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Valerie wasn't in a happy situation at all. Shenitefg enough to work, and
now her cousin Susan, in whose home Valerie had lbgeg for years, had
made it quite clear that VValerie was no longer wele there and had better
find somewhere else to live. Poor Valerie was dedgpe and when Nigel
Hanson appeared on the asked her to marry himpgletuously accepted.
It didn't help that almost immediately after theddag Nigel was sent off
on a long business trip, and soon Valerie had tbblgm of his long lost
sister--orwasshe his sister?-- turning up to complicate matséhsfurther.
Had Valerie jumped out of the frying pan into tire?



CHAPTER |

"GERALD says that's how life is,” Susan explained impuetgi "One
person's good luck is bound to be someone elsé'kibl."

Valerie looked gravely at her cousin and nodded he shoped
understandingly - in answer to this philosophieaitsnent.

"He says he does see it's hard on you in a wayhbatit isn't as though you
were really Aunt Evelyn's daughter. He says blaothicker than water,
when all's said and done."”

Valerie agreed mechanically that blood was indbexkér than water.

"And then, as Gerald says, your being engaged iy Ibaakes a difference.
It isn't as though you witheedmoney when you're married.”

Valerie supposed it was because she was stilnfg&lieak and ill after the
accident that she found it so difficult to enteoiany discussion. As it was,
instead of sharply condemning the implication thvag could always sponge
on a fiance, she found she was simply wondering itliSusan ever

expressed an opinion which had not already beeteddby her husband
first.

"Gerald says he doesn't want you to feel we'raralyiyouaway,of course,
or anything like that." Susan's gaze wandered #jighow that she had
reached the really uncomfortable part of what Genald said. "But he's sure
you'll see that-"

' - the really tactful thing would be for me to @epwithout being driven?"
Valerie came to the surface suddenly, and compl8teshn's sentence for
her with what her cousin considered a very misplaaanse of humour.

"Oh, Val! You mustn't take it that way. Only, aftdl, poor Aunt Evelyn has
been - | mean iis two months now since poor Aunt Evelyn passed away.
And as shalidn't leave any will and bmthe only real relation - well, as
Gerald says, one can't go against the law."



Valerie suppressed the unworthy reflection thabpbdy Gerald would have
been able to bring himself to go a little agaihst law if it would have been
to his own advantage and he thought he would néddoed out.

But, after all, that had nothing to do with theg®et situation. He and Susan
were entirely within their rights - their legal hig. Susamvasthe sole blood
relation of Aunt Evelyn. Valerie had only been Hmzloved adopted
daughter for the last twelve years. And (to quotgall yet again) "there
was nothing legal about that. Just an arrangeménseatiment and
convenience."

"Well, Val?" Susan looked at her with an air ofwvars expectancy that was
both irritating and faintly pathetic. She was notvaman who enjoyed

having trouble with anyone, but least of all dicestelish trouble with

Gerald.

Valerie got up from the long cane chair where sieklteen lying. To be able
to walk again was still enough of a novelty to atftner active pleasure.
Besides, it was dreadfully embarrassing to be coplating anything but an
unqualified "Yes" when Susan stared at one witlséhslightly prominent

green eyes, and kept on putting back that loossdtof hair behind her
right ear with a movement of nervous annoyance.

"Susan, | don't want in the least to impose on god Gerald. It's - awfully
good of you to have let me stay here these two hsout | - most of that
time | was too ill to do any planning or thinkingesad, and" - Valerie found
suddenly that she was at least as uncomfortat®eisan - "and, frankly, I'm
only just getting used to the idea that | am withaxay money and without
any home."

"Gerald said the best thing would be if Larry woualdrry you right away.
Don't you think you could persuade him?" Susan esiggl, with more
enthusiasm than pride.

Two dashes of colour appeared in Valerie's chemldly accentuating their
thinness.



"I don't imagine," she said coldly, "that | shotlalve to do any 'persuading’
where Larry was concerned. We hadn't meant to getied until he was
through his finals, of course, and even then, dubb@ot until he was settled
in a job. But -"

"l daresay his mother would increase his allowan8asan was beginning
hopefully, when the door opened and Gerald caneetimg room.

"Well! Had a nice talk? Looking much better, | maay, Valerie."

Gerald - whose quite personable appearance wagdnanty by a certain
thinness of the lips and narrow setting of the eyesiffered from the
delusion that by mutilating sentences one impadadair of careless
good-nature to one's conversation.

Valerie felt that "a nice talk" hardly covered lwmversation with Susan.
But Susan immediately said:

"Oh yes, Gerald."
"Fine. Said you'd be a sensible girl - see ourtpMalerie."

Again Valerie felt illjudged, though secret, amouemt, for here was
something "Gerald had said" which Susan had agtdailed to report.
Aloud she said:

"Yes, | do see your point, but -"

"Fine. | knew you would. Not that we want to turouyout. Feels quite like
your own home after all these years, no doubt. \Beid like to get my
mother and my two sisters down to see us whilentbather's still good.
Must share one's good fortune, you know. Daresay B&wdon would be
only too glad to put you up until you and Larry things. After all, it's only
a case of acquiring her daughter-in-law a bit so6ne

But at this point Valerie felt bound to interrupt.



"I don't know that she would want to do that, Geratertainly can't assume
that she would. And as for this 'seeming like' hgnshe added, with a
dangerous little blue flame of anger beginninglittkér in her eyes, "it not
only seemed - tvasmy home."

" 'Was' is the word,"” Gerald agreed smoothly, aimgl dir of geniality
dropped from him.

He added nothing to that meaning sentence onlypgandown his thin lips
on the last word, as though nothing else shouldllogved to escape from
him for fear that, by some unforeseen chancepuilshhappen to be a kindly
remark.

It was not easy to go on in the face of that, bate¥le did go on. She sat
down on the side of the cane chair, however, becslus found that her legs
were trembling.

"Please don't think I'm cadging " She was unplehsaware that Gerald's
narrow, unwinking grey eyes never left her facbut'this disaster did come
on me out of the blue. No one could have - couldehianagined Aunt
Evelyn dying for another twenty years or more. Il always thought of
myself as having a safe and happy home behind rilel umarried. | only
want you to know that I - that | must have a litttee to adjust things and -"

"You mean you don't think Larry Bowdon will be sedn to marry you, now
he knows your Aunt Evelyn hasn't left you anythigyell, better not say
anything until-"

"How dare you!" Valerie sprang to her feet, unawdrany more trembling
or weakness. "How dare you suggest that Larry ésstime sort of - of
money-grubbing skunk as yourself!"

She knew, of course, that she had gone much tocefan without Susan's
frightened, "Val, Val!" to warn her.

A queer, angry brick-colour suffused Gerald's faoe] his eyes seemed to
grow even closer together.



"Now look here, Valerie, you'll not talk to me likkat in my own house.
And I'll thank you to remember thati#gmy house now -"

"Susan's, surely?" countered Valerie scornfullyt Bwe interruption was
brushed aside.

"My house," repeated Gerald, as though emphasis midigtantiate his
claim. "You think that because Mrs. Hanson spoyled and indulged you
and made you forget you were a pauper and an oygiatrgives you a right
to behave as though you were a real relation, but-"

"Isn't your own relationship a little far removed®dlerie interrupted dryly,
despising herself for allowing this undignified glige, yet determined that
Gerald should not swagger his way through evergthihile Susan stood by
frightened and impressed.

"I happen to be married to Mrs. Hanson's aelgi relation,” retorted Gerald
with dignity. "You may have seen more of her thais&h did, but Susan is
her real niece. Since Mrs. Hanson made no wil, abvious that she
intended her fortune to go to her own flesh andotjoand not to an

unconnected upstart who served her no better thdaill ther through her

own carelessness."

"Oh - you - beast!" Valerie said quietly.

And then she said no more, because it seemed thdtdrer heart was rising
in her throat to choke her - or perhaps it was fnstterrible lump which
came there every time she really let herself trohklAunt Evelyn. Aunt
Evelyn who had been killed in that car smash whaleht herself had been
driving.

Gerald said nothing more either. Perhaps he feit #t last he had said
enough.

As Valerie turned and went slowly from the rooms&usaid in a frightened
whisper, "Oh, Gerald!" - which was probably theatyest form of criticism
she had ever ventured upon in her married life.



Gerald's reply was a somewhat pompous gesture daingasilence, and
Susan - who had no intention of saying more in eage - pushed the
inevitable strand of hair back behind her ear, buked appropriately
docile.

Valerie went upstairs to her own room - still slgwbut more because of a
sort of blind bewilderment than real weakness.

That anyone - even Gerald - could have said swuched and wicked thing!
"Gerald says" - "Gerald would say" - "as Geraldisalhe thousand and one
banalities said by Gerald and faithfully chronicleg his wife hardly
mattered now. What Gerald had said to her facethasnly thing Valerie
could remember.

He had said she had killed Aunt Evelyn with heetzssness.

It seemed almost unimportant that it was not e sheer statement gave
substance at last to the incredible fact that Evelyn was deaénd, even

if carelessness really had nothing to do with ttwdent, it was still true that
it was Valerie's lack of skill or lack of judgmenttjust sheer bad luck which
had killed her.

"l was the instrument,” thought Valerie with a sofrfhorror. "Nothing can
change that.”

Feverishly she wrenched open the door of her wasdamd took out a coat
at random.

She must go to Larry. Larry would understand andfoat her. Thank God

she had him! Not to cadge from and deceive as Geanld Susan so
earnestly advised. But just to speak to. She nea$tie comforting pressure
of his arms, know that someone - the only persaherworld who mattered

now that Aunt Evelyn had gone - someone loved mel @ared what

happened to her.

She pulled on her coat - a soft powder blue coathylike so many of her
prettiest things, had been a present from AuntyEvé&lwisting a blue scarf



round her smoky-dark hair, she glanced automayiaalihe mirror, but she
really hardly noticed the reflection of the slinarkl-haired girl with the blue
eyes that seemed a little too big because of théasfrs round them.

She only thought subconsciously - "How dreadfuliyntmy face is. |
suppose it's having been ill so long. But oh, wigitt had | to be only
injured when Aunt Evelyn was killed outright?"

Susan and Gerald gave no sign of having heard HeEmwshe came
downstairs. But as Valerie went down the gardem,p&io pairs of eyes
observed her with great interest from the windowheflounge.

"Oh dear! she hasn't got any luggage with herHesiigSusan - because she
really had hoped that the whole unpleasant businas®ver and done with.

"Don't be a fool," retorted her husband amiabl\heé'S gone to talk it over
with him. She can always send for her luggage \aétsds."

Unaware of the speculation behind her, Valerie vedomg the short drive
from Monks Alder, past the high straight trees whgave the house its
name, and out into the lane beyond.

Every inch of the way was dear and familiar to Her, as she had told
Gerald, Monks Alder had not only seemed like hanéc it hadbeenher
most dearly loved home for twelve happy years.

Even now she could remember quite clearly the fiest she had come here
- not as a decorous guest along the drive, butskénay, dark-haired little
girl who had played truant from the near-by chifdsehome, and pushed her
way through the hedge to gaze in spellbound woatire water-lilies on
the pool in the garden.

She had known nothing about Monks Alder then -radiea that it had just
passed into new ownership, and that the villagefrden were informing
each other with a pleasurable sense of shock e 'Hanson was one of
those ladies that talk to all and sundry like. Motinty, you understand -
something to do with the stage, they say - but,mdad you."



It was by the lily-pond that Aunt Evelyn had fouhdr - not touching
anything, just gazing with those great blue eyaswrere even then too large
for her little white face.

"Aren't they lovely?" Aunt Evelyn had said.

Not, "What are you doing here?" or "Run away!" boh't you know you
aren't allowed here?" Just - "Aren't they lovely?"

And Valerie had said rather huskily:
"Yes. Are they real?"

"Quite real." Aunt Evelyn had laughed. "Give me yband, and then you
can lean over and touch one, just to see for yturse

A little shyly Valerie had put a thin, grubby hamdo Aunt Evelyn's, and
leant over to touch a lily-cup with great tendemes

"Thank you," she said gravely when the operatios @xger. And then Aunt
Evelyn had asked her to stay to tea.

It had been awkward, of course, when one had ré&fn running away
from the home. But, at the same time, it might lg@ad idea to set out into
the world with a good meal inside one.

So Valerie had stayed to tea, and somehow had foergklf explaining
about running away.

Aunt Evelyn had not been shocked or said how wigtezlwas. She simply
looked reflective and said:

"But do you think it's a very good idea? It will be/fully cold wandering
about in the winter, don't you think?"

Valerie hadn't thought of that. She scuffled het glittle and muttered that
she hated the home.



Aunt Evelyn had nodded sympathetically.

"I know. There's always something in your life tlyat simply detest. But
the funny thing is that nearly always, just as ok you can't stand it any
longer, something happens which makes it seem roetthr. For instance,
if you had been staying, instead of going away, | daresaywould have
liked to come here to tea with me once a weeledtss a pity. But then, if
you're quite determined to go -"

In the long pause which followed that, Valerie Isémlvly digested the new
suggestion.

"l daren't go back now," she said finally. "Thelgelso mad with me."

"Not if | took you back and explained, | think,” AuEvelyn had said
pleasantly.

And so, in the end, Valerie had not run away adterAunt Evelyn took her
back to the home, miraculously saved her from bewen scolded, and
arranged that every Sunday in future she shouldedortea at Monks Alder.

From that day life had changed. The Sunday vigteained a regular
institution; but, as often as not, Valerie wenktonks Alder twice and even
three times in the week.

Then a year later, when the home had been moveddther part of the
country, Valerie had remained behind at Monks Alder

There was no need for her to leave the home. Theeheft her. And with it
went every vestige of feeling that she was a faagdbr a "charity child."
The enlightened authorities at the home allowed Masison to become her
official foster-mother. Though she called Mrs Ham$Aunt Evelyn," their
relationship was very much more that of mother dadghter. Life had
become a secure and happy and wonderful thing.

Valerie paused in her walk, on the crest of a gesihping green hill, and
looked back at Monks Alder, friendly and mellowtive evening sunlight.



It was a beautiful old house - not large, but ffllpersonality, and set in
grounds on which generations must have lavisheiadosare. Only so did
one achieve such unconventional riot of coloutia wide flower borders,
such deep green shade of ancient trees, such sarmetefusion in the
well-stocked kitchen garden.

Local legend had it that the land around had orenlihe grounds of a
monastery. But there was nothing to show that reoxwept the name of the
house, and a deep well in the far corner of thampls, of which the villagers
used to say positively, "That'd be where the maudtgheir water."

"Why, hello, Miss Valerie !"

Recalled suddenly to the present, Valerie turnedkfuto greet the old
village doctor who had come up behind her.

"Hello, Doctor Anderton." Valerie smiled her pleasufor the doctor was an
old friend, and one of the few people who knewekact circumstances of
her coming to Aunt Evelyn.

"Taking an evening stroll, eh? Well, there's nontham that if you don't go
far. But | daresay you're not going any farthemtlaacertain young man's
house." And the doctor laughed.

"No, | promise not to go far. Only it's such a Igwevening, and -" She
glanced back at Monks Alder without completing sleatence, but perhaps
her expression did that for her.

"I know, | know." A slightly worried look came ovehe doctor's kindly
face. "Home isn't quite home with strangers there."

"Well, Susan isn't exactly a stranger, of courdee Sften stayed with us.
Only" - Valerie gave a nervous little laugh - "innay, it's | who am the
visitor now. It's not quite easy to realise it."

She saw this was by no means news to the doctdh@shook his head.



"Well, you'll have to try to feel it is still homantil Larry gets through those
exams of his and you set up your own home togefhgear should see him
through now. But | can understand that the sitmasa't exactly an easy one
for you."

Valerie could not tell him that her boats werefdat, already burnt - or, at
any rate, about to burst into flame. But, on impukhe said:

"l think | shall get a job, Doctor. | can't imposa Susan and Gerald, you
know. These are uncertain times, and no one whatsxtra responsibility
of -"

"Nonsense, my dear."” The doctor was quite emphdtiere's no question
of imposing. Everyone knows it was a great surpiosgour cousin and her
husband when they inherited Mrs. Hanson's monegrelfsn't any doubt
that she intended you to have most of it, only uafwately, like a lot of
unwise people, she left the making of her will tate. She couldn't know,
poor lady, of course -" The doctor paused to shakdéead again over the
mingled bad luck and bad management of it all. Therwent on almost
immediately, "The least your cousin can do is ty@i stay on in your own
home until you are married.”

"l think, all the same,” Valerie said gently butstibately, "that | would
rather try to get a job and be independent. Aflettzere are heaps of jobs
going, and-"

But Doctor Anderton interrupted quite sharply.

"I'm afraid | must be quite firm about that, my deéou can't possibly take
any sort of job that would entail hard or regularkv You have to be very
careful indeed for the next six months or a yearyau will have serious
trouble with that injury to your spine.”

"But" - Valerie, too, spoke sharply in her fear atisimay - "I thought | was
getting well so wonderfully - that | was really a@bescent now."

"So you are," the doctor assured her. "But you musdke liberties with
your health for a long while. There is nothing tuse alarm, and you're



doing very well, indeed. But there is no harm itirig you now that you're a
lucky girl to be alive on this nice evening. Youyaearly were not, you
know."

For a moment Valerie thought bitterly that "luckyas hardly the word. It
would have been simpler to have been dead, like foot Evelyn - quickly
and without knowing anything - right away from dhese dreadful
problems.

But the next moment she was ashamed of hersethécowardice of her
thoughts.

Besides, there was Larrie would think of some way out of this tangle.
Nothing would seem so bad when she had talkedgtorgr with him.

Valerie managed to smile at Dr. Anderton.

"Well, if you're quite determined that | shall baseless parasite for the next
year, what can | say ?"

"Don't use such absurd words!" The doctor soundatligely annoyed.
"Anyone can have the misfortune to meet with andaed, and | am sure
your cousin will be generous enough to you ouhf tinexpected wealth of
hers."

He was not at all sure, of course. He didn't thgdnerosity was the
outstanding characteristic of the spineless, uninaiye Mrs. Manders.
And as for that thin-lipped husband of hers -!

But what else could one say to this poor child wias obviously scared and
bewildered by her position, in spite of her deteraai smile? One could only
hope that the cousin and her husband would be shenteedoing something
for her, even if they would not act from any woethinotive.

Valerie said good-bye to the doctor then, and wertter way. It was not far
now. Down the side lane - past the big oak whemre a&hd Larry had
sheltered from the rain that day they got engagkd.moment she saw him
everything would be all right.



And then she did see him - coming towards her, agtep which quickened
immediately when he saw her.

"Why, Val | This is wonderful. It's the first timgu've come so far, isn't it?"

"Yes. | - wanted most awfully to see you." She ttially took his arm,
leaning on it just a little, for she found suddethigit she was more tired than
she had realised. "Where can we go and talk?"

"Why, come along in, of course. Mother is out."

There was no deliberate meaning in the way thatpugsout, as a matter of
fact, Valerie knew quite well that there was anamscious significance in
it. Mrs. Bowdon had never been known to expressaaryn approval of her
son's choice of a wife. And Valerie, as well asriafielt that her being out at
this moment was an advantage.

They went rather slowly towards the house.

Mrs. Bowdon's choice of a home differed very muadnt that of Aunt
Evelyn. Like herself, it was elegant, even beautiiut always slightly cold.
No one ever sat on the rug in front of her firewant into the kitchen to
make cocoa at night, or made an impromptu meabfotirts, with everyone
talking at once and waiting on themselves.

"l see no point in doing a thing at all unless oae do it properly,” she was
fond of saying, and possibly this theory accourfieedher coolness and lack
of enthusiasm about her son's engagement. Foghheteryone else might
accept Valerie more or less as Mrs. Hanson's daughe real situation was
something rather different - different enough forsvBowdon to consider
her at heart not quite the perfect wife for her.sénd, if Larry could not
choose the perfect match as his wife, was it ntieb&r him not to choose
one at all?

No one had ever heard Mrs. Bowdon express herssti many words - she
was too careful to be the perfect mother for thatt Valerie was not so
insensitive as to be unaware that strong, unknawreots ran just below the
smooth surface of Mrs. Bowdon's irreproachable raatowards herself.



The room into which Larry brought her now was fahed very tastefully in
modern style, and it had french windows which labket on to a formal,
perfectly kept garden.

"Oh, that's nice, Larry." Valerie smiled at him las put her into a deep
armchair by the window. She was tired now and ¢geloe able to sit down
and relax - mentally as well as physically.

"Sherry?" Larry wanted to know. "Or shall | get dda make coffee ?"

"Oh no, thank you."

"Will you have another cushion, Val? Here - takis time!"

"No, really, I'm all right." Valerie laughed a lgt protestingly. "Just sit
down, darling, and let's talk.”

"Well, one moment while | draw the curtain a litflehe sun is in your eyes."

“I'm all right." Valerie felt the slightest edge aofitation sawing at her
nerves. Was she imagining things about everyossestiening, or was Larry
really restless and slightly ill at ease ?

The idea was absurd. But she wished he would st gnd just let her look
at him.

“I'm very comfortable now, thanks." She smiled ah lbecause she felt
remorseful about her secret irritation.

"That's good." He lounged against the side of thedh window, his hands
in his pockets, his eyes momentarily busy with siing in the garden.

She wished he would look at her. But then she ustdjeing a silly, peevish
invalid to make a point of anything like that. Shast pull herself together!

How very dear Larry was. Even in repose, as he faathe moment, he
looked full of energy - ready to start up on imgulsnd suggest some
pleasant, crazy plan. No one else had the samietbiag hair which seemed



to stand up from his forehead with the sheer fof¢he vitality in him. And,
even before she fell in love with him, she had gl\v#ed the way his nice
square chin was slightly cleft, in a way that gameoddly attractive touch of
boyishness to his whole face.

She had once heard it said that men with cleft chirere apt to be
unreliable. What silly things people said, and h&twpid generalisations
werel

Larry turned his head then and smiled at her. Hs gwaing to say
something, but, before he could speak, she tatkkedeal subject in hand.

"Larry, I've more or less had my marching ordemrfrSusan and Gerald."”
She managed to laugh about it as she said it lovas a small laugh and
rather uncertain."You've - what, Val? The skunki! But they'll get over it.
What happened? Their dignity upset about something?

He came and leant on the back of her chair - $olisly, but somehow she
would rather have had him where she could seexipiession.

"No, it's more serious than that. They're delightéadourse, with the idea of
owning Monks Alder, but they don't quite see whyythshould give
house-room to a poor relation who isn't even ansation. Susan tried to be
tactful about it, but after she had gone round emuohd the point, Gerald
came in and took a hand. He said - he said - ofrylLathe most awful
things. | feel | can't ever go back there! Theygpeilt everything. To think
of them in dear Monks Alder! Oh, it's no good thimkabout it. It's all over
now."

"What's all over?" There was the deepest concelmiiry's voice.
"Oh, all the good days there, | suppose | meastthie end of a chapter in
my life, and I'm finding it hard to realise the fdd/alerie turned in her chair

and smiled up at him, but without any real amusdémen

Larry looked very grave.



"Poor little Val. It's rotten for you. They neveave been exactly cordial,
have they ?"

"No. | suppose it was a sort of jealousy.”
"Probably. And jealousy is confoundedly hard teIwith."
Valerie nodded.

"What are you going to do about it? | mean - walytry to patch things up?
- or are you thinking of cutting loose and startorgyour own?"

"Well, it's a bit difficult to decide judtowto start on my own with nothing
but the remnants of my last quarter's allowanca/leke explained.

"I see." Larry frowned thoughtfully. "Therare plenty of jobs going, of
course, but you don't want just anything. Are tkihgo strained for you to
ask Gerald to help you to find something? He's abbbp got all sorts of
contacts."

"Well, you see -" Valerie stopped. She had beemgyoo explain about
Doctor Anderton's forbidding her to work, when sedly an unpleasant
little chill held her silent. Was it only her imagition that Larry seemed
more worried than resourceful in this emergency?taidy it had not

entered his head that they should hasten on treeniage.

She could hardly say anything herself - or coulel?sAfter all, it was absurd
if two people who loved each other could not bdquly frank in a crisis
which concerned them both.

