came in. That and the fact that we came across Janet sleep-walking along the lane. She'd nothing on but her nightdress, poor little thing. Not even slippers on her feet.'

She launched into an account of the scene quickly and in some detail, not realizing at that moment that she was instinctively fending off any return to the absurd line of thought which Mary had introduced.

But much later when, having told Mary the whole story of the evening, she was alone in her own room, she went to the window and stood looking out into the moonlit garden. From the church across the meadows came the sound of the half-hour striking, and she knew it must be half-past two. Hardly the moment to linger in thought, with her bed waiting invitingly for her. But she stood there for minutes on end, thinking of the wonderful evening Stephen Tarkman had given her, of the offer he had made her — and the fact that he was going to marry Julia Morton.

She told herself it was natural to feel disturbed about the last fact, if only on Janet's account. She told herself it was understandably tiresome to have to start the glorious new job inhibited by the fact that she must tread warily in the near presence of an undoubted enemy. After a while, however, she told herself just that she was sorry Stephen Tarkman was going to marry - anyone.        '

And then she went to bed.



During the next few days everything began to arrange itself with a speed which surprised Felicity, but which was evidently characteristic of Stephen Tarkman.

The discussion between her, Mrs. Bush and Stephen Tarkman was clear, to the point and eminently satisfactory to all parties. Stephen Tarkman got exactly what he wanted. Mrs. Bush was gratified to realize that to have her music-mistress also teaching at Tarkmans would confer a distinction on her own school. And Felicity was left with the pleasant impression that both valued her services highly.

In spite of all her preoccupation with the new turn of affairs, however, she still found time to telephone to Anthea. And the two met over coffee at the War- renders' hotel while the conductor himself attended his board meeting at the Tarkman Foundation.

'Everything is settled,' Felicity told Anthea, a lilt of pure happiness in her voice. 'I'm to start at Tarkmans next week, doing two afternoon sessions with the younger children, and one evening with the older students. A sort of "music appreciation" talk to suit the different age groups. Something to make their tops spin and make them, realize that hard work and exciting discoveries go hand in hand.'

'Stephen thinks a lot of you, doesn't he?' Anthea smiled affectionately at her.

'Oh, I don't know.' The possibility seemed suddenly almost dangerously sweet, but Felicity repressed any temptation to over-confidence.

'He does,' Anthea asserted calmly. 'I heard him say so to Oscar. And I tell you who didn't like it one little bit. Julia Morton. She gave that cool, disparagingly little laugh of hers, raised her eyebrows and said doubtfully, "Have you all that much confidence in her, Mr. Warrender?" 

'And what,' asked Felicity with understandable interest, 'did Mr. Warrender say to that?'

'Oh, he gave her one of those deceptively vague glances which he keeps for people who think they're pulling wool over his eyes and said, "I don't have to. I have confidence in Stephen and he makes the staff appointments." Then he went on talking to Stephen and I think she could have boiled him in oil with pleasure.'

Felicity laughed, but a little uneasily. She was on the point of asking Anthea if she knew about the impending marriage. But something — perhaps it was Stephen Tarkman's stinging warning about avoiding gossip — prompted her to silence. If Anthea already knew about it, she evidently regarded the information as confidential. If she did not know, it was not for Felicity to break the confidence made to her.

She would dearly have ill-red to discuss the subject which was rapidly - and inexplicably - coming to be of disproportionate interest to her. But the visit ended without the slightest reference to it.

'If you come to London during the season let me know.' Anthea said as she kissed Felicity good-bye. 'I don't want to lose sight of you again. And if you'd like to hear me sing any time, I'll see you have tickets.'

Warmed by so much friendliness, and the promise of considerable future pleasure. Felicity said good-bye in her turn and went out iato the street once more to wait for her bus to Carmalton. Aggravatingly enough, she missed one by a matter of yards and settled down resignedly to a long wait. But she had not been standing at the bus stop more than three or four minutes when a car slid to a standstill beside her and Julia Morton leaned from the open window and said,

'Jump in.. Miss Grainger. I'll give you a lift home. This time I am going your way.'

It was impossible to refuse without discourtesy. And, in any case, a lift in a car was greatly to be preferred to a wait of indefinite duration. Even a lift from Julia Morton. So Felicity smiled, her thanks as agreeably as she could and got into the car. Though she did wander» as they shot away down the sleepy main street, how she was going to sustain light conversation with Julia Morton all the way to Carmalton.

She need not have worried, however. The initiative was not left to her. They had hardly drawn clear of the main street before Julia said, as though she had a right to know, 'How far has this idea of your teaching at Tarkmans
gone?'

Felicity allowed a small pause before her reply, partly from astonishment, but mostly to indicate that this was no business of Julia Morton's. Then she said briefly, 'It's settled, barring a few details.'

Utterly uncrushed, the other woman asked sharply, 'Has anything been signed?'

'Signed? What should be signed in a teaching arrangement of this sort?'

'There's usually a contract, isn't there? — or at least a contractual letter. If everything has been verbal up to now—?' she paused in her turn, as though inviting Felicity to confirm or query that.