"Larry" - again she twisted round so that she cdodk up into his face -
"you don't think the solution might be for us td gearried sooner than we
intended?"

She saw immediately that, for some reason, thegliglatly startled him.

"I don't quite see how we could, Val. Not until Ithrough my finals. We
couldn't very well pig it in some pokey two-roomatfl’



"l - 1 know in the ordinary way it would be unpraal. Only - Larry, I'm
really without a home and Dr. Anderton says -"

"Oh, come, Val dear! It isn't quite as bad ashattI'm sure it was rotten for
you, and | think Susan and her Gerald are poisqrimuid daresay your not
being well made things seem worse than they weoe:lMeel a whole lot
better in the morning."

"Oh no, it isn't like that at all." Valerie lookead him rather wonderingly.
Was it possible that Larryl-arry - didn't understand? Or was it just that she
had ventured to suggest something outside pragtosaibilities and it made
him unhappy and touchy that he could not give hed?

She touched the hand which rested on the back ahagr - hardly aware of
her own nervousness expressed in the movement.

"l wouldn't have suggested it, dear, only - I'm rext. You see, they do just
intend to turn me out, and -"

"They can't do that.” Larry was positive.

"Well, not literally push me out of the front doaf, course. But thehave
asked me to go - and quite unmistakably too."

Larry muttered something which was presumably higape opinion of
Susan and Gerald.

"Is it - quite - impossible? Our marrying now, | ame I'm a good manager,
Larry, and we shouldn't mind having things very@ierat first, should we?"

"It's impossible, Val." The unfamiliar curtness thiat made Valerie feel
suddenly that she had been cheap and pushing @veakie the suggestion.
Yet how could she do otherwise? She and Larry hadys discussed their
plans and their pleasures down to the last datdiom el se should she
consult, if not Larry ?

Perhaps her silence told Larry that he had beestod with her. Worriedly
he amplified his statement.



"l have absolutely nothing but my grant, remember."

Valerie felt she could not remind him at this motrtéat the grant would be
increased if he got married. But, as though he rfead her thoughts, he
added:

"Mother could help out, of course. But it's engrelependent on her
decision."

For a moment Valerie failed to take in the implicatof that. Then she
whitened slightly, and her voice, when she spoke, done flat and cold.

"You mean - your mother doesn't really want yomiarry me at all?"
"Oh, Val, | didn't say that."
"But you were thinking it."

Larry thrust his hands into his pockets and mowedyato the window
again.

With something like shock, Valerie realised thatas curiously ill at ease.
She had never seen him like that before, and sométediscovery shook
her more than anything else that had happene@weaing.

"Larry, you aren't being quite frank with me, acaiy" She spoke gently, but
with a certain urgency in her tone which made hiotgst at once.

"Oh, nonsense, Val dear. You're just fanciful. Yfoaustn't go imagining
things about Mother like that. Only it's quite triilat she wouldn't like the
idea of our marrying right away. And the brutaltfecthat, since she does
hold the purse-strings, she naturally has thewast."

"You mean she would refuse to help you financidllyou married me?"
Valerie's voice had gone strangely cold again. "Hbe must dislike me."

"She doesn't, Vail Only she just wouldn't countemaran immediate
marriage. As it is - well, anyway, she wouldn't @atv"



"As it is - ? What were you going to say ?"
"Oh, nothing." Larry sounded impatient and put out.

"As it is, there is already something about the agiegnent which she
dislikes? What is it, Larry?"

For a moment she thought he was not going to anseerThen he came
over to her and stood looking down moodily at her.

"Look here, Val, you mustn't be hurt about it. Bagre's been a lot of talk in
the village since the accident, of course, and Motk upset because it's
come out somehow about your being an orphan, and -"

"But she always knew | wasn't Aunt Evelyn's daughte

"Yes, yes, | know. But she imagined you were thagthiéer of an old friend
or a relation or something. Some wretched old gélaat has been spilling
the story to her, | suppose. You know what MotlseiShe's a darling, but
she's a bit of a snob. And the idea that the orpd@mas actually here at one
time made a difference too, no doubt."

Valerie could not help wondering why it should, hldud she said:
"And does it make a difference with you, too, L&ty
"Val, that isn't fair!"

"I don't know why not. There's no reason why yoouwt feel differently
from your mother. It's quite true - | am an orphHdrAunt Evelyn hadn't
taken me | should probably have been brought wpott in a shop. That's
what your mother doesn't like, isn't it? That ame fact that, as I'm no real
relation to Aunt Evelyn, | don't inherit Monks Alder her moneyThat's
what makes the difference, Larry. And | think itkea a difference to you as
well as to your mother."”

If she had been less upset she would have hesitatfedle voicing the
sudden suspicion which welled up in' her heartitAgs, it seemed to her



that Larry - like every other pillar of her familiife - was failing her, and
the discovery frightened and stung her beyond esja.

At any other time she would have made excusesifor-tried to see the
difficulties of his position. But at the moment sWwas too scared to see
anything but her own terrifying dilemma. She onlyelw that his words
carried no conviction as he eagerly protested:

"Val, | don't know how you can say such a thingrne!"

"Because it's true, that's all. It would be unpasdue if it were not true, but
you just don't want to marry a girl who can't briyjgmu any money. Perhaps
you're no worse than lots of other men for tharhpps you have to have the
luxuries of life or else you can't be happy. Onlgan't happen to be any
good to that sort of man, for the simple reasonlthaven't a bean.”

"Val, will you stop trying to make me sound like nse damned
fortune-hunter!" Larry, too, was white and angrymdI'm nothing of the
sort, only -"

"Only the money does make a difference, doesti't it?

"Of course it makes a difference," he retorted vaitigry candour. "Money

always makes a difference. If your aunt had lett lger money you wouldn't
have been in this confounded hole now. But thatsdbemean | was

marrying you because | thought you were an heigssgpu seem to want to
make out."

She made a great effort to regain control of herdedugh the vehemence of
Larry's protests allied to the curious fact thaneger categorically denied
her charge made her more frightened than she” wbalee believed
possible.

"l - didn't mean to suggest that, Larry. Only Inthit means a good deal to
you to find yourself engaged to a girl who statiézlin a children's home
instead of a girl who was an heiress in a small.way



"Val, won't you understand that it's Mother whoeslobjection to these
things ?"

"And your mother's opinion means a great deal tg goesn't it?"

"Well, of course." Larry spoke with unaccustomeiffregss. "You know
perfectly well that | think the world of her."

Valerie was silent for a moment, trying not to renber that she had once
supposed he thought the world of her.

After a short pause, Larry said anxiously:

"You do see, Val, don't you, that it wouldn't do s to get married right
away ?"

"Oh - yes, of course." Valerie spoke almost abgeb#cause somehow that
had all become quite a minor part of the probleinthihk | see something
else, too, Larry," she added slowly and rathebaetitely. "That it wouldn't
really do for us to get married at all.”

Until she drew her ring from her finger and heldut to him, he didn't seem
to realise what she meant Then he drew back sharply

"No, Val! You can't be as angry as that!"

“I'm not angry.” And as she said that, she realis@ds true. She was not
angry any more. Only chilled and determined andhemratagonisingly
disillusioned.

"Then why do you want to give me back your ring?"

"Because | don't see how we could make a succabsngs now, Larry. If
everything had gone smoothly, we - we should haentall right together.
We should never have been tested and never foundo#iaer's weaknesses.
But as it is, | don't think you'd enjoy our lifegether somehow unless we
both had money, and | don't think | should be acess as your mother's
daughter-in-law. Maybe it's unreasonable of me, lmtafraid | should



expect to come first with you - and I've a feelgige would expect to do the
same."

"Val" - Larry was eagerly appealing now - "won'tuygive things more of a
chance? Wait and see if Mother changes her mind."

Valerie flushed slightly.

“No, thank you. | have got a little pride, you knaven if | did start life in a
home. I think | - I've been on approval quite l@mpugh. As | don't attach so
much importance to your mother's approval as yquidion't feel inclined to

- to hang about on the chance of attaining it cane"d

Larry bit his lip - but whether with anger or ina&gon Valerie could not tell.
If only at that moment he would have snatched panunis arms, reassured
her, told her she meant more than anything eltieeinvorld to him! But the
moment lengthened and the opportunity passed.

He looked desperately unhappy, but she noticed thad his glance
wandered to the handsome photograph of his mothachwseemed
somehow to dominate the room.

It was that glance which finally decided Valerie.

Placing her ring on the table, since it seemed sside to make him take it,
she spoke quietly, almost gently.

"I'm not going to say anything silly like "Well,ighis good-bye,' but | think
I'll go now, Larry."

"Val, you haven't told me what you're going to About Susan and Gerald -
or getting a job, | mean."

"I'l manage all right. Don't worry."
"But | can't let you go like that!"

"You haven't really any choice, have you?" she gaiétly.



"But | want to know what your plans are."

"I haven't any. I'll make them tomorrow. But yoteda't be anxious. | - | can
look after myself."

"Val, you'll let me know what you decide to do, itoyou?"
"l expect so."
"Won't you even let me see you home now?"

"No, thank you, Larry. | think that would be vemnbarrassing for us both,
and not specially dignified, don't you?"

"I don't know that embarrassment matters much atoaent like this,"
Larry said unhappily. "Or dignity, either, comethat."

"I think dignity always matters," Valerie said. Astle went out of the room
and out of the house without even waiting for hamopen the door for her.

Until she was out of sight of the house, Valeridked quickly, her figure
erect and her head held high. If Larry were lookirggm the window, he
should not have any impression that she went ohisdife drooping.

But as soon as possible she turned aside throwgghadl gate into a pine
wood, for she felt she could not go' home by thedrand risk meeting
someone.

She could not go home at all, come to that, becthese was really no home
to go to. Only a house where she was very unwelcome

For the first time, great waves of uncontrollabbnisc overwhelmed her.
Whatwasshe to do? Aunt Evelyn had gone. Larry had gome.hdalth and
her earning capacity had gone, at any rate fotitte She had been staving
off these inescapable facts until now, but attlasy had caught up with her,
and she had to turn and face them.

But she could not face them.



Suddenly she began to run, as though she wouldlliferun away from
them again. She wanted to reach the depths of tloel @nd somehow hide
her fear and shame and despair.

It made her feel dreadfully weak to run like thaat she didn't care. She
would run and run until -

She hardly knew what it was that caught her foast@xe - a root hidden in
the soft carpet of pine needles, perhaps. But, avieatit was, it tripped her
and sent her falling headlong.

For a moment the shock made everything go blanknTas though it had
suddenly snapped some tremendous tension, thebegas to run down her
cheeks. She was powerless to stop them - powerlessto get up again.
She could only lie there among the pine needle$, ngr head on her arms,
crying and crying for her broken world and her lloappiness.

Valerie had no idea how long she had lain therth mothing but the sound
of her own sobs and the soft sigh of the breezmutiir the pine-trees, when
suddenly another sound broke the stillness. A mawoise - deep,
unfamiliar, and with the faintest drawl in it.

"Oh, come - nothing on earth is worth a flood litkeat. It doesn't help
whatever is wrong, and it's probably making a prfaght of you. Why
don't you get up and look at life from a differamigle?"



CHAPTER I
WITH a slight gasp, Valerie sat up, pushing back thefttan her forehead.

She was ashamed that anyone should find her like @ind afraid for a
moment that, in spite of the un- familiarity of theice, it was someone she
knew.

But she had never seen the man who was looking @bwer now. A tall,
dark, loose-limbed man who was leaning negligeatiginst a pine-tree,
rather as though he might have been there somestinalying her. There
was a slight smile on his lips, and his eyes, thoagnical, were not
unkindly. They suggested that he had seen mosgghiought little of
nearly all of them, but retained an amused expectaif one day seeing
something worth while.

"What is the matter?He didn't move from his position as he spoke again.
"Has the only man in the world let you down?"

Valerie stared at him for a moment, surprised pestat his penetration or
his shrewd guess. Then -

"It isn't - only that," she said at last.
"A variety of evils, eh? But don't you think théydok a bit less dreadful if
you take them home, instead of crying about thera iood, with night

coming on?"

She glanced down at her ringless hands, lockeditegaow in her lap, and
out of the depths of her misery she said:

"I haven't got a home."

He must have thought that savoured of self-pitgabee his heavy dark
eyebrows lifted incredulously.

"Hm - a friendless orphan? - in that coat?" Andylaced with speculative
amusement over her expensive blue coat.



Valerie glanced at the coat too. Then the fainsesite lit up her face - a
flicker of genuine amusement, in spite of everyghin

"Well, an ex-orphan - about to revert to type - Woteally describe it
better,"” she admitted.

He laughed then, and she saw what magnificent teethad - very square
and white against the dark tan of his skin. As thaightened up, she saw
how tall he was too, and when he came and sateogrtiund beside her, she
was irresistibly reminded of a very fine, healthyimaal - willing to be
friendly, but reserving the right to bound away stay and fight things out
- just as he chose.

"Are you going to tell me what is really wrong?" léeked at her with a sort
of naive curiosity, which belied the wisdom of kiges and yet was entirely
inoffensive. With instinctive reserve Valerie safivhy should 1? | don't
even know who you are.”

"Well, I don't know who you are," he pointed outalassly. "So we're quits
there."

She smiled again at that. And then was aware afiaws and intense desire
to tell him - tellsomeoneShe wanted to hear some sort of comment other
than the comment of her own wretched thoughts aacsf

"l daresay it isn't so very unusual and tragicg said slowly. "Only, when it
happens to oneself -" She broke off with a sigldl, la& nodded.

"Yes, | know. Tragedy is what happens to onesethnia is what happens to
the other fellow."

Again that faint smile touched Valerie's lips.
"Isn't that a bit self-centred ?"

"Maybe," he agreed indifferently. "But it's humaature."



"Well - all right. We'll leave it at that. Then geps I'm only being human in
supposing it is a tragedy because I've lost my honye- my fiance, and, to
a certain extent, my health."

"Whew! That's a good deal to say good-bye to allae." He glanced at her
again with that oddly inoffensive curiosity. "I thght you looked a delicate
little thing," he remarked candidly. "That's onasen why you ought to be
going ho - Well, anyway, not staying out much lante

"Yes, | know. | didn't really mean that | was withia roof over my head

tonight. Only what was once my home - such a beddtome - has now

gone to relations who don't want me there any loagd have said so pretty
plainly."

"Have your parents just died, then?"
"No. My guardian.”

"Oh - your guardian? Yes, of course - that's whieeeorphan bit comes in.
And he left everything away from you?"

"She - not he. And she didn't do anything like tihaiberately. She was the
dearest, kindest woman who ever breathed. She Willsd in an accident,

years before she could ever have thought of - dyiihgre was no will and

everything goes automatically to a niece of hers."

"And the niece has cut up rough about doing angtfon you?"

"It's more her husband than she herself.” Valeaglenran honest attempt to
believe that, left to herself, Susan would havenbesore generous.
"Anyway, of course, there isn't any reason why tehguld support me
indefinitely. | didn't think of anything like tha®nly | was - | was injured in
the accident too, and the doctor says -" She stbppddenly. "Oh, but do
you really want to hear all this P"

"l do. Go on. What does the doctor say?"



"That | can't work for my own living for six montlasyway - perhaps a year.
It leaves me - rather stranded. And then my engagems broken too. It
seemed like everything together, you know. | doftén cry in that idiotic
way. It was just - everything," she repeated klitirlornly.

"Did he break it off because of - Oh well, | suppdkat really isn't my
business."

"No, it isn't," Valerie agreed, wondering why shatold him so much.

He grinned, quite unabashed, and a little conyrishle added, "But it was
kind of you to listen to my sad tale, all the sdme.

"Not at all. | was interested. | suppose you ars.Mfanson'’s little girl?"

Valerie glanced at him in astonishment - partlysuse of the description of
herself.

"Yes. But how did you know? | thought you were rasger here."

"So | am. At least, it's under twenty-four hounsca | arrived at the village
inn. But Arden's as good a place for gossip asodingr village, and | heard
about the accident.”

"Oh." She felt faintly uncomfortable now. When iheit had known who the
other was there had been a reassuring sort of gapality about telling him
everything. That he should know who she was radhered things.

Reluctantly her mind moved away from the presetihiéammediate future.
She must go back to Monks Alder. There was nowdalsesto go, and Susan
and Gerald would be wondering what had happendtketoindeed, they
were probably already congratulating themselvetherfact that it seemed
she was not coming back.

Too bad to disappoint them, thought Valerie, wittlaah of grim humour,
but that could not be helped.



She turned her head and smiled slightly at the mhase unexpected
kindness and impersonal type of sympathy had somelwadied her and
made her feel she could go on with life again.

"I'll have to go now."

As she moved to stand up, he took her hand an@didler to her feet. Only
then did she quite realise how weak she felt. fitmst moment she clung to
his arm, and immediately he said:

"What is it? Have you hurt yourself?"

"No - no. It's just that | feel rather - weak. lasvthe fall, | expect.”

"When did you fall? Just now?" He looked concerned.

"Yes. | tripped over something. That was what magestart cr - At least,
that was what seemed the finishing touch.”

"You'd better let me carry you," he said.

"Oh nd It's quite a long way."

"Well, you're only a snip of a thing." He smiledtlat, and she saw that his
peculiarly light hazel eyes looked amused out ofpabportion to the
occasion.

"If you don't mind giving me your arm -" she saitite diffidently.

"Not at all," he assured her, still with that anmaseat, as though he were
indulging her, and genuinely enjoyed doing so.

But after a few yards he took the matter out oftreards.
"Look here, you can't manage this way," and, pighier up off the ground,

he set off along the path through the trees, addigu'll have to tell me
which way to go when we get to the end here."



Valerie was slightly embarrassed in spite of héefeBeing carried by a
strange man seemed the last touch of absurdityretty trying evening.

"I'm afraid it really is a long way," she saidthink | couldhave managed.”

"No, you couldn't. And anyway - I've told you - yionly a snip of a thing.
| can 'manage’ a great deal better than you can."

"Well - thank you very much. It's nice of you to keaso little of it. I've
always thought it's nothing but a romantic fictibat a man can go lugging
a girl about the countryside without noticing ibwever small she may be."

Glancing up into his dark face, she saw the amilast of his teeth again.

"All right. When | start gasping and the perspwatruns down me, you can
argue again," he said.

Valerie found that she too could laugh then. Andately he carried her all
the way to the back of Monks Alder without any sigri acute distress.

"Will you put me down here, please? It's just tgesof the garden, and if |
go through this wicket gate | have only a few yarase."

"Sure you will be all right ?"

"Quite sure, thank you. I'm sorry | can't ask youy but - well, you
understand."”

"Yes, | understand.” He glanced rather curioudhg thought, through the
trees and the deepening dusk. "So that's MonksrAlills a pretty house."

"It's the loveliest house in the world, | think,aMrie said with a sigh.

"Well, cheer up.”" He smiled as he took the hand Isélel out to him.
"Perhaps things won't be so bad as you think."”

She thought he didn't know Susan and Gerald. Butdashe only said:



"Thank you so much for being so kind to me."

"Was I?" The smile deepened into something likg Ernusement. "It must
have been an oversight. It isn't in my nature yéalind with a slight nod to
her, he turned away into the dusk again.

As Valerie went slowly through the darkened gardde, thought:

"He didn't tell me his name. | suppose he was nmothrough and is
staying only one night in the village. But he knth name of Monks Alder.
Yet | don't think | mentioned it. | suppose Mrs.ohas at the Crown told
him. She usually says all she knows about peopld, cquite a lot she
doesn't.”

The next morning she woke with that reluctance Wwialevays means that a
sense of disaster lingers in the back of the mind.

For a moment she lay there watching the sunlighthenwall, and the
slender moving shadow of a sprig of honeysucklé wses tap-tapping on
the window pane.

It was a heavenly day, the sun was shining, shemiaasr own dear room at
Monks Alder, yet -

And then she remembered with dreadful clearneswa# no longer her
room really. She had to make plans about leaving tlaere was no one - not
even Larry - who cared very much about her going.

The remembrance of Larry's part in this tragedyght a sharper pain with
it this morning. Last night she had been stunnethbysurprise and, to tell
the truth, sustained by her own anger. Now shema@e® inclined to grieve
for the Larry who had been, rather than despiséainey who had failed her
last night.

It seemed much easier in the morning light to makeuses for him - to
remember the special difficulties of his positioand to wonder if she had
been hasty and unjust.



But there was no way back now. She reminded héraéifessly that, in the
end, hehadlet her go, rather than have trouble with his reathis mother
who was petty enough to believe that the descngiophan” really altered
one for the worse.

For the first time Valerie wondered if she wereardarior person because of
it. No breath of snobbery had ever touched a thinigh Aunt Evelyn did or
said, and the problem had never presented itsafaterie before. Now it
somehow made her feel miserable and uncertainrsélie

Presently Mabel, the elderly housekeeper, broughér breakfast, because,
by doctor's orders, she still had breakfast in bed.

She got up as soon as she had eaten it, but wasdiataely frustrated in any
plans for anything but rest by Mabel shepherding ihto the garden,
installing her in a cane chair, and supplying high\& newspaper.

Ten minutes later Mabel appeared again, holdinguple of letters which
she was examining with frank thoroughness.

"Here's the post. Nothing for you. Only two lettéos Him. One's got a

London postmark. | wonder what that is? Businessippose. That means
more money for him, I'll be bound. Business alwangsans money for that
sort."

Valerie tactfully refrained from comment and, afsscertaining that the
second letter had an indecipherable postmark angl addressed in
handwriting which might be a woman's "though of rseuit could be a
man's," Mabel went indoors again.

She brought Valerie her lunch out of doors, arnaggi with the care and
attention which she never grudged to the peopiehaim she approved.

"That Mr. Ward rang up," she informed Valerie thBWanted to see Them
urgently. | wonder why."

"Didn't he say what he wanted?" Valerie lookedneséed.



"No, miss. | told him They wouldn't be in till thedternoon, and he said he'd
come round then. Not that / want to see him rowsreé H Mabel added. She
disapproved of the solicitor who had dealt with A&welyn's estate, never
quite clearing him of blame in her own mind for montriving to see that
Miss Valerie "got something."

Valerie stayed out in the garden until she heagdctr returning late in the
afternoon. Then she went indoors reluctantly, tal fboth of them in the
lounge, and both looking rather expectant as sheada.

Perhaps even they felt that yesterday's interviemd lended on an
unfortunate note, because Susan said, "Hello, \alg faintly placatory

way, and Gerald said, "Had a good day in the gafden

Valerie answered them both absently, and then steaight to the point.

"I'm afraid it will be rather a shock for you, diarry and | have broken off
our engagement.”

"Wh - what?" stammered Susan dismayedly, while [@esaid:
"Broken it off? What on earth is the fellow thingiabout?"

Valerie felt it was beyond her to interpret Lartyisughts for Gerald, so she
simply said, with as little expression as possible:

"l am sure you won't expect me to go into the reas®he point is that it's
quite final, and now | must stand on my own feet."

Gerald's face darkened at once.
"Look here, Val - this doesn't alter our positiddy mother and sisters -"

"Yes, | know." Valerie cut across quite@olly. "Obviously I shall have to get
a job of some sort and--"

"That's the idea!" Gerald interrupted in his tutdust the thing to take you
out of yourself."



"Yes, | daresay. But just at the moment, therereteesome difficulty. Dr.

Anderton says that | - | can't possibly do any wimnK - at the expressions
on the faces of her hearers, she nervously hahedtnimum period - "for

three months, and -"

"Oh, nonsense, Valerie!" Gerald was emphatic. "lHess fussing. | know
these country doctors. Never seen you look betyesetf) except that you're
a bit weak."

Valerie thought she must surely be more than "&\wéak, because as
Gerald ran on, justifying the idea of her takingwgrk at once, she found
that ridiculous desire to cry unrestrainedly comioeer her again. By
keeping quite quiet and biting her lip hard, shenawgged to conquer the
impulse.

Gerald was already talking brightly about her "gpump to London and
having a look round."

"And after all, Val, we don't want to be ungenerabsut things. You must
let me give you fifty quid to get along with why®u're looking for a job. A
gift, you know - not a loan. A girl can live caréfuon that for two or three
weeks." (He appeared to think she would walk todamsince there was no
mention of fare.) "You've got some beautiful clalyeur aunt brought you.
You won't need anything for a long while. Why, ybortanage splendidly!"

"It's very - kind of you, Gerald." Valerie bit higp again, almost physically
incapable of voicing another appeal. But the ovetming sense of her
broken health forced her to say something. "Coold gossibly put up with
me here for a month longer, just until I'm a litdgonger? | don't mind
turning out of my room, if you want it for your ninagr. | could - | could have
the little room next to Mabel's -" The desire tg stopped her from saying
more. But she had already said too much.

"I'm sorry, Val." Gerald's mouth had become wartyrin again. "You're
just imagining things about your health - indulgyayrself, and -"

"Mr. Ward to see you," announced Mabel in a tonectvimplied that she
could not imagine why anyone wanted to see GeraddSaisan.



Valerie would willingly have made her escape as$ {wint, but Mr. Ward
paused so long in the doorway while the openingiti@s were exchanged
that, by the time traffic was flowing normally agait was impossible to
withdraw without discourtesy.

She went over to the window instead, and staredrmatthe garden, the
bright colours of the flowers blurring and minglingther mistily as she
blinked back tears from her eyes.

She heard Mr. Ward speaking about "a most extraardicircumstance,”
but her attention was not arrested until the astmgnhwords:

"At no time did any of us suppose that Mrs Hansaa &ny children.”

Valerie swung round, to see expressions of almodiclous dismay
freezing on the faces of Susan and Gerald.

"She had none!" Susan's tone implied that it was an impedprbeyond
even the limits of Aunt Evelyn.

"Unfortunately - as one might say" - Mr. Ward coeadh "it seems that she
had. Perhaps | might ask Miss Eaton if she haddeg of this?" He turned
to Valerie.

But Valerie looked as bewildered as anyone else.

"That Aunt Evelyn had a family? | don't think tren be right. She never
spoke of any and -"

"Not a family exactly," Mr. Ward explained acculgté'One son. A young
man of nearly thirty now."

"But Aunt Evelyn was only forty-eight when she dleSusan was nearly in
tears.

"Ridiculous!" Gerald found his voice at last. "Tledlow's an impostor. No
guestion about it."



"My dear sir, therds no question about it, as you say." Mr. Ward was
exceedingly ruffled that anyone should doubt crédenwhich he himself
had accepted. "We advertised in the usual way,oofrse, for anyone
making a claim against the estate. It seems Mrasbtas son saw the notice
and, very properly, applied to me in person."

"It isn'ther son," reiterated poor Susan in a voice trssd to a sharp squeak
at the end of the sentence.

Mr. Ward - who thought little of women in any casgave her a glance of
hardly veiled scorn.

"I know Aunt Evelyn was married very young,"” Vakersaid doubtfully.
"And | always understood that her husband died mgesrs ago - in
Canada, | think."

"Quite true." Mr. Ward corroborated the last pdrthos rather graciously.
"He died in Canada. But not more than five or tearg ago. What happened
was that Mrs. Hanson and her husbaergaratedhalf a dozen years after
their marriage.”

"And are you suggesting that the husband took aagaiild with him to
Canada? It's—"

"I am notsuggestinganything," snapped the lawyer. "I am telling ybe t
facts as they have been told to me."

Gerald drew out his handkerchief slowly and wipedftrehead. But it was
Susan who, took up the fight then.

"Everyone knows that it's always from Canada ortmlis that bogus
relations appear.”

A bleak smile flickered over Mr. Ward's face.
"We are dealing with fact just now," he pointed patitely, "not romantic

fiction. It seems that Mrs. Hanson was on the stad¢er younger days, and
that, against her husband's wishes, she contiruaiter her marriage.”



"She must have started as a pa - pantomime faygur dates are right," put
in Susan, who really was in tears by now.

"l couldn't tell you about that, I'm sure,” retattélr. Ward coldly. "She had
her - admirers, and her husband seems to havgdsdeuns - with or without
reason."

Valerie had an angry impulse to state that it nestainly have been
without, but - suddenly remembering a special waptAvelyn could smile
when she wanted her own way - she remained sifehtest Mr. Ward go on
with his story.

"One admirer seems to have - er - caused morel&tidn the others - again
| cannot say whether with reason or not. Thesegthare, after all, very
much a matter of hearsay now. But when the young wes killed, as he
was, in a plane crash it was found that he hadHheftvhole of his fortune to
Mrs. Hanson."

"Sothat'swhere it all came from!" exclaimed Gerald bitteidyg though one
might have expected something to go wrong with thiose circumstances.

"Mr. Hanson took this as conclusive evidence tlegtdd been - er - justified
in his suspicions, and, possibly also dismayedheyidea that his wife was
now much richer than he could hope to be, he tbekchild and went to
Canada, where he started life again and never concated with her."”

"Fantastic!" Gerald snorted. "Anyone can tell akesand-bull story like
that."

"Marriage and birth certificates are, however, eatdifficult to forge,”
pointed out Mr. Ward dryly. "In this country,” hedded, taking no
responsibility for what happened in less enlighteoeuntries.

Valerie nodded thoughtfully. Then she looked ughwitdden light breaking
on her.

"That was why Aunt Evelyn never made a will. | alwaysught it was
strangely unlike her to be so - so unbusiness8ke. could never quite make



up her mind to will her money to someone elseasewmne day her own son
turned up."”

"Perhaps.” Mr. Ward was not prepared to give ahueiastic welcome to
any theory he had not formed himself. "Anyway, hs turned up now. He
has apparently done very well and is now an exeeutwith a big
international oil company. He is in England on &ibass trip."

"And where," inquired Gerald coldly, "is this - $hrery doubtful claimant?"

"Well, | think, from the sounds, that he is in yaduall at the moment,”
remarked Mr. Ward, not without a certain dry pleastiHe sent me on
ahead to prepare you, and said he would call ondtis- relations later this
afternoon."

"Here's a gentleman who says he's Mr. Hanson," aroeal Mabel in a
somewhat unorthodox manner.

And into the room - once more with that impertudleadmile - walked the
man who had carried Valerie home the previous exeni



CHAPTER 11

VALERIE'S first reaction to this somewhat melodramatic entas a great
desire to laugh.

Mr. Ward, she could not help thinking, looked asagled as a conjuror who
had just produced a rabbit from a hat, Gerald aslthered as if his hat had

been used for the purpose, and Susan as dismaydtiesabbit had turned

into a boa-constrictor.

The newcomer, on the other hand, appeared to slearewn amusement,
though his, "How do you do, Cousin Susan?" wasracla of composure.
Susan stammered out some conventional reply, baldachieved nothing
more than a slight and very stiff bow.

Unabashed, their visitor completed his greetingssbgking hands with
Valerie, and then remarked to Susan and Gerald:

"I'm afraid you must be pretty sick to see me, asa#ter of fact.”

This might be the absolute and literal truth, bmwtas indecent to say so, and
the expressions of Susan and her husband indiaatedich.

"Surprised would perhaps describe it better," Gesald coldly.

"l have explained everything to Mr. and Mrs. Margjéobserved Mr. Ward
firmly at this point, in case it should be suppos&t he was responsible for
the surprise.

"But we naturally feel that some considerable probtthis - this most
extraordinary claim is called for,” Gerald addedviky.

"Naturally," agreed the claimant cheerfully. "l anre Mr. Ward is prepared
to show you all the papers necessary to establjstlamm, and, of course, |
am perfectly willing to answer any inquiries youedo make. Unknown
relatives can't expect to turn up at a moment'e@aind be acclaimed with
enthusiasm."



"No," Susan agreed plaintively. "We had accepteddict that everything -
that everything belonged tes."

"To your cousin and you?" Their preposterous visitdicated Valerie with
a slight gesture.

"Val? Certainlynot." Here at least Susan's irritation could have fidlyp
"Valerie is no relation at all." She looked at fadeas though she had no real
right to be there.

"But you must have seemed like relations?" The ssiygn was perfectly
smooth. "Valerie had lived here for many yearsolught."

"Yes, but that isn't the same thing at all," Sugastested fretfully, adding,
without much point, that "blood was thicker thanteva

Valerie was unable to tell from their visitor's eggsion whether he too
subscribed to this favourite view of Susan's. A&iltr she supposed a little
wearily, he was probably no more anxious than SusarGerald to
encourage a penniless hanger-on. She felt misesaolaincomfortable to
remember now how frank she had been to him, thaqare evening, about
her exact position.

"Of course | had no idea who you were yesterdag\sning,” she said
softly and a little shyly.

"Of course not."

But, quiet though the words were, Gerald heard thachswung round on
her.

"So you've been talking to him?" he exclaimed dpgais though she might
have given away some vital information.

"Of course she talked to me. A charming and soeigl, your cousin."
Again that lazy but slightly dangerous smile. "l tniier near the house
yesterday evening and we - passed the time of day."



"Haven't you done enough mischief without tattladgput things that don't
concern you?" snapped Gerald, rounding on Valeleelike Susan, felt that
here was someone at least on whom he could sadelyhis irritation and
disappointment. "First you worm your way into a fgnwhere you don't
belong, then you smash up your benefactor in a nemmident, then -"

Valerie was never quite sure what happened nexia Baoment later Gerald
was lying flat on his back on what - for two happgnths - he had imagined
to be his own hearthrug. Susan uttered a littleeakof fright while Mr.
Ward clucked protestingly. He was not used to hgawewven the most
disagreeable of his clients dealt with in this mamn

White with rage, and a certain amount of shock,atéelbegan to get to his
feet again.

"l don't know what you think you're doing, Mr - M.
"Hanson is my name. Nigel Hanson."

"You can't come here with your roughneck ways.iffjtta man in his own
house -"

"Mine, I think," Nigel Hanson said with a smile. 4 if you don't like my
ways, you know what to do about it."

"Gentlemen, gentlemen," protested Mr. Ward, bubhly received a very

sour look from Gerald, who greatly resented thelicapon that he was at

all responsible for this undignified scene. To tiedl truth, no one could have
wished for it less than he had.

"Perhaps you had better apologise to the lady.€eNitanson showed no
sign of having lost his good temper throughout little scene.

"Apologise?" repeated Gerald incredulously. Talerie?"

"To Valerie," agreed Nigel Hanson pleasantly.



Gerald could hardly hide his chagrined astonishnagstuch a notion. But
when, either by accident or design, his visitorutiiatfully passed his left
hand backwards and forwards over the knucklessofight, Gerald turned
to Valerie and said sulkily:

"Sorry, Val. Spoke a bit hastily, I'm afraid. Normmeant."

Valerie, almost as embarrassed and surprised #sahan apology should
actually be offered, assured him hastily that isvedl right. She secretly
thought that Nigel Hanson was extracting just ffettbo much amusement
from this scene of cousinly reconciliation. But stoelld not help enjoying
the novelty of having Gerald forced to treat hke la human being again.

Conversation, which might well have languished his tpoint, was
galvanised into uneasy life once more by Nigeltgyesting that Gerald and
Susan should inspect the proofs of his claim, wiMchWard had brought
with him. A visit to the dentist would hardly hagezen them less pleasure,
but the matter was not one which could be shelzed Gerald at least made
a sign of sulky acquiescence.

"l don't expect you will want me around,” Nigel adidwith a slightly too
sympathetic air of tact. "So embarrassing to hawask suspicious questions
in front of the suspect, isn't it? Perhaps" - hmed to Valerie - "perhaps
Valerie would show me the garden. I'm sure she lenowetter than anyone
else here."

Amused though she was, Valerie felt this was ursssng cruelty to her
cousins. But when Gerald snapped, "It might be al§'Wwshe saw that his
one idea was to get this appalling newcomer otii@fvay while he did all
he could to find some weakness in the claim.

Valerie opened the french window, and said a lgtgly, "We'll go this
way, shall we?"

As he followed her into the garden Nigel Hanson &l&the air of intending
to ask correct questions about flowers and plémitisas soon as they moved
out of earshot of the others, what he said was:



"Why don't you like to see people taking some efrtbwn medicine?"
Valerie laughed, rather nervously. She was notragtat ease with this
stranger - partly because of her candour to hirtherprevious evening, but
mostly because she thought that caustic sensawdinumight turn in some
new direction without warning.

"Well, | - suppose | can't help knowing just howrtifted and bewildered
Susan and Gerald are feeling at this moment."

"Which ought to afford you a great deal of innocpleasure, my charming
adopted sister."

Valerie gave him a startled glance.

"I don't feel at all like your adopted sister," s#d rather hastily.

"No," he agreed, "l can't say that my feelings tmlsayou are exactly
brotherly.” And the way he said that, with his laxyile directed full on her,
made Valerie flush unexpectedly.

"Is this - is this your usual opening?" she inqdigetrifle dryly.

"Meaning?"

"Are you in the habit of going about knocking dotre people you don't
like and being - devastatingly frank to the oth&rs

"Impossible behaviour on the part of the new hgy mean?"
"No - no. Unconventional, shall we say ?"

"It's a method which saves a great deal of timeteouble,” he assured her
carelessly.

"What ? - knocking people down ?"

He laughed then, and very lightly took her arm.



"Confess - you were just as pleased as | was t&€easin Gerald lying on
his back."

Valerie laughed reluctantly, though she refuseahswer that directly. After
a moment she asked curiously :

"What are you going to do about things? | meanfasas Susan and Gerald
are concerned.”

"As soon as they have been reluctantly convinceahyfyenuine identity |
shall ask them to get out.”

"Just like that? - quite brutally?"

"As brutally as | can,” he agreed cheerfully. "ldtgou -1 do like seeing
people take their own medicine, even if you don't.”

"It doesn't strike you that you are being just as unkind as they are?"
"Of course it does. That's what | intend. It's ¢dinéy thing they understand.”
Her faintly troubled air seemed to amuse him, gtahjcing at her, he said:
"You're much too tender-hearted, Valerie."

"No, I'm not really. | can think the harshest tlangf them both without
much difficulty. But | can't help knowing they must appallingly
disappointed.”

"Do them good," was the callous rejoinder. "Shadl sit down here?" He
paused by the group of chairs under the trees,eWalerie had spent her

morning.

"l thought you wanted to see the garden."” She similghout looking at
him. "Are you tired already?"

"No," he said. "But | think you are."



Valerie glanced at him curiously again. She wondlerery much what to
make of him. One moment he was full of a sort adesful callousness, the
next he was remembering to look after a sick girhiad only just met.

She sat down, since he insisted, and he too sluegatbrtably in a garden
chair and looked round him with a great deal ofs§attion.

"This," he remarked conversationally, "is what ways thought England
ought to be."

Valerie smiled.

"It's quite typical of a certain part of Englandfie told him. "So you spent
nearly all your life in Canada?"
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"Perhaps that-"

"--explains a lot ?" he suggested.

"l didn't say that" Valerie flushed.

"But thought it very politely to yourself," he samithout rancour.

"No, I didn't. I'm not quite used to your ways ath all. But then | daresay
you're not used to mine. For all I know, you may thanking me an
impossible person in some way or another."

He smiled straight at her again in that slightlgodincerting manner.

"No, Valerie, I'm not thinking you impossible,” wafat he said. "Suppose
we leave that word to describe Susan and Geraddl, \sb?"

"Very well." Valerie leant back in her chair, fagi oddly at ease. "So you
are really going to send them away ?" she presisedtter a moment.

"Tomorrow, if | can."



"Tomorrow?" Valerie sat up quickly. "Then | thinksi time | started to
pack."

"l said 'them,’ Valerie, not 'you'."
"Oh, but -" she paused confusedly.
"Yes?"

"If you expect them to leave your house at a motsewtice, you must feel
even more strongly that it is time | went. They aréeast your cousins."

He made a face.

"Must you really remind me of that? Besides, thgdionable Gerald is
only a cousin by marriage. And as | should modiaday have forbidden the
banns of that marriage if | had had anything tawitb it, | hardly see why |
need be made to pay exaggerated attention to létership.”

Valerie smiled faintly.

"Very well, argue it that way if you like. But wittne there isn't even that
shadowy relationship to bother about.”

"Good heavens, Valerie!" he said. "What a value ysmi on mere
relationship. I'm astonished and faintly disapp&ihin you."

Valerie's smile was just a little sad then, andsdhid rather softly:
"I've been made to do so in the last few weeks."

She was looking away from him as she said thatshedidn't see the way
those very light, cynical eyes softened.

"l suppose,” he said slowly, "that my mother braugbu to this house
because she liked you, and kept you here for twedaes because she loved
you. | find that something much more real and ingoar than a mere
cousinship. And | think, Valerie, that you agre¢hame."”



"Oh" - she gave an unsteady little laugh, and @dsen impulse held out her
hand to him. "That's terribly sweet of you. Mucle thicest thing that has
been said to me for a very long time. It wasn'ydhht she - that she loved
me, you know." She looked down at the strong brdwgers that were
holding her own. "l loved her too - so very mucb.Bé sent away from here
almost in disgrace - the way Susan and Gerald wantevas like being told
that | had never deserved all her affection. Thast hadn't proved worthy
of it."

"I know, | know." He looked down a little wonderilygat the hand he had
taken, as though he too found a curious contrastdes his own strong
fingers and her rather delicate ones. "But it wdie that at all. Don't pay
Gerald's mean little ideas the compliment of reiogso much attention.”

"I won't,"” Valerie said slowly - and then wonderiédshe had somehow
given the impression that she believed her disihfssa Monks Alder to
have been postponed indefinitely.

"Of course | didn't mean that | - that | wasn'tesjing to leave here anyway,
but -"

"We'll talk about that later, Val. | think | see MWard making signs of
distress or triumph from the window. Perhaps wehbtg go back now and
hear the result of the discussion."

"You go," Valerie said nervously. "They hate having there, because they
don't feel | have any real part in it."

"As you like." He looked amused again. "I'll correck and report later. But
if you see me flung out on my back you'll know thmat claim couldn't stand
up to Gerald's investigation."

He crossed the lawn to the house once more, watthetdisy, almost careless,
stride, and Valerie's gaze followed him very thafigly.

He really was rather an extraordinary person bugn odd, way, hdad
something of Aunt Evelyn about him. Not so muclappearance as in his
uncompromising manner, and his disregard for wieatpfe might think.



Aunt Evelyn had never allowed that there were thitmne just didn't do"
simply because other people didn't do them. If &ven conscience and
inclination indicated that theshouldbe done - she did them.

And Aunt Evelyn, who had never liked Gerald, woudrtainly have

enjoyed her son's method of dealing with him. Qaiteumber of people,
reflected Valerie with a smile, must hawantedto knock Gerald down at
one time or another. Nigel, it seemed, saw no readty that desire should
not be translated into action.

That, too, was like Aunt Evelyn. And it was aldceliher that he had selected
as the offence to be dealt with, not any insulslaght to himself, but an
unprovoked attack on someone unable to defend IhefBeere was
something nice, and somehow reassuring, about that.

Presently, Valerie's curiosity getting the bettérher nervousness, she
strolled back across the lawn to the house agaityvihen she came into the
lounge, it was to find that Susan and Gerald hatddsawn from the field,
and only Nigel and Mr. Ward remained - deep in @aation.

Nigel looked up, to remark with slightly indecestish:
"They've retired to count their losses."

Mr. Ward frowned, cleared his throat, and convdyiednformation in more
conventional wording.

"l couldn't say for certain whether Mr. and Mrs. hdars have any intention
of disputing Mr. Hanson's claim, but | think thealise that the evidence of
identity is beyond question."”

"Oh, I'm very gl -" Valerie hesitated, felt thaettvording he had been going
to use was hardly tactful, and changed her ren@rid imust congratulate
you, Mr. Hanson."

Nigel said gravely: "Let me congratulateu. Charming Cousin Susan and
Gerald, | understand, are leaving tomorrow. Thditwake Monks Alder a
whole lot more attractive, won't it?"



Valerie felt Mr. Ward's curious glance on her, avas annoyed to realise
that she was flushing. He was wondering, of coyust¢ whatshewas going
to do. With the installing of the new bachelor owreer departure became
even more certain and necessary.

One of those horrible waves of panic, to which slas becoming all too
used, assailed her again. Even Gerald's fifty pswvalild certainly vanish
in the present circumstances. And, although thesachcwhampionship of
Nigel Hanson was acceptable, it did nothing towaalging her now most
pressing problem.

He had said they would discuss her departure l&gr,since he was
certainly a person who liked to do things quickig, would want to install
himself at Monks Alder without delay. And even angso unconventional
as he must see that the pleasant little fictiothefr being in some sense
related would not cover the idea of her stayintpehouse one night after he
entered into possession of it.

Arden was not a village to allow that sort of thiegpass without copious -
and highly scandalous - comment. '

Evidently some such thoughts were occupying Mr.#g¢amind as he gazed
speculatively at Valerie. And since she didn't kritberzanswers to any of the
all-too- obvious questions, she felt the flush geoxen a little deeper.

It was Nigel who spoke first, breaking the sligimeasy silence which had
fallen.

"You won't be nervous alone here in the house, yaili, Valerie?"

"No, | - I'm not at all nervous, of course," Vakegtammered slightly with

relief and a queer emotion she could hardly puamento. "And anyway,

Mabel will be here with me - for the short timehiai be here,” she added
hastily.

He nodded non-committally, and simply said:



"Do you want any moral support when Susan and Getake their
departure ?"

That made Valerie smile a little, but she shookHezd.

"All right. Then | can't say I'm so fond of theiompany that | want to see
them again. I'll come over tomorrow evening, if &ynand see you when
they have gone."

"Why, of course you may." She was faintly confuaethe idea of having to
give him permission to enter his own house. Buséemed to see nothing
incongruous in it, and a few minutes later botlahd Mr. Ward took their

leave.

To Valerie, the rest of that day and the followimgrning had something of
the character of a stage farce.

It was hard to believe that Susan - and, still mGrerald - could have been
so completely discomfited. They still breathed dswnd threats against the
invader, and Gerald talked a great deal aboutriggas own solicitors the
moment he got back to town," but it was obvious #tleconfidence in their
own claims had really vanished.

Perhaps the most disconcerting - though amusingrt gf-all was that
Nigel's unusual championship of Valerie seemed ldapat extending quite
a powerful protection to her even in his absenarald made none of his
customary attempts to bully her or work off his oalmagrin on her. He
asked almost respectfully about her first meetirttp Wigel, and when he
learnt that she had not even known who the newcavasr he shook his
head with a sigh and remarked that "it was a sadfdaall of them,"
apparently under the impression that Valerie alas wery much a loser by
reason of the new heir's arrival.

"I don't know what he thinks I've lost,” reflect®@lerie amusedly. "But |
suppose it is very gracious of him to allow me hare the same cloud of
disaster as himself and Susan.”



She was not going to be permitted to share anytnioig tangible, however.
Any inquiries he made about her own future wereptered by very clear
indications that she could not hope for help ottehé&om them.

"Afraid we shan't be able to do much for you nowlerie," was how Gerald
put it, as though the withdrawal of the much grut@éty pounds must

represent a descent from wealth to penury. "If vbe'dn staying on here -
Well, there it is. We're not. So I'm sure you'ldenstand -"

Valerie said that she understood.

He seemed astonished and annoyed that she wasamiotd Monks Alder at
least on the same day as Susan and himself, ancagee admission that
she would be "leaving in a day or two," made hinseahis eyebrows
superciliously.

Afterwards Valerie overheard him remark to Susan:

"That cousin of yours has no pride. Now | suppdsessgoing to cadge from
that swine. Well, she'll soon get herself talkedwb hanging on at Monks
Alder with an extremely questionable young man abou

She felt furious and miserable, and she longecetaldde to say something
crushing about her future plans. But there wasingtto say. Never before
had she realised the power of money so acutelyatber, the helplessness
which went with the lack of it. If only she had Imesell enough to work! It
was so ridiculous - so humiliating that at thisyweroment when she most
needed to stand on her own feet, she was subjebies® absurd fits of
weakness and illness.

Surely one coulavill oneself to be stronger, thought Valerie angrilyt he
found one could do nothing of the sort, and so bad to accept the
incredible situation that one's future was mordesss dependent on the
whim of some man who had been a stranger fortytéighrs ago.

When Susan and Gerald had finally departed, Mabelarked, "Good
riddance to bad rubbish," with a relish which shdwleat she thought Fate
was behaving properly at last.