'As it happens,' Felicity said drily, 'everything has been verbal up to now, but—'

'Then you could still withdraw?'

'If Ï wished to. But I don't wish to, Mrs. Morton,'Felicity stated coldly and finally. 'And I find it rather odd that you should speak like this about something which concerns me only.'

'No, not only you. Stephen too.' The other woman was completely unmoved. 'And, at the risk of your finding this even more odd, I'm going to suggest to you that it would be better if you did withdraw from the arrangement.'

There was something so single-minded about her determination
to press her own point of view that she was almost frightening. And it took quite an effort for Felicity to remind herself that this was not only an impertinent conversation but a slightly ridiculous one.

'Mrs. Morton, I don't think you can realize how absurd that sounds,' she said, and she managed to give a cool little laugh. 'Can you give me one good reason why I should do any such thing?'

'Yes, I can.' The car had stopped at a crossroads while they waited for the light to change, and she turned and looked full at Felicity. 'I don't like you, Miss Grainger. I don't want you at Tarkmans. And I can be a very dangerous adversary indeed if someone crosses me over anything important.'



CHAPTER FOUR




The traffic lights changed, the car shot forward again, and Felicity clenched her teeth against the furious, scornful retort which rose to her lips. There was a slight nervous jerkiness about her companion's driving, but when Felicity glanced at Julia Morton she could detect no nervousness in her expression. Only a half smiling determination which hardened the line of her mouth.

'Take time for your reply,' Felicity told herself. 'Take time.'

And then, recalling that nothing is more disturbing to a provocative speaker than an indifferent silence, she relaxed in her seat and refused to utter a word.

In a way it was a trial of strength between them and, during the last few minutes of the drive, Felicity thought she detected a slight crack in the other woman's monumental self-confidence. At any rate, having glanced sideways in her turn and established beyond doubt that Felicity's silence was not a crushed one, she finally said, as though driven to seek a different, less satisfactory explanation,

'Well, Miss Grainger, what have you to say to my warning?'

'Absolutely nothing,' Felicity assured her cheerfully. 'You say you don't like me. You don't have to, you know. Come to that, I don't much like you. And you say you don't want me at Tarkmans, to which the only possible reply is that the decision doesn't rest with you.

As for what you regard as a warning—' she laughed — 'I find that rather childish. It's the kind of thing kids say to each other on the way home from school.
I suppose I've done it myself in my time, but I've outgrown it. Don't you think you should try to do the same?'

They had reached the cottage by now, for which Felicity was thankful. For, cool though she had managed to remain, she was curiously shaken really by the strength of dislike which emanated from the woman beside her.

Julia Morton stopped the car and turned to look full at Felicity. She was still smiling slightly, and all she said was, 'There was nothing childish about my warning, I assure you.'

'No? Well, thank you for the lift,' replied Felicity lightly. Then she got out of the car and opened the front gate, and went up the path without even glancing backwards. She heard the car start up again and drive away, and as she did so she suddenly had the clearest recollection of Anthea Warrender saying, 'She's dangerous, that woman.'

Perhaps that was why she was glad to hear Mary call cheerfully from the back of the cottage, and why the day-to-day normality of their pleasant little kitchen was extraordinarily welcoming.

'I thought you'd missed the bus.'  Mary was intent on something which smelled very appetizing as she lifted it from the oven. 'I saw it go by several minutes ago, and didn't expect you for another quarter of an hour or so."

'I got a lift,* said Felicity slowly. 'From Mrs. Morton.'

'And—?' Mary looked up, suddenly alert and inquiring.

'What do you mean — and?' Felicity gave a vexed little laugh.

'Well, I see that something disagreeable happened.'

'Does it really show as obviously as that?' Felicity bit her lip. 'Well, she warned me off going to Tarkmans. Said she didn't like me and could be a dangerous woman to oppose.'

'She didn't!' Mary looked incredulous, 'Does anyone really talk like that outside a bad film? Who does she think she is? I hope you tore a strip off her.'

'I said the dislike was mutual and that my going to Tarkmans didn't depend on her. I also made fun a little of her actually threatening me and told her she should grow up.'

'Good for you! That should show her,' declared Mary.

'But you know,' Felicity said, thoughtfully, 'I don't think it did. She has a quite terrible singleness of purpose. It's not unusual to meet people who are principally concerned with themselves, but it's shattering to meet someone who is totally so. I begin to see why Janet is mesmerized by her. There's a sort of power in her conviction that she matters more than anyone else.'

'It can't be quite like that,' Mary protested. 'Would an intelligent man like Stephen Tarkman be taken in by such a woman? Ï know men cari, be great fools - women too, of course,' she added broadmindedly. 'But surely he would see something of what you see, even if lie's infatuated.5

'No.' Felicity shook her head. 'He doesn't see what I see at all. She takes good care of that. And she isn't only sìnglerninded, she's a quite marvellous actress too. Ï can still see her air of affectionate concern when she first spoke to me about Janet — in front of him. You'd have thought she was deeply troubled and concerned about her, and yet she hates that poor kid from the bottom of her heart, if she has one.'