"And now, Valerie," she added, "don't you fret abthat lost engagement
ring. There's as good fish in the sea as ever catnef it. And I've just been
thinking what a fine thing it would be if this neg@ung man was to marry
you. Then you and me wouldn't have to leave MonkeRat all."

Valerie smiled.

"The chief objection being, Mabel, that we mighted each other inside a
week. Two days is rather a short time to tell, koow."

"Queerer things have happened,” Mabel retortedu"dtly have to watch
the telly to se¢hat."

But even this corroborative evidence failed to €h¥klerie, and she was
smiling still as she went off into the garden, itausider the trees and enjoy
to the full the luxury of a place free once more&sokan and Gerald.

She supposed Nigel Hanson would soon be puttiraniappearance, and
she was aware of a half-nervous, half-pleasuradmses of anticipation as
she waited for him.

When he did come she felt her heart lift.

"Why, Nigel -" she began, and then stopped.

"Why, Valerie," he said teasingly, and stood sngildown at her, that lazy
air less in evidence now, and a singularly authtvié touch about his
manner. "So they've gone?"

"Yes, they've gone. Mabel says 'good riddance tbrbhabish.™

"l endorse Mabel's judgment.” He sat down in thaircbpposite Valerie
and, stretching out his long legs, looked very maicbase.

He smiled at her and leant forward suddenly, timagkecynical, half friendly
eyes fixed on her. "I came here this afternoonsto you something, and
because the tint's short and life's going at ditepace just now, | have to be



in a crazy hurry too. It has to be this way or apball. Val, will you marry
me?"

Valerie swallowed in sheer astonishment.
"But you don't know the first thing about me!"

"Oh yes. The first thing - and that's about ak. &l you know of me too. But
that isn't really the point. | want you to go owirig here at Monks Alder,
Valerie, but, you see, | want to know it and enjago while I'm over here.
And in due course, | intend the place to go to You.

He was watching her with a curious intensity asgeke. It made her realise
that, even if the scene were fantastic, at leagas deadly serious.

"But, even if you want to be so extravagantly, um@vably generous as to -
leave me Monks Alder eventually, why do you thiuyhave to marry me
in order to do it?" she said gently. "There's nechdr you to have me here.
I'll leave tomorrow - tonight, if you like, sincke time is so short. Then you

"And where," he asked quietly, "would you go?"

"Oh, | - well, I - There would be somewhere, Nidgés ridiculous to think of
a man marrying me just to give me a home."

"Marriages have been arranged for less," he rerdihde with a smile. "But
that isn't the beginning and end of it. Don't inmegl am working up some
sort of quixotic offer because I'm sorry for youvant you to be here - as
well as Monks Alder. You are part of it. The beattplI'm inclined to think.
Anyway, forget everything | said except one thikgill you marry me,
Val?"



CHAPTER IV

EVEN when he had repeated his question, Valerie foansklf still groping
for an answer. One could not go on staring at nirsilence, and yet - what
did one say when, in all seriousness, one was offefadtastic solution to a
pressing problem ?

When words finally came, they avoided the realessi course, for it was
impossible to say "yes" or "no" in cold blood asthoint.

"Aren't you being a bit too impulsive, even for PYdwas what she said -
gently, as though she were speaking to someoneggotinan herself. "One
can't take on anything so serious as - marriageowita good reason."

"There is a good reason. There are several gocsdmed
She regarded him in perplexed silence, and hegsagdly:
"Val, what had you planned to do ?"

"Before you suggested this, you mean? Nothing. 'Shast the trouble.
Absolutely nothing. And now if | should accept -atlyou suggest, it would
simply be like grabbing at the chance of a housereme at all costs."

"Not to me," he countered quickly. "That's not hibwould seem to me."

"No?" The slight lift of her eyebrows was humorcarsd characteristic.
"Well, that's exactly how it seems to me, Nigahould despise myself for it
always. And after a while you would come to despimsetoo."

"Oh no, it isn't like that at allYouaren't doing all the taking. Listen, Val -"
He sat down on the grass at her feet, not lookidgeg but away from her,
his light hazel eyes slightly narrowed as thoughMeee concentrating on
finding exactly the right words. "I've had a goodmy experiences in my
life - good, bad, indifferent - odd things and oy things, a certain
amount of tragedy and a certain amount of comedy! Bnow that in all of

that I've missed the most exciting - | suppose rhast mysterious -



experience of all. I've never known a woman reai@fl. | don't mean just
that I've never had a love affair. Women havertt &y place in my life."

She glanced down at him, conscious of an odd desiaich the dark head
that was rather close to her knee. But he didrticedhe change in her
expression, and he went on very earnestly.

"l can't even remember my mother, of course, andhilghood was made
up of spells at boarding-school and holidays witly father. He was
wonderfully good to me - don't think anything etdeut he was a peculiar
chap and always fought shy of women as thoughvezg the devil. | never
felt the lack of something | hadn't known - at least as a kid, and not when
| first started out on my own, very thrilled an@ased with myself that | was
a man and doing a man's job at last. But latelis"voice trailed away and
his gaze became even more thoughtful. The sileasted so long that at last
she prompted him gently.

"Lately, Nigel?"

"Eh?" He twisted round suddenly with a smile arsted his arm lightly on
her knee. "Lately I've known that somehow I've missa good deal
somewhere. | was more than ever aware of it whdound you in the wood
that evening, and most of all when | first saw ymue on this lawn. Don't
think I'm fanciful, and don't think I'm making itllaup to suit your

circumstances. | want more than anything else enwbrld to be able to
come back sometimes to you and Monks Alder, arlchtav that you both
mean home."

Valerie bit her lip. She was strangely touchedrhpps because every word
he said bore the stamp of absolute sincerity.

A little shyly she put out her hand, and that tishe did touch his hair.

"You don't look much into the future, Nigel, do yo¥ou're not - afraid of
the future ?"

"No, not at all." He was very still as her handdieed him, rather as though
he thought that any movement of his might frightesr. His voice was



unusually gentle too as he added, "And if you Vetlme look after your
future, you shall have nothing to fear either. Wihatyou say?"

"That | suppose no tiresomely penniless and halfalid girl has ever
received a more generous offer," Valerie replieavg}. "l thought at first it
would be crazy to accept. Now - | think - perhapsvould be crazy to
refuse.”

He had flushed at her first sentence. But now hwadly paled
unexpectedly.

"You mean you will marry me?"
"Yes, | will marry you, if -"

"There are no 'ifs,” he told her quickly. And then, with qddut rather
charming, formality - "Thank you, Val."

Valerie laughed then - a little laugh of genuineuaement.

He glanced at her with slightly raised eyebrowsutgtowithout resentment.
"And the joke about that is -"

"Thatyoushould thankne,of course. It's a funny idea that you should offer
me the earth, so to speak, and then thank me éepéiag it."

He smiled, but rather seriously.

"Perhaps," he said, "l feel that what I'm gettingeturn is worth at least as
much as I'm offering."

She wanted rather to ask him what he meant by jhat what he supposed
he was getting "in return." But she hardly saw hgive could word the

guestion. This was not like accepting a job. Youldn't ask bluntly what

the terms were. You took the plunge - a little Hnssly - and what came
afterwards remained a matter of conjecture.



One thing was reassuring. He made no attempt toHes or to offer the
endearments which one associated with an engageWvagt when Larry
and she -

Rather frightenedly Valerie dragged back her thesigivhat had happened
between Larry and herself mattered not at all nblae two cases could
hardly have been more different, and the less lstbieght about that other
time the better.

"l suppose,” she said slowly, "that we had betteitcas soon as possible.
One - | meanwe - could be married in a day or two by special rioe,
couldn't we ?"

"We could." He was smiling at her. "I've forgottdme exact number of
hours' or days' notice one has to give. Only peagiie make a habit of
marriage ever really know these details, | imagiBet if we said" - he
glanced at her - "Monday, | think we should coveér i

"Monday - that's three days from now."

"Yes. Long enough?"

"l think so."

"Long enough to get your trousseau and not longigihhdo change your
mind, eh ?"

"l shan't get a trousseau," Valerie told him. "Arghan't change my mind."
He laughed, but it was a pleased - almost a redie\@ugh, as if even he had
not really dared to suppose that everything woutd but so exactly as he

wanted it.

Only when he was going did he even attempt to ttiéchand then it was no
more than to take her arm lightly as she stroll@t im to the gate.

"l ought to make earnest protestations, Val, alppamising to be a good
husband to you and all that.”



"But it wouldn't be very appropriate, would it?"

"The devil! Wouldn't it? Don't you expect me todgood husband, then ?"
She laughed.

"Oh, | didn't mean that. | meant-"

"Yes?"

"Well, it isn't really much like the usual marrigge it? | mean - you

probably won't feel very much like my husband or } feel very much like
your wife."

They paused by the gate just then, and he lookdebratather curiously
through the gathering dusk.

"Think not?" And, bending his head, he kissed h#r dn the lips. Not
aggressively, not even possessively, but as thbediad every right to do
it. "Good-night, Val."

"Good-night, Nigel." She was more than a littletalibed by that kiss. But
he had turned away immediately and there was noceht say anything -
even if she had felt like saying it.

Very thoughtfully she went back into the house -erehthe expectant
glances of Mabel prompted her to say with devasgatonchalance:

"Oh, Mabel, I'm going to marry Mr. Hanson."

Mabel, however, seemed to regard the arrangemepitoaglential rather
than peculiar.

"There now," she exclaimed with real feeling, 'isove a wonderful thing!
Here are you and me settled for life, and no thaokkat good-for-nothing
young Larry Bowdon either."



Valerie agreed hastily that love was indeed wondetfut hurried the
conversation a step further on. She had no wislistuss Larry with Mabel.
Indeed, she must try not even to think of Larry emgre, because if she did
she could not help remembering how often and hoppiha she had
anticipated a future which centred roumth,and not round the insistent and
disturbing stranger who had suddenly taken ovemtaeagement of her life.

"We're going to be married next week, Mabel. On NMwn It will be very
quiet, of course."

"But, Valerie, you don't mean you're not going éonbarried in white, with a
veil and all? Oh, it doesn't seem decent somehow."

"I'm afraid that's the way it will have to be." \éale smiled at her. "I'll wear
that flowered blue frock that Aunt Evelyn gave rte.it was the last thing
she gave me and - there was never a chance toitw&€haat makes it nice,
somehow - the fact that she gave it to me."

"Well, it's new anyway, and | suppose blue is teetiibest to white,” Mabel
grumbled. "But it won't be any good unless it'seayine day, mind. One
shower of rain and it'll be hanging round you. bknwhat happens with
them frilly things once they get out in the rain."

"It isn't going to rain, Mabel," Valerie assured.h®oesn't your romantic
soul tell you that the sun must certainly shinetfos - this unusual and
delightful wedding?"

"Well, it is a nice romance and all," Mabel adnttéit's sudden enough, in
all conscience,"” she added, apparently of the opithat romance was
necessarily a sudden business.

Valerie thought more than once of Mabel's remarkinguthat strange
week-end. ltwas "sudden enough, in all conscience,” and sometishes
wondered if it were really she - Valerie Eaton -omiias embarking on this
extraordinary adventure.

Once or twice she had moments of cold panic - weven than when she
had first realised that she was penniless andlitt@ do anything about it.



But she calmed herself determinedly - usually wile uanswerable
guestion, "And what is the alternative?"

To many girls, she supposed, it would have seemekeaven-sent
opportunity. A good-looking, attractive husband deidy appearing out of
nowhere just in time to save her from goodness kmbat sort of dilemma.
Could one ask more?

Either from tact or from some other unexplainedsosa Nigel made only

brief visits to Monks Alder during that week-enderRaps he imagined

Valerie had a good deal to occupy her time, or @ashhe just thought she
would like that last day or two to herself, so tishe could adjust her
thoughts and feelings - and even change her mihe iprospect seemed too
strange and terrifying after all.

But Valerie had no thought of changing her minde Smly wondered
uneasily once or twice if she ought to let Larrgwn and, if so, in just what
way she could do so.

Then, before she had settled that point, the simoethad slipped away. She
was waking once more to the sunshine of her bedrmatolitonks Alder as
she had on a thousand other mornings, but today twas something
different.

"This," said Valerie aloud, "is my wedding-day."

She thought it might make it all seem a little magal when she put it into
words. But the situation remained as fantasticlasnie had first made that
proposal in the garden.

Feeling singularly calm in spite of everything, ®aé got up and dressed.

Nothing about this wedding of hers was arrangeglite what Mabel called
"the right way." There were no bridesmaids, no tgjas one of Valerie's
own family to give her away. Worst of all, in Malseéyes, Nigel himself
was to come to take her to the church.



He was waiting for her in the drawing-room. He,,tbad been standing by
the window, but he turned at once when she came in.

He looked very tall as he came across the rooneitcamd his light-grey suit
seemed to deepen the tan of his skin and bringheutividness of his dark
colouring. Only his eyes were light - with that iows brightness which
made them so expressive and so vividly alive.

Taking both her hands, he smiled down at her, witladtempting to kiss
her.

"How sweet you look, Val."

"Do I?" She felt faintly shy suddenly. "Aunt Evelghose the dress. It was -
the last thing she gave me."

"My mother chose your wedding-dress?" he repedtealys "Oh, there's
something very nice about that, Val."

She thought so too. It was nice too - and verysw&sg - to remember that
this manwasAunt Evelyn's son. Somehow it made him less dfranger
and more like someone whom she could trust withdtrextion of her life.
"Are you ready?"

"Yes."

"Shall we go, then?"

She nodded.

As they crossed the lawn he said reflectively:

"It's rather odd to be walking to one's wedding."

"Yes. But Mabel says that everything about thisdveg is odd.”



Then Valerie felt she could hardly have put it maetlessly, and she hastily
added:

"No bridesmaids and - and that sort of thing, | mddor anyone of the
family to give me away."

"But you haven't got any family, have you?" He sedramused rather than
affronted. "Except Cousin Susan. And on that reciggnGerald would be

the right person to give you away." They both lad)at that, and Valerie
said: "Nigel, you have such a nice sense of hurhour.

"So have you, my dear. That's partly why | -"
"Why you what?"

To her surprise he looked very faintly put out. tNog. I'll tell you another
time." There was no opportunity to press the pturther, even if she had
wanted to, because by now they were inside the slwmilow of the porch,
and the church which Valerie had known since clotthstretched before
them - quiet, sunlit, and most strangely emptgeitmed to her that only she
and Nigel were there. Then she saw Mabel, beantitgra and she was
aware that there were a few other people after@dople from the village
mostly, who made it their business to attend angldivey, christening or
funeral, on the theory that it was always a pityniss a free show.

She didn't remember very much of her wedding atiesi®. Not that she was
nervous - in fact, she was oddly calm and colledsed the whole ceremony
had a touch of fantasy about it, as though it wleeekind of scene one might
dream on a sunny afternoon, and then wake to Fatitea was ready, and
one was not married to a stranger after all.

As soon as possible she and Nigel escaped froncdhgratulations and
their expressions of surprise. Back home once nsbee was suddenly
terribly afraid that Nigel would take her in hisme - make some
demonstration of affection or be possessive with lewas not that she
wanted to be anything but fair - she was determitteglay the game
properly by him - but at the moment she was morgaus and strung up



than she had realised, and she felt that if heelid®er now she would
probably either push him away or burst into tears.

She was not put to any such test, however. He ragiylitook her flowers
from her and gave them to Mabel to put in wateermhe said:

"Come on, Val. Let's go out in the car, and nop $tw lunch until we've got

up an appetite after all this excitement. Don'thkotto change. You look
sweet as you are. Just slip on a coat while | gendo the village and get the
car."

"No, wait. I'll come with you." She found his mattef-fact manner oddly
soothing. "l won't keep you a moment."”

As she ran upstairs to fetch a coat, she thought:

"l don't feel different in any way - and it wasst nerve-racking after all.
How I should like a long drive! It was clever ofinito think of it."

Mabel waved to them benevolently as they wentanif] called to them to
"have a good time" as though they were a couptibdren in her care.

"Let's go this way." Valerie instinctively turnedf ehrough the side gate,

knowing that this would take them by quiet courtaryes, and save them the
ordeal of a walk through the main street of théage, where the news of
their wedding had probably already penetrated,vamete they would have

to run the gauntlet of plenty of curious glances.

He must have sensed something of her feelings,ubeche remarked
thoughtfully after a moment:

"l suppose there's a good deal of gossip in a plee¢his?"
"Oh yes," Valerie laughed. "Arden lives largely gossip."
"And you will come in for plenty of it - charitabknd otherwise?"

"l daresay." She shrugged. "l can bear it."



"Sure?" he smiled.

But she was not smiling any longer. Someone wasrgmowards them
along the lane. Someone whose appearance heldalzerig fascinated
dismay. He was the only person in sight except Hedwes, and in the
narrow lane it would be impossible to do anything $top and speak.

Of all the ways to meet Larry again, this was thestunfortunate!

Nigel didn't seem to notice her agitation. In fdu, noticed nothing until
Larry came abreast of them - and stopped dead.

"Val! | - was just coming along to Monks Alder teesyou. How are you?"
The embarrassment - the candid touch of shame dbout tugged at

Valerie's heart in a way that frightened her. Haal Bhe forgotten for a few
days how dear and how boyish he was ?

She tried frantically to put such thoughts awawfroer, and with an effort
she steadied her voice.

"I'm all right, Larry. Quite all right, thank youAnd then: "I should like you
to meet Nigel. Nigel Hanson."

Larry accepted the introduction - politely but afibe as though his
thoughts were certainly not on Valerie's companigfter the barest
civilities, he turned to her again and said urgentl

"Val, | should like to speak with you alone forewf minutes. I'm sure Mr.
Hanson will excuse us."

Nigel prepared to accept the dismissal gracefifliy trifle mockingly. But
Valerie, determined not to let things slide furtheéetained him as he was
turning away by an agitated touch on his arm.

"No, there isn't anything private where - Nigelcencerned. You see - |
ought to have explained before" - she faced Lagtgmninedly - "Nigel is -
is my husband. We've just been married this morhing



It was not the way she would have chosen to taifyl, dor his sake even
more than her own, but there was no choice now. sslwe him whiten

slowly, and his lips moved slightly, as though herevtrying to voice some
conventionality. Then, without a word, he turnedhos heel and walked
rapidly away without once looking back.

For a moment she stood there wordless, staring hite. It was Nigel's
voice which finally recalled her to the present.

"That was the ex-fiance, | take itFfe said that quite coolly, as though it all
had very little to do with him.

"Yes." She could think of nothing to add to the ovad.
"Hm. Tit for tat. | hope he feels punished for thay he treated you."

"Oh, don't talk like that!" She turned on him irdglen nervous anger. "Must
you be cheaply cynical about everything?"

There was a rather dreadful little silence. Thesdid: "I'm sorry.
"No. I'm sorry, | had no right to say that, Nigelease forgive me."

"Don't be silly," he told her lightly. "There is tiong to forgive. People are
never at their best on their wedding-day. | doe& why we should expect
ourselves to be an exception.”

"That's - generous of you," she said. But he ocalighed and shrugged his
shoulders.

They said very little more until they reached tim& where Nigel had
garaged his car. But when Valerie was seated bé&sg, and they were
heading for the open country, she had a feelingsohpe - as though they
were running away, at least for the time, fromabpegm which had suddenly
started to grow to unmanageable proportions.

"Do you know what I'd like to do, Nigel ?"



"Well?" He smiled at the road ahead, without tugnio look at her.

"I'd like us to go on driving all day - not to bethabout the time we get
home, but just to go on, stopping when were hurayrgt not planning
anything definite all the day."

"It would be nice."

"Well - shall we do it? We can phone to Mabel frarnerever we stop for
lunch and tell her we shall not be in until late."

She wanted him to agree. She feverishly wantedltahe day with new
impressions, so that she could forget - or almosidt - that scene in the
lane with Larry. But Nigel's enthusiastic conseasvacking.

"Sorry, Val dear, I'm afraid we can't.”

"Afraid we can't?" She was already so curiouslyduehis indulgent air
towards her that this first refusal to do what alaated astonished her. "But
don't you want to?"

"Nothing would please me better,” he assured hén wismile. "But - |
didn't tell you before, because | had an idea ¥t try to keep today
unspoilt - | had a phone call first thing this mioign |1 have to go on an
extended business tour of the Middle East, startomgorrow. It means
leaving tonight by the eight-thirty train."

"Leaving tonight!" Valerie repeated his words slgwIThen you mean -
you'll not have evennenight at Monks Alder."

"No," he said, and his smile had a certain humosigrsificance. "I shall not
have even one night at Monks Alder."



CHAPTER YV

FOR several minutes there was silence between thesmapparently intent
on his driving and she looking at the flying fielaisd hedges as though they
engaged her deepest attention.

Then she spoke at last with a slight sigh.

“Nigel, I'm awfully sorry about it."

"Are you, Val?" His expression was slightly quizdi¢though he did not
look at her. "That's very nice of you."

"Why 'nice’ ?" She spoke quickly.

"Because | believe you really mean what you sayu-are sorry. And yet,
from the sheerly selfish point of view, you oughtégard this as much the
best and most comfortable solution for you."

"l wasn't thinking about that,” she said ratheresgb "I was thinking that
it's very hard on you not to have had any time ahké Alder at all. And if it
hadn't been for me, you would have."

He laughed.

"If it hadn't been for you, | probably should neivie been there at all.”

She looked astonished.

"Oh, but why, Nigel ? What do you mean?"

"Eh?" He seemed to recollect himself. "I mean trsdtould probably have
sold the place."”

"Soldit? | thought you liked it so much!"

"l do. But it's no place for a man to live in alone



However, now | shall come home to you there -astld expect so." And he
smiled.

"Of course you will." She spoke quickly. "I'll keeperything as you like it,
Nigel. I think | know the way you like to have tigs"

"l think you do," he agreed gravely.
There was another silence, and then he said:
"Val, I'm going to ask you to do something for me."

"Why, of course. Anything you like." She was glad think there was
anything she could do for him in return for allfreed done for her.

"l want you to promise not to see Larry Bowdon amyre."

Whatever she had expected, it was not that. She gaslight gasp of
astonishment, and then said almost coldly:

"That would be rather difficult, you know, in a pathe size of Arden. | can
hardly cut him dead - there's no real reason wélyould - and I'm sure to
meet him from time to time."

"l didn't mean that. You'll have to meet him cabyaif course, and | agree
there's no reason why you should ignore him couspisly. But | meant -
don't have anything much to do with him except asadter of everyday
courtesy."

"I don't know why you think it necessary to saytttmme." Valerie was
angry, and the slight tremor in her voice showethash. "There may have
been - unusual features about our marriage, blgast | shouldn't act
unfairly when your back was turned. | think it'st m@ry kind of you to

suggest that | should.”

"l wasn't suggesting it, Val." He took her angeiteigalmly. "But, though |
may not know much about women, | know a good dbalmen, and |
don't like your Larry Bowdon at all.”



"It isn't - necessary for you to like him. | suppogu hardly could in the
circumstances. But | think you might do me theigesbf believing that |
should remember | was your wife - even when | diartg to Larry."”

"l know. I'm sorry, I've put it rather badly. Pepsawhat | ought to have said
was that there is such a thing as playing with fwred that the surest way to
avoid getting burnt is to keep away from the fDen't think | distrust you,
or anything like that, Val. | don't want you hurtyamore, that's all.”

Against her will she was softened.

"It's all right," she assured him quickly. "I expédook it the wrong way.
But don't worry, Nigel. Everything between me anairly was finished
before - before you came. He's nothing but an antarece now, and |
should never treat him as anything else.”

"Then there's nothing else to say,” he told herd Krhe thought that the
vehemence with which she spoke had anything to o ker anxiety to
convince herself, nothing in his manner betrayechash.

They had a singularly sweet and peaceful day dftdr It didn't seem like a
wedding-day, but she enjoyed it none the lessHat. {tThey lunched at a
pleasant country inn, drove slowly through the sumafternoon, and

returned to Monk#lder in time for an early supper.

The time seemed to go terribly quickly after tread it was a very short
while before Mabel was looking in to say: "You'dsbbe getting down to
the station now, you know. It'll take you all ohtsinutes to the Junction.”
Valerie stood up and said rather nervously:

"I'll drive you down, Nigel."

"You don't have to. Station farewells are alwaysuary deuce. | can get the
village taxi down, | expect.”

"No, I'd like to come."



He made no further objection. And presently theyenia the car again,
driving through the quiet, darkening lanes.

At the station he gave over his luggage to a pofiteen, taking Valerie's
arm, he strolled with her up to the far end ofpteform. The Junction was
countrified enough, in spite of its name, and &y $tood there, away from
the main part of the station, they might have baene in the fields.
"Thank you, Val dear. It's been a wonderful dag"shid.

"l thought so too. I - I'll write to you and telby how much | thankoufor
everything."

"There isn't any need. But write anyway."

"Yes, of course.”

There was the sound of the train in the distanbenThis arm was round her,
and he was holding her close to him - as Larrydwmdften. Only, somehow,
it was different.

"Good-bye, Val."

"Good-bye, Nigel."

Funny that they found nothing else to say at all.

There were an unusual number of people going byr#we that night, but
Valerie noticed none of them. She only knew thatis&d said good-bye to
Nigel, that he stood smiling at her in the doorwéyis compartment, and

then that the door was shut upon him. The trainedaff into the night.

She turned away and went slowly out of the statkanshe passed the light
by the barrier, a voice exclaimed:

"Valerie! Is that you?"



And, looking into the shadows, she recognised #ile ¢legant figure of
Larry's mother.

"Good evening, Mrs. Bowdon." It was an awkward maotn&or one thing,
Valerie was very conscious of not having seen Bosvdon since the break
with Larry, and for another, she had no idea hovelmLarry had seen fit to
tell her of subsequent developments.

But Mrs. Bowdon, whose manner was very seldom efrdseemed
unusually anxious to be agreeable, and, since atiedhgo home the same
way as Valerie, it was impossible to do anythingddfter her a lift in the car.

"Thank you, my dear. | should be glad of it. Thedsiare so irregular, aren't
they ?"

Valerie murmured that they were, and somehow cdedeaher
astonishment, because she could not recall that Bws/don had ever
called her "my dear" before in the whole of theig@aaintance.

It was possible, of course, that she considere@néal'safe” now that she
was married, and therefore saw no real objectiobeiag something like
friendly to her.

But after a few moments, Valerie decided that was not the explanation.
On the contrary, there was obviously somethingdyeabrrying her, and for
some unknown reason she wanted to confide in \é&lefi all people."You
know, Valerie," she began with rather less thanuseal cool calm, "I have
been a good deaborried lately by the situation between you and Larry. |
don't want you to think | would interfere in any yWa Valerie could not
help thinking that this Consideration had neverghed greatly with Mrs.
Bowdon before - "but, as you know, Larry is allave, and his happiness is
my first concern.”

She paused, as though inviting some comment.
Valerie was silent, however, biting her lip slightind staring rather hard

down the road in front of her. Then, as she sawrshdy had to say
something, she spoke nervously.



"l don't know quite how can help you, Mrs. Bowdon. | think you must
know that Larry and | - broke things off more thaweek ago, and -"

"That's just the point!" Mrs. Bowdon interrupted leagerly, and there was
real distress in her voice. "I know there was whatight call - trouble
between you, and indeed, Larry told me that yoledgam back his ring. But
-" she hesitated, and Valerie saw that her pridewell as her maternal
affection, was having a bad time of it. "Valerien lgoing to be quite, quite
frank with you. | haven't always thought that yoere/perhaps the right girl
for Larry -"

"I was aware of that," Valerie said softly and jadittle dryly.

Mrs. Bowdon glanced at her with a touch of most unusealousness, and
Valerie felt sorry at once.

"- But I'm willing to admit now that it is, afterllafor Larry himself to
choose." Valerie felt that this admission must haa& a great deal, and she
would willingly have stopped Mrs. Bowdon from goifhgther, but, having
once decided to unburden herself, it seemed MradBa intended to do
even this thoroughly.

"He has been quite a different boy this week," Istigied on breathlessly,
"ever since his engagement was broken. | haveoWhknvhat to do with

him. And then today - this afternoon - there wasegy painful scene. He
said a great deal about his life having been ruensdl that - he was quite
beside himself, poor boy, of course! - that | wasponsible. | don't know
what he could have meant, Valerie, unless it washa thought my - lack of
enthusiasm had helped to put you off. When | sawjyst now | thought |

must speak to you about it. | want to say thahi$ trouble is owing to

anything that--"

"Mrs. Bowdon,pleasedon't say any more." Valerie was extremely agitate
in her turn for, however little she liked Mrs. Board she certainly had no
wish for her to sacrifice her pride in this waynilafraid there isn't a thing
you can do about it. Nor I, either. Evidently Ladign't tell you the really
important thing. | was married today. That was mglband to whom | was
saying good-bye at the station.”



"Your - husband?" Mrs. Bowdon gave a slight gaBupit'l had no idea there
was anyone else."

"No. It was all very sudden." Valerie spoke ratbertly, and thought she
had never realised before what a long way it wamfthe station to the
Bowdons' house.

"But who is he, Valerie? Someone in Arden?"
"No. Aunt Evelyn's son. He came over from Canadaesosome time ago."

"From - Canada?" There was a short silence. Then Bobwdon asked one
dry question: "How long have you known him?"

"About a week," Valerie said grimly. She had natliseed until now how
difficult explanations were going to be.

"A week." Mrs. Bowdon laid no emphasis on thatmgly repeated it - but
the way she did so reduced Valerie's actions toeffumg less than
contemptible. "Well, Valerie, | must congratulateuy You seem to be a
very lucky and businesslike young woman. Pleasgetosinything | said to
you a few minutes ago. | naturally feel now thay acoolness on my part
has been amply vindicated. Perhaps you would pudona here at the end
of the road. You must not bother to come any furthe of your way."

In silence Valerie stopped the car and opened dloe fdr Mrs. Bowdon to
get out. They exchanged a very cool and formal dgught.” Then Valerie
closed the door again with perhaps a little momedahan was strictly
necessary, and drove away.

"And that, my dear girl,” she told herself grimfys what it feels like to be
classed as a gold-digger.”

The next few days were quite astonishingly unewgnto much like many
other days which she had spent year after yearcak® Alder that it was
very difficult to remember that she was Mrs. Hansow, not Miss Eaton,
and that she was the mistress of the place, nohplding it temporarily



until Aunt Evelyn should come back from a strangkelygg absence, or
Susan arrive to take fretful possession of it.

The first letter from Nigel arrived towards the evfdhe week. He sounded
cheerful and very much absorbed in his work, buh&e not forgotten her
practical concerns. The letter contained a sulistactieque in her name,
and the information that he would of course be mendher a regular
monthly allowance.

“I'm afraid there wasn't much time to discuss timpartant question of

money, Val," he wrote. "We shall have to talk evleiyg over in detail when

| get home - whenever that may be. There are sulgeta good many

formalities in connection with the estate beforeshall be able to touch any
of that, | expect - getting a grant of Letters afministration and all that sort
of thing, especially as there was no will. But roubt we can scrape along
on what | have until then. I'm somewhere in thajuearegion between a
pauper and a millionaire. Let me know if there'gthimg that you need, and
you shall have it."

Valerie smiled a little as she folded up his lettgain. There was something
very pleasant in the contrast between this easgrgsity and the anxiety

with which Gerald had scrutinised every penny gbenditure during the

unhappy weeks she had spent with him and Susan.

She wondered idly how they were faring, and themerabered guiltily that
she certainly ought to write to Susan and admit $ha had committed no
less an enormity than marrying the interloper. Butvas remarkably
difficult to know just how one could explain thand the cool contempt of
Mrs. Bowdon had been a very clear indication of hibv uncharitable
would regard her actions.

"I'll write tomorrow," thought Valerie, a little Aaamed of herself for putting
off the unwelcome task. It was so pleasant to éeehn a long cane chair
under the trees that it was difficult to bring ogléto consider anything very
earnestly.

Even when Mabel came out across the lawn, Valeliggreeted her with a
sleepy smile and said lazily: "Well, Mabel, whait®'



"It's that young Larry Bowdon, Valerie. He seemsedained to speak to
you yourself - says he has a letter for you. Thowblg he couldn't give me
the letter Idon'tknow."

"Larry?" Mabel's first words had jerked her intanalst painful attention.

"Yes. | told him to wait until | saw what you hazlday about it, but" - Mabel
gave an annoyed "tch" - "here he is coming fromhitxeése now."

"All right, Mabel." Valerie spoke with determinedalness. "I'll see him, of
course."

Mabel turned away, grumbling a little under herabine as Larry came up.
He spoke without any preliminary greeting, hardigitimg even for Mabel
to move out of earshot. "I'm sorry, Val, to be ssistent, but | had to see
you."

"That's all right, Larry.” Valerie gave him her lthithough really it seemed
silly and formal to be greeting him with anythingtla kiss. "Mabel says it's
something about a letter you have for me."

"Ohyes." He appeared to recall that with difficulty, gging the letter from
his pocket and handing it over as though it wettsohanuch importance.

Valerie felt inclined to think that too when shevsthe writing was Susan's.
How exactly like her absurd cousin to addresstar&b her at Larry's house!
Even if she did feel sure that Valerie would hasfé Monks Alder by now,

surely she could have made a more tactful arrangethan this? But of
course, this probably was Susan's idea of tactingiValerie a chance to
make some sort of connection with Larry again.

"Thank you, Larry." Valerie slid her thumb absentiyder the flap of the
envelope. "It was good of you to bring over theelepersonally, though |
don't think it can be anything very important. &gy from Susan."

Larry made an impatient little gesture of almotgrhlly brushing the letter
aside.



"Oh, it wasn't about the letter that | wanted teapto you."

"No?" Valerie looked up quickly, her attention atesd by the almost violent
way he said that.

"Valerie" - he came and knelt on the grass besatechair suddenly, taking
her hand in a tight grip, whether she liked it ot n"it's about this horrible,
iniquitous marriage of yours -"

"Larry, please!"

"How could you? You must have been crazy, darlgiat does anyone
know about this fellow except that he appeared frowhere, and now
seems to have cleared off just as mysteriously?t\&du#hly proof have you
that he's even the man he claims to be? Motheateg¢o me what little you
told her the other evening, and | haven't been tablkink of anything else
since. Why, Val, the man's a complete strangerirtdg be a swindler or a
bigamist or a murderer, for all you know. Ymustget out of this ghastly -"

"Just a moment!" Valerie interrupted so sharplyt tizen Larry stopped

speaking. "Please remember that whatgeerchoose to think about Nigel,
| have married him- | don't think there's anythihgttwe can discuss about
that now."

"Married!" Larry made another of those impatietidi movements. "You
have a ceremony in the morning and he leaves yailettening. | don't call
that marriage, and, thank God! nor would anyone.dlfat's your chance,
Val. That's why | had to come and speak to youregtavas too late. | don't
know where he's gone, but -"

"He has gone on a business trip," Valerie retocdly, "and | happen to
know exactly where he is all the time. | don't knquite what else you're
insinuating."

"My dear -" Larry spoke more quietly now, and sleéiced with reluctance
how much more serious and earnest he looked thaevéehad before.
There was even something a little worn about hisnth@ugh anxiety had
been teaching him a very sharp lesson. "I'm sdriym putting things



crudely and tactlessly. But I've been crazy withmy@bout you. | can't help
knowing it's my fault more than anyone's -"

"Larry, no!"

"Yes, it is." He dropped a light, remorseful kisstbe hand he was holding,
and Valerie felt her heart stop for a moment. "@a yhink | don't know
what a shallow, selfish sort of cad | was when game to me the other
evening? That instead of helping you and suppostigat a moment when
you most needed me, | thought first of how difftaihle position was going
to be for me?"

"Oh, Larry, it doesn't matter now." But the littdggh she gave was half
happiness that she was hearing again the gendrank,and boyish Larry
whom she loved so well. It was as though somed$ortadness had passed,
leaving him as she had always known him, and iogtiely she put out her
hand and ruffled his hair affectionately, as she $@often done in happier
days.

"But it does matter, darling. What | did left yoelpless and friendless - |
can't ever forgive myself for not seeing things endearly! - and that was
why you took this mad and unnatural decision. lohproud of my part in
this, Val, and I'm not going to make excuses aliouwut will you try to
understand that it wasn't easy for me, being alrenstely dependent on
Mother - that it made me angry and nervous abafuture, and that was
why | failed you just at the moment when | oughthave had enough
stiffening to take a firm stand?"

"It's all right, Larry." She spoke quickly, tryingt to let him see how deeply
his remorse moved her. "I do understand, and Itdeally - blame you.
Please don't blame yourself either. | don't want @ Things just didn't
work out the way we meant them to, and - well, 'shall, Larry. There's
nothing to be done about it."

"But there is! That's where you're wrong, Val de@he situation has
changed. This whole dreadful upset has changediéd a long talk with
Mother. She sees now thahlusthave some sort of life of my own. Anyway,
the upshot is that she has decided to make ovetirastd part of her fortune



to me, rather than wait for me - well, to inherit 'm to be really
independent, even without waiting until | get mguodee. Don't you see what
that means, darling ?"

Valerie slowly drew her hand away, aware sudddmy it had become very
cold in the garden - or else that she had growd. col

"No, Larry, | can't say that | do - at least, nditese you and | are concerned.
I'm glad for your sake, of course." She wonderdtkifealised, as she did,
how much of his mother's generosity was due tdabithat she considered
him really "safe" now, and how much to her unkimgide to demonstrate to
Valerie that she had thrown away what she reallgted just a week too
early.

But Larry was not thinking on those lines at ale even laughed a little at
her gravity.

"You dear little goose!" he said, and kissed hdotgeshe could stop him.
"Don't you see that you and | can seal this haribteak there's been
between us? | can do what | really want now - amdlg, Val, it doesn't need
me to tell you that what | really want is to maygu?"

"Are you forgetting that I'm already married?"

"But that isn't a marriage, | tell you."

"Tomeitis."

"All right, have it that way if you must. But ittee kind of marriage that can
easily be dissolved. You don¢edit any more, Val. You can't have entered
on it for anything but practical necessity. Wdtlat necessity is over. Don't
you see?"

"l couldn't, Larry. Nigel's been so good to mewttuld be just about the
meanest thing possible, to turn round now and'$agnks, but | don't need

you any more.™

"But you don't owe him anything, dear."



"l do. | owe him a great deal of gratitude."

"Oh, Val! For something from which he expectedéblys share of pleasure
too ?"

"That isn't the point.”

"But, darling girl, whais the point? The man is practically a stranger 1o, yo
isn't he? He couldn't be anything else."

Valerie was silent, but as he pressed her for ly,repe finally said:

"Very well. 1 don't know him intimately, of coursbut that doesn't really
alter the case."

Larry got to his feet with an exasperated littlegh.

"If I didn't love you so much, I'd be angry withy6 he exclaimed. "What
canl say to make you see things as they are?"

Valerie didn't know. She watched him nervously asMalked a few paces
away from her, his hands thrust into his pocketsone way she wanted
most terribly to agree with him, of course, but hoauld one behave
shabbily to Nigel, when he himself had been so LeNsbly generous ?

She glanced down unhappily at Susan's letter, wdhelwas still holding. In
her agitation she had unfolded it, and now Sudarge, straggling writing
stared up at her. There would not be anything tdrast in the letter, of
course.

Then one sentence, lavishly adorned with exclamatiarks, caught her
attention. A familiar name seemed to leap out atdmed she caught up the
page eagerly.

"Imagine!” ran the sentence amid a forest of underliningsat Nigel
Hanson person has turned out to beanplete impostoras we suspected.
Gerald says -"



CHAPTER VI

LARRY was speaking again, eagerly and pleadingly, agthbe thought he
might convince her by sheer eloquence.

But she was not listening. She was not even makipgetence of listening.
She was reading that one sentence of Susan's my@var again.

Only when Larry said, "Val, | don't believe youpaying the least attention
to me," did she pull herself together. And therrjausly enough, her first
overwhelming impulse was to conceal from him amyt lof what she had
just read.

Her composed smile was defensive, and it was delibly evoked in
defence of Nigel. He might be an impostor, as Sgsaconfidently asserted
- it might be that she would find unanswerable praddhe fact in the other
pages of the involved effusion now in her hand., Builty or innocent,
sham or genuine, he should not be exposed at timsemt to the triumphant
scorn of Larry, if she could help it. He had stbgcher when she had needed
it. She owed him some sort of loyalty.

All these thoughts - in a somewhat confused fotaok no more than a few
seconds to pass through her mind.

The smile was accompanied by the faintest shrutyshe said:

"I'm sorry, Larry. Something in this letter caughy attention."

"Caught your attention!" Larry looked slightly bddered. "Val, are you
just trying to humiliate me by bothering about sarasual letter from Susan
when we were discussing our future together?"

"My dear, we have no future together,” Valerie toilich with great firmness.
"I've tried to make you see that. If you simply wdisten to me, what else

can | do ?"

He looked at her for a moment in troubled silerig hands thrust into his
pockets, his eyes genuinely miserable.



"l don't blame you for wanting to put me throughlite began at last. "When
| think how [ -"

"Larry, this has nothing to do now with anythinguydid. I'm not being
resentful or - or trying to take it out of you aryahing petty like that. The
plain fact is that I'm married, and my future igtwiNigel."

"Val! - And he may be the most shameless impodtar,all you have
evidence to the contrary."

She had an unpleasant little feeling when Larrg shat word, and for a
moment her hand closed tightly on the letter she alding. But she
answered quite steadily:

"I'm not going over that again. | think you musveaaid all that you want to
say now, Larry. And I've certainly heard all that/dnt to hear. You don't
mind if | go into the house, do you? | have sevdriags | want to do."

"You mean" - he barred her path for a moment ima fippeal - "you mean
that you're absolutely finished with me ? That gon't ever want to see me
again ?"

"Larry, must you put it quite like that?" She wa®aly distressed and
unable to hide the fact. "Of course | don't meaat tlnever want to see you
again, only -"

"Then Icancome here sometimes to see you? Oh, Val, you kioovt what
that means to me. It's all so - empty and coldrerpkless at home. | think of
you all the time, wonder what you are doing andtwitan do to show you
how sorry | am. | keep on telling myself that angaas dear as yomust
forgive me when I'm so sorry and ashamed, and lthremember -"

"There isn't anything to forgive, Larry. Don't blanyourself any more -
please, please. It's only that - that - you mud#aik as though there is
anything between us any longer. There isn't, astg et me go now!"

She turned away and walked rapidly towards the énoaware that Larry
stood there staring after her, but making no attamfollow her.



Only when she was in her room, and was nervouslgosinmg out the
crumpled sheets of Susan'’s letter, did she rehleggeshe had not been firm
enough about telling him not to come to the hogsera It had been difficult
to know what to say in the agitation of the momebtit she ought to have
made it clear that, while she had no bitter feaingainst him any more, it
simply was notight for him to come calling in at Monks Alder whenewher
pleased.

Desperately fighting down the sensation of sickeeghe turned back to the
beginning of Susan'’s letter.

"Gerald says that I'm not to say anything to yotilume haveevery kindof
proof,” was how the letter actually begdfAt least, | mean he said | was
not to tellanyone.)But | feel you aren't exactignyone.And you ought to
know, Val. You're almost a relation, after ahd he might try to deceive
youin some way and ma\e more mischi&fdlerie decided that the "he" in
this case was Nigel and not Gerald. The next paplyrconfirmed this.

"It seems he's not Nigel Hanson at all. That isplimeis Nigel Hanson, but
he isn't theperson we thinkWe are not quite sure whethbe meant to
deceiveus or Aunt Evelyn's husband meant to decdiee. These things
never are so simple as they loo\ written dowsilsan added somewhat
surprisingly.

"Gerald is determinedo get to the bottom of the mystery, and thenl we'l
show this person up. | know, Val, you will be jastglad as we shall,"
concluded Susan with touching, if misplaced, caeriice.

"Ridiculous woman!" muttered Valerie. "Why shouldd glad, | should like
to know? The whole thing is some absurd mare's hegpect, built out of
Gerald's spite and disappointment”

But she was shaken by Susan's certainty and jidoilat

"Do be careful of anything you say and d@h a lengthy postscript.don't
know, of course, if you have already left the nleairthood, but Gerald says
he isquite likely to try to follow you up and make himselfegpble. He
probably thinks it would besefulto get some connection with someone who



was a sort of member of the family. Gerald says kivad of man doesn't
stick atanything.That's why | thought you really ought to know n¥wu'd
better destroy this letter, because if by any cleambat | have told you were
nottrue, | think would be libel. But of course it igg."

Valerie's immediate and very human reaction wadetide that it was not
true. Anything about which Gerald was so offengimsitive simply ought
not to be true." Besides, it would be so dreadfulhfair to have Gerald
triumph over Nigel after he had come so generotgsher rescue.

At this point Valerie pulled herself up,-for sheekmit was sentimental and
morally unsound to argue like that. Either Nigglsan impostor (in which
case, generosity did not enter into it), or elsevhs innocent, and Susan and
Gerald were being stupid and spiteful.

That the possibility of their being right might nmelaappiness for her instead
of tragedy was something she hardly dared to thimbut. Only, if Nigel
were an impostor, and if there were an honest way éuhis marriage
which had gone no further than a ceremony, thewshgd be free to listen
to the things which Larry had tried to say thigafbon - to think of the last
fortnight as nothing more than a bad dream, fronclvithere could be a
blessed awakening.

But until Nigel's real position was establishegjdiby certainly demanded
that she should keep Larry at a distance. And éner ahing was certain -
Susan had better know at once how things stoochihgptvould be served
by hiding the truth.

With feelings not untouched by grim amusement, Kalsat down and
wrote briefly:

"DEAR SUSAN, - Than\ you for your letter, which Larry brought ove me
here at Mon\s Alder. I'm afraid you'll be surpriseshd even shocked, to
hear that Nigel and | were married last Monday. Batu will understand
that, in these circumstances, | hardly feel indine pay much attention to
your suspicions and insinuations. I'm sure you waélise" ("She won't, of
course," reflected Valeriéhat you said absolutely nothing definite and



offered no shred of proof to support your chardésat being so, | naturally
feel more inclined to believe my husband's staay yours."”

With a touch of mischief which she felt Nigel wouldve enjoyed, Valerie
too added a postscript to her letter.

"l think," she wrote;'that perhaps you are right in fearing that yoetter
would be considered libellous if your statementsrawt correct.”

Valerie walked down to the end of the lane to pghstletter herself. But,
once she had slipped it into the box, she turned p@ore slowly to the
house, aware of a sense of misgiving which shenwdllowed herself
while she was writing.

Whatdid she know about Nigel, when all was said and ddNe®ne could

pretend that his entry into the life of Monks Aldead been either
conventional or calculated to inspire confidendad she really been little
other than a gullible fool, ready to be exploiteddmmeone who tried to
ingratiate himself with the adopted daughter inrtistaken belief that this
would somehow strengthen his own position ?

He had been singularly anxious to have everythettiesl quickly, and he
had made that curious request that she would edarse talk with Larry any
more. Was that an effort to cut her off from soneevho was bound to
penetrate his schemes?

In all justice, Valerie had to recollect, the nexament, that there was every
reason for the hurried wedding. His time had béwmtsand it was essential
that they married quickly or not at all. And as feinat he had said about
Larry - that could be explained, as he himself leaglained it, by his
genuine concern for her happiness.

As Valerie put out her hand to lift the latch oétbate, she saw that Mr.
Ward was coming along the lane, and instinctivély paused, waiting for
him to come up with her. It was just possible ttnegt lawyer might know

something, or say something that would clarify phesent confusion.



"Good afternoon, Mr. Ward." Valerie stood therehnlier hand still on the
gate, trying to think of something to say which \Wbdetain the lawyer -
who seemed inclined to pass on. "l - I've been wand if you have heard
anything from my cousins. Mr. and Mrs. Manders, kaow."

Mr. Ward paused, dug the end of his umbrella iheoground with a great
air of concentration and said carefully:

"No, they have not communicated with me. There basn nodirect
communication, that is to say."

"What do you mean quite by that?"

Mr. Ward cleared his throat, as though wishingite ¢nimself notice of that
guestion before replying.

"l received by this morning's post a letter from. Mtandefs' solicitors," he
admitted cautiously. "From Messrs. Foster & Fostan. excellent and
old-established firm."