'Suppose,' said Mary, 'that you told him, quite calmly and circumstantially, about this ridiculous conversation you've just had!"

'Oh, my dear Mary, he wouldn't believe a word of it! He already thinks I'm prejudiced against her and that I've even influenced Mrs. Emlyn. He said as much after Mrs. E. had let slip her candid views about Janet's aunt.'

'In other words, Mrs. Morton's word would be taken against yours as a matter of course?"

'I'm afraid so.'

'Then — you aren't going to like what I'm going to say — but if I were you I don't think I'd go to Tarkmans.'

'Not go?' Felicity flushed with the intensity of her feeling and laughed angrily. 'Nothing on earth would make me refuse now.'

'Other opportunities will come your way, Felicity,' Mary said. 'You're a unique teacher. Does it have to be Tarkmans?'

'Of course it has to be Tarkmans!' Felicity spoke almost fiercely. 'It's the sort of appointment I wouldn't have even dreamed of on  my own. And now Stephen Tarkman himself has offered me the chance. Nothing would make me give it up. Certainly not the hysterical threats of a woman Ï despise. Why, I love the very Idea of teaching there.'

'Only the idea of teaching there?' Mary's eyebrows lifted rather humorously.

'Don't be silly.' Felicity looked taken aback. 'That's the second time you've said something of the sort. You think I'm dazzled by Stephen Tarkman, don't you? That I'm fascinated by him rather than the job.'

'Not exactly — no.' Mary obviously chose her words with care. 'I think you're attracted by him. Who wouldn't be in the circumstances? He's handed you your heart's desire on a silver plate, accompanied no doubt by his most engaging smile. You'd have wanted to accept even if he had been bald and boring. But he's neither. He's forceful and attractive. Someone I suppose one would either like or loathe.'

'All right, I like him. I expect to go on liking him. But I'm not proposing to make a fool of myself about him. Is there any special disadvantage in working for a man you both like and admire?'

'There's this dangerous idiot of a woman—'

'Oh, her? Felicity laughed angrily. 'I'm not taking her seriously, and you needn't either. I'm sorry I even told you about this absurd incident.'

'I'm not. It's given me a chance to say my little piece, even if it annoys you,' Mary insisted obstinately. 'Unlike you I am inclined to take her seriously. She obviously sees you as someone in her path—'

'She can't. I'm not in her path,' Felicity objected impatiently.

'In her view you are. Else why does she want to get rid of you, even to the extent of being rather ridiculous in the way she handles the situation?'

'She resents my support of Janet.'

'Oh, no, Felicity ! She may dislike her niece, but she wouldn't make a major issue of her. She's afraid Stephen Tarkman thinks too highly of you.'

'Thinks — too highly of me?' Mingled with the extraordinary stab of pleasure which that gave her came swift recollection of what Anthea Warrender had said. The few words between Stephen Tarkman and her husband, which she had so willingly handed on. 'Well —- yes, he does think highly of me as a teacher. He told Oscar Warrender so, I understand. But he has to think highly of his staff. Otherwise why should he select them?'

'I doubt if many of them are exceptionally attractive young women,' Mary retorted with a laugh. 'But I'm not going to labour the point. I only want to point out that a jealous, utterly self-absorbed woman who thinks you're in her way wouldn't stop at much to discredit you. Ordinarily, you would have your own good sense and integrity to protect you. But by your own admission Stephen Tarkman — your employer, whom you like — would unhesitatingly take her word against yours. Very tricky, if you ask me.'

There was a slight pause. Then Felicity said, 'You're dead right, of course. And thanks for the warning. I'll tread carefully, I promise.'

'You'll need to,' Mary told her drily. 'You'll need to.'

And yet during the first few weeks at Tarkmans everything went with unbelievable smoothness. Felicity was nervous at that first afternoon class, naturally. But the children were so very much like her own pupils at Carmalton - only perhaps more alert and inquiring - that she found herself handling them with the same easy warmth and enthusiasm.

When she took her first evening class with the older students Stephen Tarkman himself came to introduce her. She was impressed by the way he combined an authoritative manner with a relationship of unforced friendliness towards young people. And she was a good deal touched and pleased by the way he spoke of herself. Without being fulsome, he somehow indicated that they were fortunate to have Miss Grainger among them, and in the informal discussion which followed, he gave her several opportunities to show herself in her most likeable and informative light.

'He doesn't make you feel he could do anything,' she told Mary afterwards. 'He makes you feel you could.'

'Perhaps that's how he's given Julia Morton the wrong ideas,' retorted Mary mischievously. But Felicity shook her head and smiled.

'She doesn't seem to be around much, I'm glad to say.'

'As a matter of interest, exactly where does she live?' Mary inquired.

'I'm not sure,' Felicity frowned consideringly. 'She has a flat in London, I know. I suppose that's her actual home. But the once or twice I've seen her since I went to Tarkmans she's tended to speak and behave as though she also is an integral part of the place.'

'Does anyone speak about her being engaged to Stephen Tarkman?'