Valerie nodded hastily to indicate that she wasl ¢ifieey were an excellent
and old-established firm and therefore worthy tddsiness with Mr. Ward.

"Was it about - Well, | suppose it was about theenitance of Monks
Alder?"

Mr. Ward showed signs of becoming even less comaoatinge.
"l am not sure that | feel prepared -" he was beigign

"But, Mr. Ward, this concerns my husband's affaimsy own affairs, come
to that!" Valerie interrupted sharply in her anyiéiSurely there can't be any
breach of confidence in telling me."

"Well -" Mr. Ward, though slightly impressed by tasgument, still seemed
to find difficulty in realising that Valerie had piegitimate connection with

Nigel Hanson's affairs. "Well, of course, tiga point. The letter was not a
long one." Apparently he decided that, in conseqgegits contents might be



disclosed without danger, because, he went oméiely stated that Messrs.
Foster & Foster wished to know if | were actingyour - ah - husband, Mrs.
Hanson, as their clients, Mr. and Mrs. Mandersppsed to dispute his
claim to the estate of the late MHanson"

"And that was all?"
"That was all."

"They didn't say anything about the - the reasoly wty cousins were
disputing the claim?"

"Naturally not, until they had ascertained whethesere indeed acting for
Mr. Hanson." Mr. Ward was shocked. "It would haeeib a grave breach of
professional etiquette.”

"I see." Valerie sighed. She wished professionglette had not been quite
so strictly observed in this particular case. "Tlgen have no idea what is
behind this move?"

"I'm afraid not. lassumehere is some question of doubting your husband's
identity, but of course it is impossible to do dngg but theorise at this
point."

"Of course," Valerie agreed, and refrained fromiagdhat she herself had
been busy theorising for most of the afternoon.

"Perhaps, Mrs. Hanson, you would give me your hodlsapresent
address?" Mr. Ward went on. "l shall have to wiat@im asking whether he
does in fact wish me to act for him in this matter.

"Yes, of course. Won't you come in? In any case,slire he would wish
you to act for him."

Mr. Ward's sense of professional etiquette recearsmther slight shock at
that, however.



"l should have to have instructionsvritten instructions - from Mr. Hanson
personally,” he said reproachfully as he followealéevie into the house.

"Oh yes, | suppose so." Valerie wrote down the esllifor him. "This is
where he is at the moment. It is the oil compaagidress, so his firm will
see to it that all mail reaches him immediately."

"l see." Mr. Ward studied the address, then folthesl slip of paper and
placed it with great care in his pocket-book.

While he was doing so, Valerie watched him, tryiagnake up her mind
whether or not she would take Mr. Ward further inéw confidence. Then,
as they picked up his hat from the table, she sugideade up her mind.

"Mr. Ward, | received a letter from my cousin togagm Susan. She seems
to think they have evidence that my - my husbambtdNigel Hanson at all.

| - should like to show you the letter." Rathertiltgshe pulled it from the
pocket of her suit and handed it to him. "I'd ltkeknow what you think of
it."

Mr. Ward gave her a shrewd glance as he took ttex levhich he proceeded
to read with great attention. While he was readinyalerie watched him
nervously, but she could not gather anything of thisughts from his
expression.

When he had finished it he folded it up slowly.

"I think," he said, "that Mrs. Manders is incorréct

"In her suspicions, you mean?" Valerie was surgrige@t her own voice
sounded so eager.

"Oh no, no." Mr. Ward shook his head. "There i®umence one way or the
other on that point. No - incorrect in supposingttter letter would
constitute a libel."

"Oh -" Valerie laughed vexedly. "That doesn't reatflatter, does it?"



"Libel can matter a great deal - especially togkeson who utters it,” Mr.
Ward assured her extremely dryly.

"Yes, yes, | know. But the real point is -"

"The real point, Mrs. Hanson, is that neither yau hknow anything like
enough of your husband to hazard an opinion," iapged Mr. Ward with
unusual outspokenness. "You want to believe thexetis no truth in this -
this somewhat unbalanced communication from yousico Frankly, so do
l. I liked what | saw of your husband. | had a gaogression of him. And |
am not a bad judge of character. At the same tinveould be idle not to
admit that we are both being swayed to a consiteiddgree by emotion
rather than reason in this feeling.”

Valerie found it difficult to visualise Mr. Ward bey swayed by emotion in

any degree whatever, but, for the first time sstoe had known him, she felt
her heart warm to the unexpected streak of humamitym. It was good to

have him say he liked Nigel. Somehow, it was extiamarily good to have

him imply that he hoped to find him innocent.

"Thank you," Valerie said, and gave the rather sseg lawyer her hand. "
feel too that there - there must be an explanaomnewhere, even if | have
nothing logical to back up the impression. | dehibk | would even have
admitted doubts to anyone else, but of courseceofse -"

"Of course your marriage was arranged with somewisajuieting speed,”
suggested Mr. Ward with a hint of severity. "Andcttmaturally creates a
feeling of - ah - uncertainty.”

"Very well. Thatis how | feel about it. Though | know it's horriblystbyal
of me even to speak about it."

"Thoughts are none the worse for being clothed ands,” Mr. Ward said
sententiously.

And as Valerie could find nothing to say in ansvterthis somewhat
profound-sounding sentiment, there was a shoma#eand Mr. Ward took
himself off.



A few minutes after she had seen him out the phamng. Valerie answered,
and to her astonished delight it was Nigel.

"Nigel! The last person | expected. But where are 9"

"In London again. There's been a few difficultiesl &m back here again for
more meetings. Look, my dear, | shan't have tinedtoe down to see you -
I'm staying at the Excelsior - but | wanted to makee all is well with you."

"Yes, everything is - fine." Valerie had no intemtiof bringing up a difficult
subject over the phone, but already an idea wasniover in her mind.
"How long will you be in England ?"

"Perhaps two days. Now, my dear, | must go. Ringfrtieere's anything -
and we'll discuss everything once this tour is dv&nd he rang off.

Before she had put the receiver down Valerie hademg her mind. She
was going to make the most of this unexpected &hanc

Within an hour she was in the train on her way eadon.

By six o'clock she had reached the Excelsior, dldméavery comfortable
hotel off Piccadilly - very near the London officeENigel's company, she
realised. Enquiry at the desk told her that hebhod had not yet returned
for the evening, but she managed to get a rooratfi@ast one night. Asking
the clerk to let Nigel know of her arrival as soas he appeared, Valerie
went to her room to wash and change before goimmsdtairs again to wait
for her husband in the small lounge off the entegmall. And then she began
to have doubts about what she was doing.

Why had she come? Valerie wondered, in somethkeg pianic. If Nigel
were indeed an impostor, then she was in for a mosbmfortable and
humiliating scene. If he were not, then she waagtm look a good deal of
a fool - and face the crushing disappointment aivkng that the barrier
between herself and Larry was as formidable as ever



"Not that lwanthim to turn out an impostor,"” reflected Valerienappily,
because suddenly the very thought of Gerald triungpbver a wordless
and humiliated Nigel seemed the worst thing of Bllt if not - Then the
door opened and he came into the room. Evidentlyduenot received the
message that she was there, because for a sectraddhe glanced at her.
Then:

"Valerie!" He crossed the room with a quick stridad put his arms lightly
round her. "Why, my dear? Whatever brought you hdese something
wrong?"

"No - no, nothing's wrong," she began quickly. "fifg® you simply mean
that you came because you wanted to see me? Bute®ig how enchanting
of you! I had no idea you -"

"Oh, please!" She had to stop him before he goffantlger with that theory.
"It wasn't quite the truth to say there was nothawmgng. | -"

"What then?" His voice was suddenly curt, and hisole air became
purposeful.

“Nigel, I had a letter from Susan. They say theyeharoof that you're not
Nigel Hanson at all. | had to come. | know it'deidous. | feel a fool even to
be asking you, but" - she hesitated and somehaveddnerself to look up at
him - "youarereally Nigel Hanson, aren't you ?"

She saw his eyes narrow suddenly and the linesofaw tighten. Rather
slowly he released her, and thrust his hands iistpdckets. He stood there
looking down at her for a moment, then very debibelly he said: "And
suppose | tell you I'm not Nigel Hanson - what thien



CHAPTER VII

VALERIE heard the sharp hiss of her own indrawn breaghasstood there
staring back at Nigel.

"Then youare an impostor,” she said slowly at last. The slighich of
melodrama about that served to break his own grmeion, and suddenly he
smiled and looked more himself.

"Not quite like that, Val."

"What do you mean? Either you're the man you pteterbe or else you've
been deceiving us all. Why prevaricate like thige§y it's simple enough to
answer the one question? - Are you Nigahsonor not?"

He smiled down into her angry eyes and said qutiberately:

"l don't know."

"You don't-know?"

He shook his head. Then, taking her by the armsdi@: "Come and sit
down. | see you and | shall have to talk this rmaite."

Valerie sat down, never taking her eyes from higfa

But they were no longer friendly, smiling eyes. Yheere grave and
suspicious and angry. She felt as though she hagmwbully now from
some confused dream, to the realisation that stiééean exploited by some
plausible scamp, who still had the effrontery tottr deceive her afresh.

"I think I'd better warn you," she said dryly, "tHaon't feel in a particularly
credulous or indulgent mood. A little truth miglatve a lot of time."

"Oh, Val! That's a horrid speech. Worthy of Geraichself."

But she refused to smile. At this moment even Glesakmed commendably
common sense in contrast to her gullible self.



"Suppose you just tell me the story."

"It involves a certain amount of family history."

"Very well."

"l don't know how much you know of your aunt's nietrlife-?"

"Very little, except what Mr. Ward told me. Thatesland her husband
separated after a few years and that he went tadaamaking - taking their

young son with him."

"Yes. That's right as far as it goes. On the plgwiag to Canada there was
also a very great friend of my father's."”

"A man?"

"No. A woman."

"I thought you said he fought shy of women."

"That was afterwards. Let me tell the story, Val."

She made a gesture for him to continue.

"They both had an unhappiness - a grievance - waat@ne like to call it -
in common. While he had a wife who was all too gapuin the theatre
world shehad a husband on the stage and believed - rightlyongly - that
he neglected her in consequence. | suppose it keasnttual feeling of
being out in the cold that had first drawn themetbgr. Anyway, the
friendship seems to have been founded on real Sjanpad to have gone

very deep, at any rate with him."

"Were they - going away together to Canada?" Valevas interested
against her will.



"I don't know, Val. No one ever will know now. & perfectly possible that
she merely chose to build a new life for herseffanada, particularly as she
took her children with her."

"Oh-she had children?"

"Yes. A boy about my - well, the same age as Hasswn and a baby girl
some years younger."

"l see. And you think it was not unnatural for keechoose to go on the same
plane as her very good friend ?"

"Exactly."” Nigel paused for a moment, and then wentith a little frown
of concentration. "I don't know whether you knowvistbit, but the plane
crashed. Hanson escaped and so did one of the Blogsvas killed, but the
baby girl survived. The girl was of course clainigdthe woman's relations
in Canada.”

"And the boy?"

"The boy - myself, needless to say, eitlaexsor became Nigel Hanson.
There was no one to dispute his identity, and r®tonquestion Hanson's
right to take him."

"But why on earth assume he was anyone but hinisgléPerie spoke
eagerly, not quite able to explain, even to hersledf immense relief which
came over her as she felt Nigel reinstating himselfier good opinion.
"What should induce Mr. Hanson - apparently inrgft mind - to insist
that some strange child was his?"

"Not a strange child, Val. The child of the womamlbved - for certainly

from letters found afterwards, he did love her etier or not they were
going away together. If he had lost both his own and the woman who
mattered most to him, it is conceivable that hétoer child instead - all that
was left to him of the disaster - particularly e bnly alternative was that
the boy should go to unknown relations."”

Valerie bit her lip thoughtfully.



"Yes, all right, | do see the force of that. Butywthid it not rest there? |
mean, why should the question ever have arisen?"

"In its present form?" Nigel smiled ruefully. "Batse the sister - the baby
rescued from the plane crash - has now grown opeinery inquiring young
woman. | understand, from the little | have yetrde#hat the story is that, on
the death of her Canadian relation - or relatiosse came across a box of
her mother's papers and personal treasures. Ibéed rescued from the
wreckage, examined no doubt at the time, and teémsde as being of
nothing but sentimental value. The box containddnty letters but a diary

- kept until the day of the crash. From variousiestin this she seems to
have gathered - | don't quite know how - that tbg Wwho went with her
mother's friend, Hanson, was probably her own lenoth

"Nigel, what an extraordinary story I" She was pader sceptical, only
completely absorbed.

"Yes, it is. Quite exciting and pleasant if it didhappen to be one's own
story. The awkward part is yet to come. The sistear name is Margaret -
came to England much about the same time as &dely months ago. With
a sisterly feeling, which | don't altogether apjaez at the moment, she set
about tracing the English relations of her mothieiend. A pretty involved
search brought her finally to your cousins' sahit- at exactly the wrong
moment."

"Oh, but how terribly unfortunate 1"
"I think so."
"Have you seen her?"

"No. | received a letter from her. It was one afdb sent on from Monks
Alder. The only one."

"Why, of course! | remember now. | wondered wholdaiready know that
as your address."

"Well, dear Cousin Gerald supplied it, no doubtig®l remarked grimly.



Valerie looked straight at him.
"I'm-sorry, Nigel."

"What about, dear?"

She flushed.

"Oh - you know. Coming here full of suspicions dliog you an - an
impostor and all that sort of thing."

"Well, so | might have been, for all you knew. Igtad to see my wife
displaying so much common sense."

"No - I'm serious. It seems so dreadfully mean Ad¥alerie looked really
distressed. "To think of the names | called youtlAti the time you were a
perfectly innocent victim of an unfortunate misurstending.”

"Now, Val dear, that's sweet of you to give me sactplendid reference.
But - though | hate to be unworthy of it - the fastthat | can't claim
complete innocence."

"Why - what do you mean?" She glanced at him quickhinking
subconsciously that she had never seen anyone/lets® eyes changed and
lightened so when their owner was amused. "Hauehad doubts on the
guestion?"

He nodded.

"A few - and | must admit they seem disturbinglyreathan a few, now that
I'm brought up against someone else's theoriggewkhe story of the plane
crash, of course. My father - | can't call him dmyg) else - had often told me
about it, and at some point or another | had gathérere was a very dear
friend of his killed at the time, and that she baal had a boy my own age. |
remember quite clearly that once or twice when §\aachild my father
called me by a wrong name - always the same nawaetin' instead of
*Nigel.™



"But people often do that. | mean, think of two pkeowho have often been
together and use the wrong name."

"Yes, | know. And, taken alone, it wouldn't mearything, of course. But
not long before he died - he wasn't quite himshH# talked quite a lot about
those days. | think he imagined he was talkingelg because he said more
than once, 'Don't worry, Jean, I'll take the boknéw it's what you would
want."

"O - oh. That does sound rather more conclusive."

"Um-hm."

"So that when you came to Monks Alder that timay giready knew there
were some doubts about your identity?"

"Yes."

There was a short pause.

"May | say something rather severe?"

"Of course."

"I think it was rather - cool of you in the circutasces, to come down there
with the idea of demanding the place and sayingingtabout any doubts
on the subject.”

He smiled at her.

"l didn't come down there with that idea. | came¢e how things were and
what my so-called relations were like."

"But you simplyrushedin and claimed the place,” Valerie protested. rikhi
how you hustled Susan and Gerald out!"

"And think what Susan and Gerald had been doing."



Valerie's eyes slowly opened to their fullest ekten
"Do you mean - You can't mean you did it becausaeyf’

He laughed a good deal at that, and leaning forwaok both her hands in
his.

"Listen, Val. | found two perfectly poisonous peepexploiting the
misfortune of someone whom | liked -"

"You'd only just met me!"

"Don't interrupt. | liked you. | had it in my powéo reverse the position
entirely. The only argument against my doing sq &ythe time, in some
vague doubts which might have absolutely no foundaf he really urgent
thing was to get rid of Susan and Gerald and raiestou in your rightful

home. | didn't think it was the right moment tosmidoubts on my own
claim.”

"Nigel, you're incorrigible!"

"But it's ethically sound.”

"I'm sure it's not ethically sound to do people otifa rightful inheritance
simply because you think - quite correctly-thatytree awful people. It's a
swindle."

"A very small swindle." He grinned reflectively. " excusable in the
circumstances. Besides" - he became more seribime only the smallest
doubts about my right to the place. Gerald wadhmtdeal person to whom
to disclose them, and certainly that moment washideal time to do it.
Believe me, Val, | should have brought the questipmater.".

"After you'd enjoyed the inheritance for some whiile

"Well, | wasn't going to see very much of my ilbtgen gains.”



"Oh no," she put out her hand remorsefully and hedchis. "I know. | was
the one to gain by it. | am grateful to you, Nigkr doing this - this
extravagant thing on my behalf. But really, my dearu shouldn't have
done it. Think of the risk, apart from anythingesfs

"There didn't seem much risk at the time, Val,"cbafessed. "And | don't
know that there's much risk exactly about it nosan still appear as you so
charmingly described it - a perfectly innocent mictof an unfortunate
misunderstanding.”

"Yes, but how - humiliating. In front of Geraldiean."”

"Worth it, Val." He thrust his hands into his potkand leant back, smiling
at her.

"Really?"

"Of course. One doesn't get a chance of playingtkrerrant every day."
Valerie laughed, a little put out. But she saidhiig:

"So that's what you call it."

"Well, it sounds nice put that way, doesn't it? Amlv, | suggest we have
some tea while we talk things over a bit more."rblgg a bell, and within a
very short while, a tray of delicious tea was bitatuig.

"By the way" - Nigel spoke absently, as he watchedpour out the tea -
"the long-lost sister - Margaret, you know - prog®$o look me up here. |
am told to expect her tomorrow. | gather she i®ang lady who invites
herself and feels certain of a welcome beforehand."

"Well, after all, she is - or she may be - youtesi$ Valerie pointed out.

Nigel nodded without any signs of brotherly affeati

Valerie glanced at him doubtfully.



"That wasn't -" she hesitated - "that wasn't, by @mance, the reason for
your not wanting me to come up, was it?"

He looked genuinely surprised.

"No. Of course not, Val. You're very welcome to mieer, if you think she
will interest you."

"But youdidn'twant me to come, did you ?"

He looked at her with a rather complicated expogsand said:

"It might be rather awkward."

"But why, Nigel?"

"Well, for one thing, my dear, the place is absalutull up. If you stay here
at the Excelsior, Val, I'm afraid -" he balancesl $jpoon thoughtfully on the
rim of his cup "- I'm afraid you will be expecteamove into my room."
"Oh." There was an awkward silence.

"We could perhaps get you a room somewhere elgestipgested at last.
"It would look rather - queer, wouldn't it?"

"Would that worry you ?"

"N - not exactly. It would be more awkward for ybu.

"l can put up with that," he told her dryly. Butrsething in that made Val
think rather fast "I don't think there is any reas¢hy you should,” she said

coolly. "You mean?"

"That - that, if you have no objection to my bethgre, | haven't either.”



It cost her something to say that, and she thobhghhust have guessed as
much, because he glanced at her rather strangdig aaid: "Thank you,
Val."

They had quite a gay tea together after that Hehel a good bit about his
work. And she gave him a very lively account of rgerview with Mr.
Ward.

"He's not a bad old fellow in a rather withered Wwayigel said with a laugh.
"No. At least he's on our side."

"At least he'swhat, Val?" He smiled straight at her in that way shenid
disconcerting yet attractive. "Well, | mean-"

"No, don't change it. You couldn't have put it mbagppily. So you're ‘'on my
side," are you?"

"Well" - she coloured a little - "you wouldn't exgeo find me on Cousin
Gerald's, would you ?"

"No, of course not. Only these new developmentsehather changed
things."

"l don't see why they should."”

"Well, for one thing, I'm no longer undisputed owmé Monks Alder. In
fact, there's going to be a hell of a lot of digpgitabout it, from what | can
see."

"Oh - yes, I'd thought of that"

"Too bad, Val. Because now you have less chandeing there than you
would if you hadn't married me."

"I don't see that," she said obstinately.



"Well, it would have been reasonable to leave yoresidence there while
the two regrettable parties wrangled it out togetNew you're too much an
interested party yourself - married to the False,Hefact.”

She laughed.

"Well, we - we can make some other arrangemerdrdshy."” She thought
suddenly of Larry, and the smile left her faceslie were not living any
longer at Monks Alder, where would she be livinggtt@inly nowhere near
him.

That was just as well, of course, but the thoughbhaving it ruthlessly
decided for her like this cost her a terrible pany, only a few hours ago
she had been toying with the idea that circums&nmight somehow restore
her to him. Now she seemed bound, more irrevoddially ever, to the man
who was smiling at her from the other side of tige.

"Has another, very serious, aspect of the casepies itself to you, Val ?"
"No," she said rather hastily. "Why should it?"

"Only that you have become very grave, all of adsund”

"Oh, it's nothing. | - | was wondering what | shdwo with Mabel," she
fibbed a little desperately.

"Oh yes - Mabel, who would hardly mix well with Coin Susan, and still
less with Cousin Gerald."

"No. She detested them both," Valerie agreed alysent

"Well, Val, let's see first what we arrange forselwes. Perhaps - if the idea
of your going back to Monks Alder is impossibleddnhink it will be - then
perhaps you would like a small furnished flat heréown, and you would
need Mabel with you then."

"Nigel, you have the nicest way of disposing ofidiflties."”



He got up with a laugh.

"And you have the nicest way of accepting the sohst Would you like to
come for a walk in the Park?" He glanced at heicatly.

"Yes, | should like it. I've been sitting in thaitn most of the afternoon.”

Before they went out Nigel had a word with the bagkclerk and arranged
for Valerie's things to be moved to his room.

"They are pretty full,” he told her. "The clerk was most wgfal to us for
suggesting it."

As they walked leisurely through Green Park he @&xpld the working
conditions of his own life at the moment.

"l shall be spending most of the next few monthsicwiting between here
and the Gulf, you know. I'm afraid it will leaveya good deal by yourself,
Val." She noticed that now he spoke as though sbee Woing to stay
indefinitely, and resolutely she took her cue fribvat.

"I don't mind. And then, if we take a small flasHall have Mabel with me,
as you suggested.”

"Oh yes, there's Mabel, of course. She'll lookraftai."”
"Are you so sure that | need looking after?" Vadaughed.

But he gave her a serious, reflective look whicth samething very kindly
about it.

"You're not quite well yet, are you?"
"Oh - very nearly."

"All the same, | think you need some looking aftand you might not want
to have it exclusively from me."



He said that without rancour - as though it werepty an understandable
fact which must be reckoned with.

"Oh, Nigel -" She laughed a little, but as thoubk svere rather moved.
"What?"

"You're so - | don't know how to express it - welbu can be singularly
tactful, for a man who goes about knocking down pleple he doesn't
like."

He laughed a good deal at that. But, although heema@ further reference
to his part in looking after her, she noticed thatook care not to let her go
far enough to tire herself before he insisted @i turning back.

By the time they got back to the hotel it was ditinge. After a hasty wash
and change, Valerie went down to the dining-roormtet Nigel. He was
already there, and hurried to escort her to tladalet

Her gaze travelled the length of the room. Therdsaty her smile faded,
and she gave a slight gasp.

At a table near the end of the room, studying tleaumwith rather gloomy
attention, sat Larry.



CHAPTER VIII

FOrR a moment Valerie thought she must be dreamingn The sudden
silence of the man beside her told her that hdntmbseen Larry.

In a sort of nervous dismay she glanced up at Nigel

"l - I had no idea he was coming here," she saicktyy defensively - for she
saw for the first time that those light eyes of tisild look very hard and

angry.
"Hadn't you?"

That was all he said, and the tone was curt enough.

She felt irresistibly impelled to defend hersetidashe would have broken
into eager protestations, but at that moment Leroked up and saw her.
Putting aside the astonished waiter to whom heblegeh about to give his
order, he came quickly down the room towards her.

He appeared scarcely to notice Nigel until he radecright up with them,
and even then he accorded him no more than a glahaefriendly
recognition.

"Val! Thank heaven I've found you! | had to come.”

"There was not the least reason for you to." Valgwoice sounded small,
even to her own ears, but the tone was firm. "Yad ho need and no right
to follow me."

"l hid to speak to you before you mustspeak to you now - right away."

She was acutely aware of Nigel - silent - beside he

"You had better say what you have to say quickénthLarry."”



"Here? But, Val, we can't talk properly here. Whessn we go in this
confounded place and be private? | must speakuaiame.” He didn't look
at Nigel as he said that, but his meaning was amlyl clear.

"No. You can say what you want to say to us botlalérie spoke coldly, but
the quiver in her voice showed how agitated she was

"It's impossible!"

Then for the first time Nigel spoke. "I think," kaid quietly, "that my wife
has made herself quite plain. She does not wiskédoyou alone."

"Your wife!" The bitter scorn of that was obvious s$pite of the fact that
Larry spoke almost in a whisper.

"Exactly. My wife," Nigel agreed pleasantly. And¢ge - remembering his
handling of Gerald - recognised the danger behiedleasant manner.
"Suppose we try the lounge. It will probably be é&ynat this time in the

evening, and we can finish this interesting disicusthere.”

With his hand lightly round Valerie's arm, he lee wvay, and, sure enough,
the lounge proved to be empty.

"Sit down, Val." Nigel drew forward a chair for héwut he himself remained
standing.

Larry, too, preferred not to sit down, and, turningm Valerie for the
moment, he addressed himself direct to Nigel.

"Is Valerie not to have any private affairs simfigcause she has gone
through a form of marriage wityou ?"

"Val is welcome to any private affairs she likedllgel replied almost
carelessly. "But that has nothing to do with myisgehat she is not
pestered. | understood her to say she had no wiskd you alone. In that
case, she will not see you alone."



Valerie, knowing that queer, white look round L&nyostrils meant furious
anger, hastily interposed.

"Nigel - perhaps for a few minutes."

"Not," he said quietly, "unless you really wanflihere is no need for you to
be either bullied or coaxed into a discussaoteux."

"Very well!" Larry interrupted suddenly in a tonehish showed that his
anger really had got the better of him. "If yewant to hear yourself
described as you deserve, I've no real objectiohMalerie is going to hear
the truth now, if | have to shout it in front ofexyone."

"I see no necessity for that,"” Nigel assured himt Barry had already
turned to Valerie again.

"This man is nothing less than an impostor, Vakemmon swindler. He's
tried to do your cousins out of their inheritanaed he's shamelessly used
you in the process."

"And since when," asked Valerie with spirit, "haxe felt impelled to fight
my cousins' battles for them? | never knew yousterned for their rights
before."

"Your cousins! | don't care a damn about them eirthghts," Larry said
with candour. "It's the wayou have been exploited which makes me see
red. Susan and her precious Gerald can look dféenselves, but -"

"You, | take it, are going to look after ValerieWigel's cool, amused
interruption might well have served to fan the faof Larry's wrath, but,
instead, he suddenly got a grip on himself and spoére quietly.

"Valerie was my fiancee until very recently. Andowever much that
position may have changed, I still feel | haveghtiand privilege to look
after her if she seems to me to be in danger.”



"Larry dear" - Valerie was touched, and the endeatnslipped out quite
naturally - "I know you mean nothing but my goodl¥can't you see that
my being married -"

"It isn't a real marriage, Val, and | want to resgou from it before it's too
late. This man is just -"

"Yes, | know. You've told me that already. But wimaakes you accuse
Nigel of being an impostor?"

"Why, you see" - Larry spoke eagerly, as thoughkhieer relief that he had
obtained a hearing at last - "half an hour aftar f1)@d gone this morning
Susan and Gerald turned up. They were in a fesidw. Someone in Arden
had written and told them about this - this maeiagd yours, and they'd
come down to see what could be done."

("And to establish themselves at Monks Alder onceayi thought Valerie.)

"They don't seem to have got much out of Mabel pixckeek, so they came
over to see me."

"And you were able to supply them with all infornoat" Nigel put in dryly.

"As a matter of fact,” retorted Larry with icy quisness, "they were able to
tell me a great deal more than | could tell therau'Ynay like to know that
your sister Margaret has turned up and so youtle liskcheme for
impersonating Nigel Hanson has fallen flat.”

"Just a moment!" It was Valerie who interruptedt tin@e. "I know all this,
Larry, and -"

"You know?" Larry was thunderstruck, and he padsedhand over his
forehead as though the situation had become tod foudiim. "You know -
and yet you're here ? Val, has this man bewitcloed?/

"No." Valerie made that very curt. "But the facte aot quite as you think.
Susan and Gerald aren't exactly disinterestedgsareémember, and -"



"Nor are any of us," Larry interrupted a trifle tely. "Look here, Val -
heaven knows I'm no friend of Susan and Gerald ablgast we danow
them. We know they are your relations - even ittgrpoisonous ones. But
this man is an absolute stranger. He arrives withck-and-bull story which
shows signs of breaking down the moment it's calfedjuestion. He
persuades you to go through a form of marriagd) what even you must
see is suspicious speed. How do you expect me enygihing but accept
your cousins' story rather than his?"

For a moment Valerie was at a loss. For one tlpaglike that, Larry's case
did carry a singular conviction. Of course Nigelssomething of a mystery,
and the marriagkadbeen strangely rushed, and certainly the explaméie
offered when his story was challenged was imprababt melodramatic to
a disquieting degree.

Abruptly she got up and walked across the room.k&kes both men looked
after her inquiringly, but she could not help tHahe stood looking down
into the fire, trying to bring some order out of lsenfused thoughts.

Wasshe being weak and disloyal to be once more dogltiigel - who,
after all, was her husband? Or was she just amnaltstlittle fool not to pay
more attention to Larry, who loved her and had hedimg to risk this very
unpleasant scene in order to prevent her entangkemi¢h Nigel going
further?

For several minutes neither of the men said angttAs though by common
consent, they left the next move to her. When sineetl to them again,
Larry made a . half step towards her and then audebtikmself. But Nigel
made no move. Only watched her, with his curioasliyious eyes slightly
narrowed.

"Nigel" - she addressed herself to him, nervously with a desperate
firmness - "if you don't mind, dowant to speak to Larry alone."

She didn't feel very happy about the way he rasee@yebrows over that.

"For your own peace of mind ? - or because -"



"For my own peace of mind," she said quickly, ardrhmediately made a
slight gesture of assent, turned on his heel, amt wut of the room.

"At last!" The exasperated relief in Larry's torf@wed that he thought he
was going to have things his own way. But Valeg# him in no doubt
about that.

"Please don't think I'm taking your side in thisalission, Larry. | only
asked Nigel to go out because - because - Welipably one simply can't
discuss whether or not a man is a cheat when hegelfile standing there all
the time."

"He was thick-skinned enough about it," remarkedhLdryly.

"Well, that's beside the point."” Valerie spoke ghar'What | wanted to say
is -"

"Valerie, just a moment. Before we go any furtheralh, | want to ask
something. You don't happen to think you're in lovi¢h this fellow, do
you?"

"Of - course - not." Valerie sounded almost scafeleé's been wonderfully
good to me, and | couldn't possibly let him dowrvramd -"

"Exactly." Larry drew a sigh of relief. "I was aidayou were going to
pretend it was love at first sight.”

"You ought to know me better than to think | wouydcetend anything,”
Valerie said. "But he is my husband, Larry - arggbad husband. There's not
a thing he hasn't done for me." But Larry was halidtening. "Look here,
Val. You're not a child. You know quite well thas things are, this
entanglement doesn't amount to more than a cererandya sense of
gratitude. All right. For God's sake don't letdt fyirther. If you start staying
here in the same hotel - letting yourself be knalvmound as his wife, don't
you see it becomes something quite different? @fsml know you haven't
any intention of living as his wife -"



Larry stopped suddenly, aghast, for a deep flushrba up Valerie's neck
and cheeks.

There was a tense little silence for a second or Then Larry spoke almost
in a whisper:

"Val! | thought you said you didn't love him. | thght you meant you still
loved me."

She wanted to say, "l do! | do!" But instead sheypuher hands to her hot
cheeks and cried angrily:

"Larry, will you stop reading something into evéniyig | do and say!"

"I'm not." He spoke harshly. "But either you meariive with this man or
not. You can hardly expect me to be indifferentwtvahich it is.”

"l - didn't say | was going to live with him."

"Then why were you colouring? You aren't a prudeowhstart blushing
because we were talking essentials."

"All right. No - of course it wasn't that. | dokthow why I'm letting you talk
to me like this - or question me. But - wellai sharing a room with him.
The place is full and -"

"How do you know the place is full ?"

"Larry! Stop being like a public prosecutor! Becaln told me so."

"Oh. He told you that, did he? Well, | got a roomthis hotel without
difficulty. Now what do you think of the ingenuoasid knightly Nigel?
Having hustled you into a rush marriage, he wamisheat you into - well,
God knows what."

"That - isn't - true, is it ?" She was very white.



"Of course it's true. | could have told you he et sort of fellow without

"No, I don't mean that. | mean about the - roonit tisie that you - that you
got a room here without any difficulty?"

"Certainly.” And then, as she said nothing, he ddalenost tolerantly, "It's
an old trick, Val. I'm surprised you didn't seeotigh it."

"Please don't." She didn't speak violently any ean&he felt too tired and
dispirited and - disillusioned, she supposed. #&nsed a small thing on
which to hang her conviction that Nigel had beegedleng her - this
guestion of whether or not a room was free. Bbad meant a great deal to
her when she had agreed to share a room with Hirhad been her
acceptance of him as the man to whom she woulthexself and her future
- the sign that she had finally cut herself offinffr.arry and the old life.

She raised her eyes slowly, and found Larry sallaling her, this time with
anxiety and concern. "What am | to do, Larry ?"

She felt suddenly unable to cope with the small ediate details of the
whole horrid situation. Larry must tell her whatdo - Larry, who seemed
so willing now to be like his old self - directinguggesting, solving any
problem which came her way. She ought to be veag,gf course, that the
old Larry was back again. But somehow, gladnessmneader uppermost
feeling.

"You don't need to worry, darling." Larry took hgently by the arm, and
although she felt vaguely that she ought to follmth that and his calling
her "darling," she had not the will to do so. '$#ttle it all. We can't clear out
from here tonight, of course, but you can havertiwan I've taken. I'll go

somewhere else. Even if there's no room here, findnsomewhere else.
You leave it all to me."

"I must speak to Nigel myself." She was oddly fiabyout that.

"Oh, Val! Is it necessary?"



"Of course it is." She felt something like nervaugation with Larry for not
understanding. "He's got to know that I've decidtuit | - Anyway, | want
to see him."

"If f send him in here to speak to you while | gmlarrange for the change in
rooms, will you promise not to let him talk you ovagain into some
quixotic arrangement?"

"Yes, of course. And - Larry?"
llYeS?ll
"Be as - tactful as possible about changing thened don't want-"

"Unnecessary embarrassment? Of course not, Val ¥eardon't suppose
I'd do anything to humiliate you in front of a hiot&erk, do you? As a matter
of fact, when | inquired for you here, | said | wamir cousin, and spoke of
you with the air of being a close friend and relatil thought | might need
something of the sort later."

"Thank you, Larry. But | meant - | meant - don't @wything to humiliate
him either.” Larry's face hardened. "He's well knoveme)* she explained
rather pleadingly. "His friends and colleaguesaveys in and out. | don't
want any talk or unpleasantness, even if he -"s&tygped. Then she went on
more firmly, "Perhaps it would be better for mesjgeak to him first -
explain things - and then let him make the change.”

But Larry was quite firm about that.

"No, Val, please leave this to me. | can managatitout any comment or
unpleasantness, and I'll consider that skunk tothat's what you really
want. But I'm not having him concern himself witbuy affairs any longer.
I'll find him now and send him in for a few minutdsut do make the
interview as short as possible. You only make yalfireiserable by trying
to be what you call fair to a man who just doelsmdw what fairness is."



When Larry had gone, she bent down to the fire aomvher hands, which
she suddenly found were strangely cold. That was@twhat Larry said, of
course - about Nigel not knowing what fairness was.

Why, in some ways, he was the fairest man she hadkanown. Unless,
indeed, he had been deliberately playing a pathaltime she had known
him.

She sat down in a chair by the fire and shut hes.elor the first time for
some weeks she felt wretchedly ill again. She ssegat was all the
excitement and the long day's travelling. At thermeat she felt she would
have liked nothing so much as to be able to geetbib her room at Monks
Alder and have Mabel fussing around her.

But she had forgotten, of course. Monks Alder wiasexd against her once
more. Now she was just where she had been wheheattouble started -
except for the added complication of this marriadpch was no marriage.

At least - no, she reminded herself. Larry wasedéht. Instead of being
aloof and strange and unhelpful, he really loveddfter all, and wanted
most passionately to marry her, when she was frédgel. She ought to
feel very happy and relieved about that, of cousséjust for the moment it
was difficult to sort things out and -

"You'd better drink this, Val," Nigel's voice saigiietly, and, opening her
eyes quickly, she found him standing beside hdn wiglass in his hand.

He made no attempt to touch her and, struggling ansitting position, she
said confusedly:

"I'm all right. | don't want anything."
"Yes, please drink this."

She took the glass obediently, and he bent dovwput@ome more coal on
the fire.



While she sipped the hot, peculiar but rather @letadrink which he had
given her, she watched him surreptitiously, anchewéttle fearfully. In the
firelight the strong lines of his face seemed ntben usually marked, and
she noticed that his eyes were quite unsmilingofare, and the line of his
jaw slightly grim. He straightened up again. "Fired?"

"Yes, thank you."

She handed him the glass, and he went over arnitiggutr side table. As he
came back, she noticed that all his movements wdrarried, but there was
no lack of energy in them. "Larry said you wantedgspeak to me." There
was something almost casual about that, but iheseheart fluttering again.
"Yes. | -" She locked her hands together. "Thare'seed to be frightened,
Val," he said, and she found she very much warteuyt

"No - I know. I'm not frightened. Only it's diffittto explain.”

"Then don't explain. Just tell me what you wantiéo'

There was something blessedly - crudely - easytahat

"l want - to have my own room again. There is drgery is leaving his, and

"I know. I've arranged it. There isn't anything f@u to worry about:You
have arranged it?"

"Certainly." He smiled dryly. "You didn't imagineshould let someone else
arrange about my wife's room, did you?"

She leant back and closed her eyes again, tryinfysedly to imagine just
how he had taken the matter out of Larry's hantierd were a hundred
guestions she wanted to ask, but only one struggléte surface.

"Are you - angry with me P"

"No, Val, of course not. It would have been mofeendly of you, shall we
say? - to have left that matter to me rather tioaratry. But this isn't quite



the moment to take offence over the finer shadeweazning. You're tired,
aren't you? - and not a bit well, and you wish ware in bed.”

"Please - don't. You make me want to cry."

"But why, dear?" He still made no attempt to tohehn although he called
her "dear" and laughed in a way that somehow suggehevasdear.

"l don't know whether I'm being a worm - or jusgulible idiot."
"Oh, Val! What rotten alternatives. Just take #ttiiou're neither.”

"Nigel, why did you tell me the hotel was full thl - | had no alternative
but to share your room?"

"Because | thought it was the truth," he said gsiteply. "It probably was at
that moment. What is to prevent a room falling vagast before Larry
arrived? Does my whole character really hang onlétieng of a hotel
bedroom?" And he smiled at her with real amusement.

She looked away from him, wondering confusedly Wwhethis were superb
effrontery or absolute honesty.

"It was careless of me, | daresay, not to findfoutertain,” he added, "but
then | didn't realize a husband had to make out awgtrong case for having
his wife with him."

She knew he was laughing at her now, and she dwlovy if she were angry
or strangely relieved because of it.

"l think," she said in rather a small voice, "thidt like to go to my room
now."

"You shall, Val, of course. Would you like a dogtory dear?"
"Oh no, thank you. | shall be all right in the miown"

"I'll have supper sent up to you."



He made no mention about sharing it with her, dredvgondered if he had
simply accepted the fact that she didn't want teehrauch more to do with
him, or whether he were being rather clever abball and leaving her to
herself purposely for the time.

Oh, it was impossible to tell! Especially when sliein't even know what she
really thought herself. She only knew that she ‘tlidrant anyone else
explaining anything to her, or telling her it waarfectly plain that she had
been taken in, or that she only had to make aidecid everything would
be all right.

She got up rather wearily.

"Good night, Nigel."

"Good night. Would you like me to take you upstairs

"C - carry me, do you mean ?"

"Well, it wouldn't be the first time, would it?" Blamused eyes reminded her
almost embarrassingly of their first meeting, ahd boked away quickly.

"No, thank you. | shall be quite all right."

When she got outside the room she felt it was noéd&er not even to have
touched his hand when she left him - not to havé sae word of real

explanation of her changed attitude. Yet he hasdgmed to expect it.

Oh well, that simplified things. The only point thaattered now was that
she must reach her room without coming across Lagain. She felt that
another discussion with anyone would finish her.

She gained the upstairs landing in safety, andddhat a pretty, dark-eyed
maid was collecting her things from Nigel's room.

"Oh - are you moving my things for me? Thank you."



"Yes, ma'am. The other room's at the end heresnita| but it's comfortable

and I've lit you a fire." She talked all the wayral the passage. "Mr.
Hanson said you weren't well and you were to haegyghing just as you

wanted. This is the room. Now isn't it nice? Andiget straight to bed, and
I'll bring you up some supper. There's nothing Bkenething hot and good
to eat when you aren't feeling yourself. What wordd fancy now?"

Valerie said quite truthfully that she didn't knowhich seemed to please
her questioner better than any specific choice.

"No. I know. You just want tempting, that's whaisitYou leave it to me. I'll
bring you a nice little meal.”

And she was as good as her word.

Afterwards, Valerie decided, there would be pleotytime to lie awake,
thinking out what had happened. But almost as ssothe maid had gone
out again with the supper tray, Valerie was asl@@pl she slept quietly and
dreamlessly until late into the morning.

As she came downstairs rather late next mornirgwsindered for the first
time where Larry was. She supposed he would bergpioi see her soon -
probably had already been at least once that mgrnin

The place was unusually quiet, but the big squateaece hall was full of
afternoon sunshine, and the doors stood open tsuhey street beyond.
Besides the clerk at his desk there was only dmer gterson in the hall, and
that was a girl who had just come in. A singuldmijliant and attractive girl
too, Valerie thought idly, appraising the slim Idaitouser suit and the
enormous red hat which topped it.

She turned at that moment, speaking over her saotddhe booking clerk.

"In the lounge, you say? This door? No, don't botbeell him. I'll do my
own announcing.”

As she crossed the hall, Valerie thought suddenly:



"The sister, of course! The long-lost Margaret.”

With something between amusement and genuine dyrighe followed
the girl to the door of the parlour.

Looking in, she saw that Nigel was sitting sidewaysthe window-seat
working with some purpose, as yet unaware of thés giresence, and still
more unaware that she herself was watching.

The next few seconds were oddly like a film - |[s@mething which didn't
concern her at all, but which she had to watch.

Without a word, the girl came round within Nigetange of vision, and
stood there, laughing a little and obviously wajtto be recognised.

Nigel looked up, and Valerie saw surprise on hcgfdollowed rapidly by
amused recognition and then real pleasure.

"Why - hello,"” he said, as he got slowly to histfeé®hat on earth argou
doing here?"

And then, as though she were too impatient to feaiany more words, the
girl threw her arms round his neck and kissed him.



CHAPTER IX

VALERIE felt exactly as though someone had hit her betwieeryes. Not
only the astonishment of a blow, but the real pafint too. Without a
second's hesitation, she turned away and crosedththto the stairs again.

She hardly knew how she reached her room againphae there, she sat
down on the side of her bed, trying to decide wthieiepiece fitted into the
sordid puzzle.

His sister indeed! Margaret! The sister he was sseg not to know - and
there she was hanging round his neck like - wi&k, &n old flame. And he
had recognised her. Nigel, who had told her - anaihgr lies - that he had
no experience of women.

"What an utter fool I've been," muttered Valeriegd ahought that hurt most
of all.

But that was not what really hurt most. Only whém $ried to comfort
herself with the thought that now indeed she wes fo go to Larry did she
realise what the fierce angry aching of her heaamh

She didn't want to go to Larry. She wanted to stéthh Nigel. Not the
unfamiliar, unreliable Nigel who was kissing thatl glownstairs, but the
Nigel who had carried her home through the woodferttled her from
Gerald, saved her from disaster, and offered ta fagthful husband to her.
Why hadn't she realised it before? She had beerdiity stupid to play
with her happiness like this. At least, no - thaswrong, of course, because
she had been stupid to have been taken in by éierre. All the dear and
charming things he had done for her, and on whiehlsoked back now so
eagerly; were part of his scheming - moves in logthless game'.

Valerie gripped the side of the bed with her hamatd the pain brought her
slightly to her senses.

"Now what is the good of sitting here inventing kxmations for yourself?"
she demanded fiercely. "Why on earth should hedssipg off someone he
knows as an unknown sister? People don't do tHikgsthat. Elaborate



frauds like that simply don't fit in with everydd§e. Besides, he was
surprised to see her. He was expecting Margametvhoever he intended to
pass off as Margaret. Then why should he look segrto see her?"

At this point Valerie tried to decide just how suspd he had looked. Was it
real astonishment at the sight of someone he hadexmected, or just
surprise because she had arrived sooner than healadated? Oh, it was
impossible to tell, of course, but one had to dmatcanything.

Then she might not be Margaret at all!

How ridiculous to have rushed away full of suspiciostead of doing the
only sensible and dignified thing - joined themeavfmoments later and
heard explanations all round.

Why, she might be anybody. A cousin - the daugbfean old friend.
(Though she didn't look like anyone's cousin, airse. Still less like the
daughter of anybody's old friend.)

"But what on earth has come over me, anyway?"

Valerie thought, half frightened. "How can it sudbjematter so much to me
whether he kisses a girl or not?"

She knew the answer to that, however, even bdfere wvas a knock on the
door and his voice said:

"Val, are you there?"
"Yes."

"May | come in a minute ?"
"Yes, of course.”

She moved over to the little dressing-table, arelgmded to be busy with
something there, so that he should not get a veod ¢pok at her face.



"Oh, you're up. That's good. Are you feeling béttéte stood just inside the
door, smiling at her and not looking at all as tjtmgomeone else had been
kissing him.

"Yes, thank you. I'm quite all right again."

"Would you like to come downstairs and meet theghtost sister? She's
arrived.”

For a moment Valerie could not reply at all. Srentdorward to the mirror,
pretending to arrange her hair, hoping he wouldseet that she had lost
what little colour she had had.

At last she said:

"What is she like?" and she was surprised at tsaatanterest which she
managed to simulate.

"Oh - rather charming really. Do come down."
Valerie drew a deep breath.
"All right, I'll come down. You go back to her.llhe down in a minute.”

Still she didn't turn round to look at him. Buteafia moment she heard the
door close behind him.

With a little gasp she straightened up.

So she was rather charming, was she? The farcacuaaly to go on - was,
in fact, being played out at this very moment. 8us&erald - Larry, they
had all been right. Nigel and his smirking accomgl{Valerie found she
was unable to think of her charitably) were a ceugflcommon swindlers.

"I won'tgo down!" Valerie exclaimed aloud. But she knefwcaurse, that
she would. She had to see those two together deléai herself what there
really was between them.



Valerie had never been a prey to jealousy befdre Had too much common
sense, for one thing and, for another, there hadrrieeen the slightest need
for it where Larry was concerned. Now she knew #yaeghat was the
matter with her. She was hotly, furiously jealofithat extremely attractive
girl downstairs.

And why?

Because she appeared to be on more than excelter with the despised
Nigel - the cheat in whom Valerie was supposeke ho more interest.

"What a silly, inconsistent little idiot | am," Malie told herself angrily. "I
can'twant Nigel for myself. Why, it's only a few houwgisice | was planning
how to explain to him that I loved Larry."

But she didn't love Larry any more. That fact wagedibly, breathtakingly
clear.

Deliberately she tried to recall her feelings fonh tried to convince herself
that, if she were to meet him now on her way doairstthe scene between
Nigel and that girl would cease to be important.