'No. No one has mentioned it,' Felicity conceded. 'But perhaps there's been no formal announcement. And Tarkmans isn't what you'd call a gossipy sort of place.'

'I wouldn't call an engagement to Julia Morton a matter of gossip,' replied Mary with a laugh. 'I'd call it a disastrous fact.' But there the discussion ended.

Preoccupied though Felicity was with her new and exciting assignment, she lost none of her affection for and interest in her Carmalton pupils. And chief among these of course remained Janet. The child seemed to have recovered completely from the setback over the school concert, and once more she both astonished and delighted Felicity by her progress.

She was, Felicity knew, as good material as any at Tarkmans and better than all but the most advanced. It was maddening to think that the way had been virtually open for her, only to be barred by her aunt's dislike and spite. With any other child she would already have reopened the subject with Stephen Tarkman. But with Julia Morton's niece there were such very special difficulties in the way. Each time she felt an opening was about to present itself the recollection of their previous sharp disagreement laid an inhibiting restraint upon her, and she found herself unable to take just the right, impersonal line.

She reproached herself for cowardice, but could not bring herself to do anything that might cloud her happy relationship with Stephen Tarkman. It was strictly an employer-teacher relationship but, within those limits, an extraordinarily pleasant, even rich, one. He was not given to over-emphasis, but she knew that she was fulfilling all his high hopes of her, and never in her life had she been happier.

Janet's interests must wait for just the propitious moment, she told herself. If only there could be some informal, easy opportunity, some occasion when she could bring up the subject quite unemotionally, almost lightly.

And then, against all expectation or hope, the occasion presented itself. Anthea wrote from London to say that she would be singing towards the end of that month at Covent Garden. The unusual 'Adriana Lecouvreur' was being staged more or less for her.

'I've always wanted to do it,' she wrote. 'It's musically fine and dramatically a honey — including a gorgeous death scene when I'm poisoned by a jealous rival. Would you like to come? I suppose a Saturday performance would be best for you. There is one on the thirty-first. Oscar tells me that Stephen Tarkman will be coming, so he could give you a lift. I take it you no longer have objections to driving in his car! Anyway, let me know if you would like to come and I'll see you have a ticket.'

'You'll go, of course?' said Mary when Felicity breathlessly read out the letter to her.

'Go? I'd like to see anyone try to stop me! And if Stephen Tarkman really is going too—' She paused, looked more excited than she realized, and then went on more soberly, 'I'll have to leave it to him to suggest any question of a lift.'

'You might give him a useful little nudge in the right direction,' Mary suggested.

But, in fact, this was not required. Either by chance or tactful arrangement, the Warrenders had smoothed Felicity's path. For when she next ran into Stephen Tarkman in one of the long corridors of the big house, he stopped and said,

'Have you heard from Anthea about the "Adriana" performance on the thirty-first? Warrender mentions in a letter to me that she is inviting you, and suggests that we might drive up to London together. What do you say?'

Felicity just managed not to say that the arrangement struck her as idyllic, that in fact nothing in all the world could be more delightful. With becoming restraint she merely said that, if the arrangement suited him, she would be most grateful for the lift. But no amount of self-control could keep the colour from her cheeks or the sparkle from her eyes.

She wrote her joyous acceptance to Anthea, and from then until the all-important Saturday she quaked at every remote possibility which might threaten the arrangement.

Nothing intervened, however. Both she and Stephen Tarkman remained in perfect health, no unforeseen disaster involved either of them, work was arranged so that the week-end remained blissfully free, and even the weather obliged with the most perfect summer day for their expedition.

In actual driving time the journey was no more than a couple of hours. But they left Carmalton about eleven o'clock, idled pleasantly on the way, and stopped for lunch at an attractive riverside restaurant. Here, over a meal excellent enough to guarantee anyone's good humour, she finally broached the subject of Janet.

A discussion about one or two of the more promising students at Tarkmans led quite naturally to an opening, the more so that he had consulted her opinion with an air of having respect for her views. It was not really difficult to say,

'And now may I bring up the subject of Janet Morton again? It troubles me that the child did herself so much less than justice on that one occasion when you heard her. I'm very anxious to secure a second chance for her.'

He made a slight face and said, with an air of lazy protest which gave little importance to the matter, 'Do we have to dig up that particular bone of contention?'

'Yes, I'm afraid we do.' She managed to smile composedly, though she was secretly dismayed that he should immediately show a degree of antagonism over her very harmless protégée. 'You've been good enough to show some confidence in my judgment. Why should you feel I am wrong in this particular instance?'

'I wasn't much impressed by her when I heard her.'

'There were special circumstances then, as you know.'

'We're rather going round in circles, aren't we?' He gave a slight, vexed laugh. 'You think I'm prejudiced and I think you are. There doesn't seem to be any meeting point for us about this particular child. Heaven knows there are all too few places at Tarkmans for the number of candidates on which you and I see eye to eye. Can't we just leave out the disputed cases - including Janet?'

'No.'

She added nothing to the monosyllable, although she knew it sounded stark on its own.

'You're a very obstinate person, aren't you, Felicity?'

It was the first time he had actually addressed her by her first name, and the touch of warm intimacy which it introduced into the conversation made her long to withdraw all opposition, rather than risk a cooling of their relationship. But Felicity was a natural fighter for justice, and she knew that in some sense of the term Janet was being denied justice.

She took a deep breath and looked Stephen Tarkman full in the face.

'I don't want to seem difficult about this, and I certainly don't want to make a personal issue of it. But I'd be lacking in professional integrity if I didn't fight for Janet and her chance of full development. She is, quite simply, the most remarkable pupil I've ever had through my hands — and that goes for the amazingly gifted children you have at Tarkmans too. If I agreed to desert her cause I wouldn't be worthy of the trust you have placed in me.'

He frowned and was silent for almost a whole minute. Then he said moodily, 'I told you once before, you let your sympathies with this rather pathetic little girl run away with your judgment.'

'No, you didn't say that,' she told him drily. 'Her aunt did — in front of you. What you told me was that I had allowed myself to become too emotionally involved to be a real support to her. You were both wrong, as it happens. I'm attached to Janet, for she's a likeable child. But what interests me — excites me — is the incredible degree of her musical feeling and understanding. To any teacher a child of that calibre is like a diamond. You can't believe you've really found it. Then you're overwhelmed by the responsibility of bringing it to perfection. Don't you see? -I couldn't let her be dismissed, along with other gifted children, as someone who wouldn't make the grade. I'd reproach myself for the rest of my life for failing the person I should have helped.'

'You're a very persuasive advocate, Felicity.' He smiled.

'I'm deeply convinced of the justice of my cause.' She also smiled, but her eyes were still anxious.

'I'll see what can be done about it.' He reached for the bottle of wine and refilled their glasses, as though that settled the matter.

'Can't you give me something a little more positive than that?' she asked.

'No, I can't, my dear.' His tone was rather curt now. 'What's the hurry anyway? The child is young.'

'If I tell you what the hurry is, will you promise not to be annoyed?* she said impulsively.

'No.' But his smile was decidedly indulgent that time. Then, with a hint of curiosity, he added, 'Tell me, all the same.'

She was afraid she had overreached herself, but there was no going back now, and in a half-nervous effort to soften what she was going to say, she put her hand on his arm.

'I'd like Janet to have a quite unprejudiced hearing from you,' she said steadily. 'And I think she might get that more easily now than — than later.'

'What do you mean by "later"?' He spoke abruptly, but he glanced down in a slightly startled way at the hand on his arm and made no move to withdraw from her touch.

'I mean—' Felicity swallowed nervously — 'that when you are married to Julia Morton it might be more difficult for you to—'

'Who says I'm going to be married to Julia Morton?' he interrupted harshly, and he brushed her hand from his arm then with an impatient movement.

'Why, you did!' For an appalled moment she wondered if she could possibly have been mistaken in what he had said. But he had been quite categorical. It had been the most emphatic — and painful — part of his rebuke. 'It was the — the night we found Janet sleepwalking,' she reminded him, steadying her voice with an effort. 'You reproved me for being prejudiced about Janet and I — I said you were prejudiced about her. About Mrs. Morton. And you told me you had a right to be so, because you were going to marry her. I'm sorry if—'

'Forget it,' he told her curtly.

'You mean it's not — true—' By a tremendous effort she kept her tone unemotional, almost incurious, though she felt half suffocated by the wave of pure joy which engulfed her.

'Let's say I jumped the gun rather.' He gave a grim, unamused little laugh. 'It's a habit of mine — a bad habit. I'm over-sure of myself. Didn't you once tell me that? Or perhaps you only looked it. Anyway, that's how you'd describe me, I don't doubt. Over-sure of myself.'

She had too! — but to Anthea, not to him. Now, however, joy on her own behalf and sympathy on his were intermingled in the most inexplicable way, so that she longed to say something comforting to him and snatched at the recollection of Anthea's words.

'People like you don't get where they are by being unasure of themselves,' she told him. 'Anthea once said that about you, and it's perfectly true.'

He laughed at that, patted her hand sharply but not unkindly and said, 'You're sweet. Let's go, shall we?'

So they went, even Felicity realizing that this was hardly the moment to prolong any argument about Janet. Besides, if he were indeed not going to marry Julia — oh, wonderful, wonderful thought! — the urgency about settling Janet's affairs no longer existed.

Beside him once more in the car, she managed to chat casually, so that he might not be put out by the realization that her thoughts and feelings were totally engaged by what he had just told her. But presently they fell quite naturally silent, and she was able to examine that curt admission more thoroughly.

That he had spoken of marrying Julia as a fact when it was no more than his intention was obvious. But what happened after that? Was it he who had had second thoughts, or, inconceivably, had she refused him?

He had not spoken like a man who had made the decision. In fact he had said he had been too sure of himself. That meant a rebuff of some sort, surely. Then — she had refused him. Or perhaps tried to make terms which he found unacceptable?

Yes, that was more likely.

A refusal would be contrary to everything one knew or guessed about Julia Morton. She meant to marry Stephen. Even Janet's father had said as much. And by her own observation Felicity could not doubt the fact. A flat refusal was out of the question. But - unacceptable terms? That sounded more like Julia.

For a few minutes Felicity taxed her powers of judgment and invention with the effort of deciding what possible terms Julia could have tried to impose. But the question was an academic one, so she gave it up and luxuriated instead in the single fact that the marriage between Julia and Stephen Tarkman was no longer a certainty. The realization of this brought a fresh wave of such inexplicable happiness that she shivered involuntarily with sheer excitement.

'Gold?' He glanced at her inquiringly.

'Oh, no! It's just — I'm excited about tonight, I suppose. It's so long since I heard a full-scale operatic performance and, judging from the reviews, Anthea must be wonderful in this.'

'Warrender too, I don't doubt. It should be quite an occasion. You're coming to the supper party afterwards, of course.'

That was a statement rather than a question. But she said diffidently, 'I don't know. I haven't been invited.'

'I'm inviting you. The supper party is mine, as it happens.'

'Oh!' She turned to smile at him. 'How absolutely perfect !'

He laughed, as though her naïve delight gave him real pleasure, and said, 'It will be at the Gloria. You're staying there, aren't you?'

'Yes. I thought I'd be madly extravagant just for one night. And as the Warrenders are there it seemed the easiest way of seeing something of Anthea. Not beforehand, of course. But perhaps after the performance.'

'Do you know your way round backstage?'

'I think so — yes. I went there once or twice in my student days. Though usually we got no further than standing breathlessly round the stage door,' Felicity admitted with a laugh.

'I'll look out for you in the house, and you can come round with me,' he told her, as they drew up in front of the Gloria Hotel, and Felicity felt that nothing could have more fittingly signalized the beginning of a magical experience than those words.

Her room — though doubtless one of the most modest that the Gloria provided — was in keeping with the glamorous unreality of the occasion, and she walked round it once or twice, savouring its charm. The unusual colour-scheme, the velvety thickness of the carpet, the discreetly luxurious appearance of her bathroom, and finally the view of the river from her wide window.

And all the time, at the back of her mind, was the thought that she was to spend most of the evening with Stephen Tarkman, and that he was probably not going to marry Julia Morton after all.

Anthea had promised that her ticket would be waiting for her at the box office, so it did not occur to her to try to make any contact before the performance, for she was well aware that undisturbed rest was essential to an artist at such a time. Felicity was therefore astonished when, on answering the summons of her telephone bell, she heard Anthea say at the other end of the wire, 'You got in all right, then? Did Stephen bring you?'

'Yes. And thank you for arranging everything so marvellously, Anthea. I thought you weren't supposed to open your mouth before a performance.'

'I'm not. But I sometimes do. Was it a nice drive up?'

'It was wonderful!' declared Felicity with such a lilt in her voice that the other girl laughed and asked mischievously.

'What did you talk about?'

'Oh, all sorts of things. Janet, for one. She's the little girl I think so highly of, you know. Stephen heard her once, but very much at a disadvantage because her beastly aunt was there. She's the niece of Julia Morton who—'

'Means to marry Stephen.'

'You think so?'

'I'm sure of it.'

'Suppose I tell you that he tried his luck and was turned down?' said Felicity before she could stop herself.

'I'd refuse to believe it. Who told you such a thing?'

'He did — Stephen. He made fairly light of it, but obviously had taken a bit of a knock. He said he had been over-confident. I can't believe she actually refused him, any more than you can. My guess is that she possibly put forward conditions he wasn't prepared to accept.'

'Such as turning you down for Tarkmans?'

'Oh, no, my dear! Of course not. I don't imagine that I came into it anywhere?'

'Why not?'

'Well, for one thing, I wouldn't rate as specially important to either of them,' Felicity said candidly. 'Certainly not important enough for them to have any sort of dispute about me.'

'Don't you believe it!' She heard Anthea laugh. 'She very much wanted you out of the way. I know that from the way she spoke to Oscar. If she was silly enough — and nothing is sillier than a jealous woman — she just might have tried to force Stephen's hand.'

'But he wouldn't have bothered to stand out over me,' Felicity protested. 'He didn't even know me very well at that point.'

'Oh, he wouldn't fight it on personalities,' Anthea said. 'Simply on the principle that he wouldn't have any woman trying to dictate policy at Tarkmans. And quite right too.
I don't say it was that, but it could be.'

Felicity was silent for half a minute, and then Anthea said, 'Why does she dislike you so much, Felicity?'

'I've
told you, I think her niece is a near-genius. I know she is, and I'm determined to get her into Tarkmans if
I can. Julia hates her, and
I think hates me even more for pushing her claims. She'd love to set Stephen against both of us and—'

'You're sure the child is really good?'

'As sure as
I've ever been of anything.'

'Leave it to me, then.
I'll see what can be done. Julia Morton isn't the only interfering woman around Tarkmans when it comes to the crunch.
I also can exercise a little pressure.'

'Anthea ! What do you mean?'

'Never mind. I can't talk any more now. I think I hear Oscar coming along the corridor and he'll be mad if he finds me yattering on the phone just before a performance. I'll see you later. But just one more thing, Felicity—

'Yes?'

'Is all this terribly important to you?'

'About Janet Morton, you mean?'

'No, about Stephen Tarkman. Is it important to you that he might not marry Julia Morton after all?'

In the background Felicity thought she heard the sound of a door opening, and she knew suddenly that she had only a few seconds in which to decide on one of the most vital statements of her life.

'Yes,' she said steadily. 'Yes, it's terribly important, Anthea.'

And then the telephone went dead.



CHAPTER FIVE




To Felicity a seat in the stalls on what was virtually a gala occasion was still sufficiently a novelty for her to derive a good deal of naïve pleasure from the experience. She arrived at the Opera House early, lingered for a few minutes in the crowded foyer, and then went into the still half-empty house.

With a pleasant twinge of nostalgia she glanced up at the gallery where she had often sat in her student days. Now it was dignified by the name of 'amphitheatre', but the hum of conversation which drifted down from it held the same note of shared enthusiasm as in her day.

She felt almost lonely at first in her unfamiliarly exalted position. Then a steady stream of people began to come in from both sides of the auditorium and she watched with interest. But although she noted one or two well-known personalities among them, the one for whom she was looking was not there. So, having failed to discover Stephen Tarkman, she addressed herself to her programme and read the excellent résumé of the story which seemed tragic and complicated enough to satisfy any opera-lover.

It was faintly disappointing to have the seats on either side of her occupied by strangers. But she had hardly hoped that Stephen's seat would be actually beside her, and he had promised to look for her when the evening was over so that he could take her backstage with him. Until then the performance would be enough to engage every scrap of her interest, she felt sure. And, even as she thought that Oscar Warrender came into the orchestra pit. He threaded his way among music-stands and players to a gathering volume of half affectionate, half respectful applause, took his place at the conductor's desk and raised his baton.

Even years later Felicity was to look back upon that performance of 'Adriana Lecouvreur' with undiminished wonderment and pleasure. For to see Anthea, whom she dearly liked, flower into superb artistic fulfilment was something which moved and excited her beyond measure.

She was not uncritical, even where her affections were deeply engaged. Her musical sense was too highly developed and her natural taste
too fine for that. But just because her standards were high she was able to savour to the full the achievement of the girl who had once been her fellow student, and her own generosity of spirit enabled her to assess and enjoy someone else's triumph as though it had been her
own.

It is not unusual, Felicity knew, to hear a beautiful voice. But to hear a beautiful voice which has been developed instead of exploited, nurtured instead of forced, is a joy which warms the heart and enriches the spirit. She looked at the strong, intelligent, rather hard face of Oscar Warrender in the light from the orchestra and she thought, 'No wonder she loves him if he really did all that for her.'

Then she was lost again in the absorbing drama taking place on the stage, for Anthea — a fine actress in her own right — was supported by one of the few great singing actors of the age in the part of the ageing stage director who loves Adriana without hope of return.

In the first interval Felicity wandered out and up the great main staircase to the crush-bar, and here she almost immediately ran into Stephen Tarkman. He, whom she had always regarded as rather difficult to move, was as enthusiastic as she was, and they were discussing the first act with mutual enjoyment when she saw his gaze shift fractionally from her face, and he looked beyond her as though something or someone had riveted his attention.

She was not entirely surprised when, a second later, Julia Morton's voice said behind her, 'Hello, Stephen. I thought you might be here tonight. Especially as you didn't manage the first night.'

'No, I couldn't get to town until today. Miss Grainger and I drove up this afternoon,' explained Stephen, drawing Felicity into the conversation.

'Miss—? Oh.' Julia registered Felicity's presence with a cool, sweet smile which so entirely dismissed her from the scene that, against all her inclination or intention, Felicity found herself giving a careless little nod and then moving off, as though she had seen someone else she knew.

As she did so, she heard the other woman say, in a pleasantly warm and intimate tone, 'What about supper afterwards, Stephen? I've been — missing you.'

The slight catch in her voice was extremely effective, and Felicity would not have been human if she had not lingered to hear Stephen's reply.

'I'm giving a party afterwards for the Warrenders,' she heard him say. 'I hope you'll join us.'

'And I hope she won't!' thought Felicity, angry and disappointed. But she could not imagine Julia passing up a chance like that. She would come all right — and half Felicity's pleasure would be gone.

She returned to her seat in somewhat sombre spirits. Gone was her chance of being taken round backstage, she felt sure. Having found him, Julia would see to it that he remained her escort for the evening. Indeed, glancing up and to the side, Felicity saw that Stephen and Julia Morton were entering a box on the first tier. She could not decide if he were joining her, or she him. But in either case her own chances of a happy evening in his company had vanished.

Better concentrate on drawing all the enjoyment she could from the performance, for she could not imagine that she would see much more of Stephen that evening. This she did to such good effect that her eyes were full of tears during the last scene — partly because Anthea was so truly moving and partly, it must be admitted, because of her own disappointment. With Anthea dying on the stage, poisoned by a jealous rival, and Julia Morton sitting triumphantly beside Stephen Tarkman in the box, it really did seem that the unjust were having it altogether too much their own way.

Fortunately, however, good sense dried her tears before they could actually spill over, and Felicity found herself clapping madly for Anthea and Warrender and the baritone and the tenor — but most of all for Anthea, who restored her morale in the most engaging way by picking her out in the audience and smiling at her from the stage.

Sufficiently sure of herself now to go backstage on her own, she joined the slowly moving crowd now making their way out. But in the foyer Stephen Tarkman came up to her, took her evening wrap from her arm and put it round her shoulders and said, 'You're going to need that. It's turned chilly, and we have to go outside to reach the stage door.'

'Isn't — I mean, aren't we waiting for Mrs. 'Morton?'

'No. She has gone ahead to the hotel. Dressing-room adulation isn't much in her line, you know.'

No, it wouldn't be! Felicity thought. Not enough generosity there for her to be able to admire someone else wholeheartedly. But she kept that thought strictly to herself. And when they had passed the stage-door and negotiated the cheerless stone passages and steps which are in such strange contrast to the glamour usually associated with stage life, they arrived at Anthea's dressing-room.

She was still in her last-act costume, starry-eyed and slightly flushed with triumph and happiness. There were several people in the room, but when she saw Felicity she held out her hand, while continuing to talk to someone else, and for a few seconds only the clasp of that strong, warm hand told Felicity how pleased she was to have her there.

The woman to whom she was speaking was small, elderly and unfashionably dressed, but Anthea gave the most affectionate attention to her, even though it was obvious that slight criticism mingled with the admiration she was expressing.

Then Anthea said, 'Felicity, this is Miss Sharon, my first singing teacher. It was she who encouraged me to go in for the competition where I met Oscar.'

'No, no, my dear!' Miss Sharon corrected her with some asperity. 'I didn't encourage you. I was against it, if you remember. You were not ready then for anything of the sort. But since you insisted I tried to see to it that you were well prepared. Fortunately Mr. Warrender was sensible enough to see you didn't win, and then he was able to take on your training himself.'

'Yes. Very unscrupulous of him,' Anthea said with a laugh.

'Very far-seeing,' retorted the old singing teacher. 'And most fortunate for you. The end justified the means.'

Then she moved aside and, before Anthea could turn to Felicity, her place was taken by a very different figure, a woman beautiful in a strange, ageless way, and so authoritative that Felicity was not surprised to see everyone draw back instinctively for her.

'Madame Peroni!' Anthea exclaimed, and for a moment her fingers tightened on Felicity's hand before she released her. 'I didn't know you were in the house.'

'Didn't you get my flowers, dear child?' Peroni leaned forward and kissed her on both cheeks. 'I made sure they would be in time.'

'I'm sure they were. Forgive me—' suddenly Felicity realized that Anthea was also talking in the same charming, meaningless way, a little as though they were going through some ritual. 'I haven't had time to look at all the cards. But how sweet of you to come.
I
thought you were in Paris.'

'I was. I flew over yesterday.
I couldn't stay away. "Adriana" was always a favourite role of mine. Ai - ai—' she had an absolutely matchless way of combining this exclamation with a sigh — 'Oscar and I did it so many times together. He has coached you well, my dear. With a little more experience—' she left the sentence unfinished as though criticism, though called for, must not perhaps be put into words. 'I must go and see Oscar. The usual room, I suppose?'

'Yes, I think so.'

'I must ask him why he took the monologue faster than usual. Perhaps he felt those long phrases might prove too difficult—' again she left that unfinished. Then she added, with a charming, tolerant smile, 'It takes a very experienced singer indeed to manage those phrases at the right pace.'

Then she kissed Anthea again and went her way. And little Miss Sharon said in an awed tone, 'Was that Peroni, Anthea?'

'Yes,' replied Anthea briefly.

'Without doubt a very great artist. But not a very nice person.'

'Not very,' Anthea agreed with a smile. Then, as Miss Sharon took her departure, she turned at last to Felicity and said cryptically, 'You see what I mean?'

'Absolutely!' Felicity laughed. 'But I don't think you need fear anyone tonight, my dear.'

At that Anthea's expression relaxed suddenly and she said, 'Hello, Stephen,' to Felicity's companion. And Stephen asked curiously, 'What was it that Felicity was supposed to see about Peroni?'

'Just a basic likeness to someone we neither of us like,' Anthea assured him lightly. 'I must clear the room now, darlings, and get changed. If you love me, Stephen, go and see Peroni doesn't have a long tête-à-tête with Oscar. And, whatever the blandishments, don't ask her to the supper-party, or I'll never speak to you again.'

'I promise,' he said with a smile. Then he and Felicity left and went to the conductor's dressing-room, where they found him being very pleasant and rather distant to Peroni, and Peroni being very pleasant and rather intimate to him.

If he was either relieved or annoyed to have the conversation interrupted he showed no signs of it, and it struck Felicity that he was well able to handle Peroni 
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