But it was useless. She wished him well. With at sir devastating,
impersonal goodwill she hoped he would not suffecimover losing her -
but it all seemed rather unimportant really. Ldragl become a background
figure in her thoughts. Nigel had taken the cenfrihe stage.

Worthless, scheming, shameless he might be, béldeher now in a kind
of fascination. Everything about him had a poignsighificance for her.
The way he smiled - the faintly arrogant way heltde#h opposition - his
good-humoured contempt for Gerald and, yes, fonLimo - the firm, easy
way he kissed her -

But there she had to stop and remind herself trat\&s not the only one to
know about that. That latest kiss of his had neinbfer her.

When Valerie opened the lounge door once more wWerg both of them
deep in conversation, and even as she came in ltheghed about



something. Not the polite, slightly self-conscidasghter of strangers, but
the laughter of a joke shared between friends.

Nigel came forward to her at once, and the girlgobto her feet and stood
there watching, with an air of cool criticism, agy& brought her up to be
introduced.

With an effort Valerie steeled herself to hold dwer hand and say with
something like cordiality:

"How do you do? It's rather funny, isn't it, that don't really know whether
we're really greeting each other as sisters-indawot?"

The girl laughed lightly and agreeably, but shedlyamore than touched
Valerie's hand.

"Well, Nigel and | already feel like - relationshe asserted, with a touch of
possessiveness which Valerie found singularly uoemak. "Perhaps we
shall soon feel the same."

Nothing in her manner, however, suggested shatvas going to make any
efforts towards that desirable end, and Valerieigd swiftly :

"She can't stand me. She's astonished and dismayeal Nigel married.
She didn't know about that." '

The impression was as clear as if the girl hadtpato words instead of just
saying it with her fine, rather sulky eyes.

They were beautiful eyes, Valerie noticed with gtmnesty. Dark and
thickly lashed, with a peculiar lengthening at toeners which gave them
an enigmatic expression. She was undeniably airggriggirl. Perhaps not
strictly beautiful, but with a charm and attractiwhich - Valerie saw - held
Nigel's amused attention.

For his part, he seemed entirely unaware of thencts/e antagonism which
had sprung into instant life between the two giike brought up a



comfortable chair for Valerie, put her into it, aiheén sat down himself with
every appearance of intending to enjoy the unkntsigter's" visit.

At first Valerie thought there could not surely beything like normal
conversation between them. Not while she knew these deceiving her
and they knew they had a part to play. But, as #iemaf fact, she almost
immediately found herself making conventional intggg and comments,
and if one or two were made with the deliberatertibn of seeing their
effect, neither Nigel nor Margaret seemed awarth@fact.

Inevitably, of course, they spoke of the curiouswinstances which had
brought them all together (or were supposed to ldave so), and Valerie
said:

"When did you first have the idea that my husbanstie had never called
him that until this moment - "was perhaps your beo?"

"Um?" Margaret brought her glance away from Nigel &ixed her attention
on Valerie with difficulty. "Oh - when | - when btind my mother's diary,
you know."

"Whereis this famous diary?" Nigel inquired at that momemith a good
deal more amusement than Valerie felt the occasimmanted. "Well, | -
haven't it with me, of course."

"Not? | should have thought you would certainlynigrit for your long-lost
brother's inspection.”

"l - left it with the lawyers."
"With Gerald's wretched lawyers? Oh, Margaret, thas too bad! | bet
they're chewing over every word with their objenable client. Don't you

think so, Vval ?"

"l suppose so." Her voice was toneless and shalotbufor the life of her,
make it anything else.



It was quite characteristic, of course, that heukhplay out any farce with
gusto, but the idea that he should find amusemahpieasure in deceiving
her brought a sudden lump into her throat.

He glanced at her, she knew, and there was monyeamarety on his face.
So even helid have a few misgivings !

Almost immediately afterwards he ordered coffeel sime hoped neither of
them noticed that her hands were trembling as sheegd out.

"What are your present plans, Margaret?" he inquatter a while, and
Valerie had the impression that he really didnthwrthem in advance.

"We - ell, they're a bit vague at the moment. | drélvany relations in
England, of course - except you." She smiled sttaatyNigel, and evidently
excluded relations by marriage from her calculaiotVvhen | arrived here
and saw what a charming place it was, | began twdewif I'd stay here - at
any rate for a short while."

It was all rather inconsistent and confusing. Maleouldn't help thinking.
On the face of it Nigel did seem quite unaware @f revious movements
or her future plans, which certainly argued thalh&e had no idea it was she
who would turn up.

But then that greeting -! That was no greeting leetwvpeople meeting for
the first time. Whatever else was in doubt, oneghwvas certain. He had
known Margaret very well at one time.

"There isn't any real reason why he shouldn't," e¥al told herself
mechanically, but it gave her little comfort.

It was almost a relief when one of the staff camand told her in a low
voice that there was a gentleman waiting in thétbadpeak to her.

She had somehow forgotten all about Larry, andafaroment she looked
completely puzzled. But Nigel must have heard tressage, low-toned
though it was, and he was in no doubt about thiéovis identity, and she
saw the line of his jaw tighten.



Larry was walking up and down the hall, his haridsigt into his pockets,
and his whole air suggested that though he waatadithe was anxious not
to show it.

He gave a relieved smile when he saw her, and tduagtby the hand.

"Val dear! I'm so thankful to see you. | couldreét dpold of you again last
night.”

"No, I know. | went straight to my room."

"And then when | phoned this morning they said yoere not to be
disturbed."

"No. I-got up late."

"I see. Let's go in here and talk." He led the wag the dining-room. There
were several groups of people dotted about the yrdwwing coffee or
talking, but Larry found them a corner seat thas were or less secluded.

"It's not too private, though," thought Valerie lwitelief. "At least he can't
start kissing me."

And then she wondered if it were really she who tasking of Larry in
these terms.

He, however, evidently had no inkling of her thotsglbecause he plunged
immediately into his own plans and ideas.

"Val dear, I've done nothing but think out this Iplem since | left you last
night, but I've got it all worked out now. Of coarg's perfectly simple. |
don't know why | didn't think of it before. You ntusome home with me to
Mother."

Valerie thought there were few things she wouldl fiess welcome, and
perhaps her dismay showed in her face, becauseshed on at once:



"I know there were one or two hard words betweeum gdittle while back,
but that's all over now, Val. You don't need to eember those now.
Mother's house is thebviousplace for you to stay, until you can get rid of
this fellow and marry me."

Valerie couldn't help remembering how desirable thery suggestion had
once seemed to her. Now it seemed impossible, ladad rather hastily:

"Thank you, Larry, but - but | don't think | shoulént to do that.”

"But why not? Where else would you go, Val? I'maafrSusan and Gerald
will be going straight back to Monks Alder."

"I'm sure they will," Valerie agreed dryly.

"Well then - there you are. You'll have to come leowith me. Besides,
think how I shall love having you there."

She glanced at him in worried appeal.
"Larry, | don't think your mother would like it."

But she knew that was not her real reason. Andseeheknew it too. She
saw an expression of incredulous anger and disimae ©ver his face.

"Val, you haven't some idea sfaying on herehave you?"

She thought of Margaret with her arms round a lagghigel, and hastily
said: "No!"

"Then what do you mean to do, my dear?"
"l don't know."
Valerie gripped her hands together and looked awayf the window. She

didn't want to face Larry's anxious, suspicioussey&nd, above all, she
didn't want to be pressed to make a decision aintlmment.



"Has he been trying to persuade you to listenrodgain ?" Anger began to
show in Larry's voice.

"No. He never makes any attempt to persuade me."
"Then | don't see what the trouble is.”

Valerie was silent. It seemed to her that life ndawss consisted of facing
unwanted alternatives, and finally being pushed itdking the less
unpleasant. If she left Nigel now - and of course souldn't stay with him
after what she had seen and what she knew - treewas immediately up
against the grim problem of how to live. Larry stidre was only one place
where she could go, and she was horribly afraidybass right. But if she
went with him to his mother's house now, it waa@ttagreement that she
would marry him later, as soon as she was free ffospresent marriage.

"Oh, Larry -lcan'tdecide all in a moment. It's quite impossible.”

"But, my dear, you've got to decide some time, egrtiainly you can't just
wait about here, trying to make up your mind."

That was true, she knew, and the reasonablendssmyfs voice dismayed
her. It seemed to bring her decision nearer, fov bouldone go on saying
"no," when it was all so obvious and simple?

"Don't you see, Val, that every hour you stay heith him involves you
further? | hoped you were going to come away withthis morning - and
now it's too late to go today. You simply must makeyour mind now, you
know, and let us get away in the morning."

"l - have - until tomorrow," she said in a smaliog rather like a little girl

who had been pushed into a corner. "l needn'tyréaitide until then, need
I?" Larry made a little movement of impatienceddin't know why it's so

difficult, Val. | suppose you still have some limgng feeling that you're not
being fair to the fellow. | assure you, you arendphim a great deal more
than justice. He doesn't deserve your consideratiothe least. But, of

course, if you don't want to come to a decisionil untmorrow there's

nothing I can do to force you."



"No. Nothing," Val agreed, in not quite such a sugxitone. "I'm sorry to be
SO - so spineless and undecided, Larry, but" b#heer lip suddenly - "it is
mylife, you know."

"l know. I'm sorry, too, if | sound impatient. Itome in the morning, Val,
and you shall tell me then that you're ready to €evith me." Evidently he
couldn't seriously entertain the idea that she @adme to any other
decision.

She managed to persuade him to go soon afteroh#tbe plea that she was
tired and meant to go back to her room. But whenggi back to her room,
she felt very far from resting.

She ought to have gone to say good-bye to Margafregurse, but she felt
unable to face those indifferent eyes again. Nigmild have to make what
excuses he could - say she was not well, or any#ise he liked. She didn't
really care - for Margaret cared less than nothibguther existence.

About an hour later there was a knock on her daowd,even before she said
"Come in" she knew it was Nigel.

He came into the room, closing the door behind hang said at once,
"Aren't you well again, Val ?"

“I'm all right. I'm just - tired. | thought you wédn't mind making my
excuses to Margaret."

"No, of course not. Are you sure you're all right?"

"Quite sure, thank you. What did she decide tondine end?"

"Do?" He looked vague.

"Yes. Margaret. Is she going to stay on here?"

"Oh -" He looked faintly put out - the only timeesbould ever remember his

doing so. "Yes. She seems to think she'd like ag 8t town for a day or
two."



"Oh."
"Val - you don't - mind, do you ?"
"Not in the least. Why should 1?"

"Nothing. That's all right, then."” But he lookedsuirbed. Then, glancing
quickly at his watch, he said, "I must go, my ddan. due at the Airways
terminal.”

"Very well."

"Val" - he came a few steps nearer - "wel@ to have some sort of talk
together, haven't we?"

"Yes."
"As soon as | get back from this trip - probablyhree days time."

"Yes. That will be all right.” For the life of heshe could not make her voice
sound anything but flat and cold, and he made &gt to come nearer to
her. After a moment he said: "Good-bye, Val."

"Good-bye."

For a moment he seemed as though he were goiraytsosnething else.
Then, turning abruptly on his heel, he went outte room. Well, that
finished it!

Margaret was going to stay, was she? Of coursetthéarranged it together
after she had gone out of the room. She had bdenldo suppose they
would do anything else. But anyway, it settled ¢simat last.

It had been absurd ever to have had any doubtheomatter. She'd been
tricked and deceived and fooled enough. Now shegeagy to cut all that
out - go back to Larry - pick up the old life whesiee had dropped it - and
thank Heaven that, unlike most people, she had gwen a blessed second
chance.



"I don't know what Nigel's game really is," shedtberself angrily, "but | do
know it's something discreditable. Does he realigp®se he can have me
hanging around here and some other girl parkekdamtiddle distance too?
No experience of women indeed! It looks more like bther extreme to
me."

Her anger sustained her for most of the lonely exgrbut when she was in
bed her thoughts kept going round and round in raide circles.

She found herself making excuses for Nigel one nmymand angrily
demolishing them the next, and when she finallydsleep it was to dream
that Nigel and Margaret were secretly married aedeweally laughing at
her. In the dream he kept on saying, "It isreéal marriage, Val" - just as
Larry had done so often.

Perhaps the dream helped her to make up her minanyArate, when she
woke up, her first thought was:

"I'm going to end it all with Nigel. I've made upymmind at last.”

It was a singularly bright and sunny morning whiea same downstairs. A
morning calculated to raise any spirits and to maken those facing
difficult decisions feel that perhaps the diffice#t were not so great after all.

*

She had breakfast alone, then sat musing overdfierecwhile she decided
what to do with herself for the next day or two.olbthe coming talk with
Nigel she did not allow herself to think. The sttaa wouldbe over some
time, and she would go away with Larry, and evenglwould one day be
as it had been.

Or would it?

Valerie sighed, then looked up as a smartly dresseddle-aged man
walked down the dining-room and * stopped at hbleta

"Mrs. Hanson?"



She nodded, but suddenly her heart knocked unpithasegainst her ribs
with some vague premonition of disaster.

"May | sit down?" Again Valerie nodded, and the maok the chair
opposite her. "I'm Robert Edwardes, Mrs. Hansod,lam a director of your
husband's company. | take it you haven't heardéwes this morning?”

"No - 0." She felt suddenly cold.
"I'm afraid | have bad news for you, Mrs. Hansaut, someone's got to tell

you. The London office had official notification Ihaan hour ago. I'm
terribly sorry, but your husband's plane is missmthe Persian Gulf."



CHAPTER X

FoOR perhaps five seconds Valerie stared at him inlatessilence. Then she
said, almost in a whisper:

"It's not true. ltcouldn'tbe true that anyone so alive as Nigel could sugden
be -"

"Don't say the word," Robert Edwardes exclaimedakjyj "and please don't
even think it so long as there is any alternative."

"Is there any alternative?" Valerie cleared heodhmnervously, but it didn't
seem to make her voice any less husky.

"Yes, of course." He was emphatic about that. "pla@e is only missing -
there's no report of a crash. It may only have tbatiake a forced landing
somewhere -"

She didn't know that she was sitting there drumrhegfingers on the table,
and she had forgotten Robert's presence untilide sa

“I'm horribly sorry, Mrs. Hanson. We think the wabrbf Nigel too, you
know. It's very brave of you to take it so quiétly.

"It was brave of you," Valerie said, "to come aetl ine. It couldn't have
been easy." And she smiled gratefully at Kim.

He patted her hand a little awkwardly and lookehsgthetic.

"Try not to worry too much, Mrs. Hanson. It's ateot business for you, |
know, but 'no news is good news,' you know, and mimute something
definite may come in. | needn't tell you that weomstantly in touch with
the airline people, and the moment we hear anytimage we'll be in touch
with you." He stood up. "Will you forgive me? - lust go now. But I'll see
you again soon."

She lingered on alone at the table in the breakfast window, because
her mind literally refused to prompt her to do dmyt) else.



She had not been sitting there more than a few tesnhhowever, when the
door opened again, and this time it was Larry waime into the room. He
glanced round, seemed relieved to see her thene,admd came straight
over to her.

"Morning, Val. Got rid of him at last?" he inquiredith an air of
satisfaction.

"Oh, whom?" Valerie said stupidly.
"Eh?" Larry looked slightly startled. "Of Nigel, aburse."”

"Nigel," Valerie said deliberately, "is missing.h& could not - would not -
bring herself to put into words the idea that hghthbe dead.

"Missing?" Larry looked astounded. "How can he lb#o® do you know ? "
"I've just heard. His plane is missing, somewharthe Persian Gulf."
"Oh, I'm - sorry." Larry spoke awkwardly.

"Sorry!" Valerie felt she had never heard a more ridiculousiadequate
comment. "Sorry? Oh, Larry, how very nice and geusrof you."

He looked restive.

"Well, frankly Val, you can't expect me to go irgostasies of grief about it,
can you? amsorry - | don't wish the chap any ill, but it wdde ridiculous
to pretend I'm heartbroken or that this alters laimgt that we arranged last
night."

"We arranged nothing last night,” Valerie said icodd little voice.

"Val! You're not going over all that again, suredye you?"

"No. | agree we've gone over it often enough, asdd now that I've been

stupid and weak and unable to make up my own niilsdny fault, Larry,
that things have dragged on in this way. | haviee&n fair to you and |



haven't been fair to Nigel. It's taken this - tisaster to show me what a
weak little drifter I've been, and now -"

"Val! For heaven's sake! There isn't any need &amlel yourself like that. |
don't know that I'm specially proud of my part hetbeginning, and as for
this other chap-"

"All right, Larry. You've said yourself that we"g@ne over it all too often as
itis. l agree. I'm just going to tell you the dheng now that matters. | would
have been honest and told you before, only | didddtise it myself until
yesterday. It's Nigel | love."

"You must be crazy!

"No. At least, | don't much care whether | am at. Méhatever his faults are
- and, to be absolutely frank, | dokftowwhat they are - | love him. If - if he
- comes back I want to be with him. If he doesm@htvme - that's a different
matter. But I've done with pretending to myselfl &nying to decide what is
wise, and listening first to one person and theottzar. Everything else is
just a side-issue - the only reality to me is tHave him."

Larry made a movement to interrupt her, but shehputhand on his arm to
stop him.

"No - just a moment, until I've finished. I'm sorify' you're hurt and
disappointed, and | know you meant nothing but nopdywhen you
followed me down here. But there's only one thing gan do for me now -
go home and get over me as soon as possible.”

Larry got slowly to his feet, a little as though Wwere not quite aware of
what he was doing.

"Then you mean there's absolutely nothing elsay@'s
"Nothing, Larry."

"And it makes no difference that this man is alnmeestainly a swindler?"



"No difference at all. But anyway, | think you'vetghat wrong somewhere.
It's something on which we shall have to agreeifferd Something which
can't be decided until - until I know what's happeone way or the other."

After a moment he said:

"Do you mind if | ask what you intend to do? | meauat your immediate
plans are."

"I don't mind your asking at all, but" - she shradglightly - "I can't make
any real plans. | think I'll stay on here for a aaytwo."

"Yes, | see.” Another slight pause. "You will leerknow if there is anything
at all that | can do for you, won't you?"

"Yes, Larry, | will let you know. But | don't expethere will be anything."
She made that sound final because she knew thathgakindest thing,
rather than let him keep a few lingering hopes.

"Well, then" - he spoke rather awkwardly - "I thiflld better go."

She nodded. At that moment, anxious though sheiavaisd things, she felt
very forlorn. He had' been a good deal to her enast now he seemed her
only friend - but the time was past when she capdgect to lean on
someone simply because thedbeen good friends once.

"Good-bye, Val."

"Good-bye."

By common consent they shook hands, making no pttémkiss each
other, but it was a very sincere handshake.

And then he was gone, without looking back, leaviergto make what she
could of her life alone.



It was a strange day, after that. She went ou fealk because there seemed
nothing else to do, and all the time she couldgattrid of the feeling that
she was waiting.

She went upstairs immediately after lunch - and thendered why she had
come up to her room. It was rather dreadful heyeorieself, knowing that,
whatever happened, Nigel could not come knockinghendoor with his
casual but kindly advice, his strangely sincereceom about her health, or
even - yes, she could have welcomed that - hisabesit Margaret.

"It's only at a time like this," thought Valerighat one really discovers what
is important and what is not. | wouldn't care abmstkissing Margaret, or
about his not telling me the truth, or anythingltif only he'd knock-"

And at that moment there was a knock on the door.

With a sort of superstitious certainty thatritistbe news of Nigel, Valerie
swung round from the window.

"Come in!" She could hardly get the words out.

But when the door opened it was only one of thedsyaiho came in, and the
sick wave of disappointment which came over het Ydlerie more surely
than anything else could have done how much Nigenhto her now.
"There's a lady to see you downstairs, madam."

"A lady ?" Valerie was puzzled.

"Yes, madam. A young lady - very smart and nicekiog, but she's ever so
upset at the moment.”

"Oh!" - Valerie realised suddenly that of coursenitist be Margaret - "I
think you'd better show her up here, since yous®/s - she's so much
upset.”

"Yes, madam."



The maid went out again, and Valerie was left tmedey how Margaret had
discovered the news and - still more - just how Imiicneant to her.

She was not left long in doubt. It was an agitated very different Margaret
who was shown into the room from the smiling, ss§ured girl of
yesterday.

"Oh, do tell me" - she didn't even wait to take &fad's hand - "is this
dreadful, dreadful news really true?"

"I'm afraid so,” Valerie said slowly, wanting, ihat moment, to be kind
even to Margaret, but faintly embarrassed thatsg®med to take it upon
herself to be even more agitated than Nigel's wife.

"You mean he'slead ?"

"No!" Valerie's tone was suddenly fierce and cOl@bn't speak of him like
that. The plane has almost certainly made a folaeding somewhere."”

"Do you knowthat?"

"No, of course not. One never does know these shiogcertain,” Valerie
said rather wearily.

"Then how can you be so calm?" Margaret threw Iifeck®vn into the
armchair by the window and began pulling nervowlyhe corner of the
expensive-looking handkerchief she was holding.

"One just has to - try to be calm, | suppose.rikhid only feel worse if | let
myself go."

"Oh, that's because you're such a cold persondifterent with me. | - |
don't know what | shall do about it."

Valerie was silent, very seriously tempted to pat that it was not
necessary for her to do anything about it - thdhah she was behaving in a
very tasteless and extraordinary manner. After enerd she said, with an
effort:



"I know it's terrible, but try - do try to be hopéflt - it isn't easy, | know, but

"Oh, it's all right for you,” Margaret broke in irapently and rather
astonishingly. "You're only the girl he marriedarurry - | know all about
that - but | - I love him." She looked defiantly\&lerie as she said that.

"I'm sorry." Valerie's voice was very soft and veopol. "I don't think | want
to - wrangle about Nigel with anyone. But perhapsgau will try to
remember that | am his wife, you'll find it eadiercontrol yourself."

"l don'twantto control myself." Margaret put her face in hantis suddenly
in utter dejection. "I could just cry and cry ifdally let myself go."” Valerie
hoped grimly that she would not really let hergglf "It seems shardwhen
I've only just found him again.”

"You do know, don't you," Valerie said dryly, "thfat a long-lost sister, you
are rather overdoing things ?"

"Sister?" Margaret raised her head and looked membr
"Well, you're not his sister, of course, are you ?"

"No." Margaret shook her head impatiently, almostthough it were
ridiculous even to waste time talking about it.

"Then do you mind telling me who you are?"
"l have told you. I'm the girl he loves."

"No, you didn't say that. You said you loved hiriwdlerie corrected her
ruthlessly.

"It's all the same thing."
Valerie thought it was very different but felt umed| to arguing the

theoretical point at that moment. She looked at degected figure of
Margaret, and somehow found it in her heart todreydor the girl. After



all, she too was genuinely grieving for Nigel, avidlerie knew only too
well how wretched that state was.

"l wish," she said quite gently, "that you wouldl tae how you and Nigel
really met."

"All right, 1 don't mind." Margaret was pulling ahe corner of her
handkerchief again. "It was in Montreal.”

"Before he came over here ?"

"Yes, over a year ago." Margaret sighed, as thoeghlling something very
pleasant but very far in the past. It made Valbiie her lip with vexation
and real pain.

"And you - fell in love then?"
Margaret nodded.

Valerie immediately wished she had had the coutagrit the question -
"You bothfell in love?" But she had not been able to sumtherresolution
to do so, and now the moment was past.

She glanced at Margaret, and again she had thelsenpa be kind to
someone who was grieving for the same cause aslhers

“I'm genuinely sorry that it - it turned out likéi$ for you,” she said
hesitatingly. "But | think you must be mistaken abhbis being in love with
you, because, after all, he did marry me." That eaa little more
confidently, because she supposed there musbbesort of truth in it.
Leaving out all question of his feelings towardssed, he would hardly
have married her - or anyone else - for the flimegson he had, if he was
already desperately in love with this girl.

"You don't understand.” Margaret twitched her steuimpatiently.

"I'm afraid | don't," Valerie confessed. "But | Wigou'd be a little more
frank. This - this business of his passing youasftis sister, for instance.



Please do tell me when he first suggested thetmlgau, and - and what
explanation he gave."

Margaret looked at her rather blankly for a momant] Valerie thought,
"She's really rather a stupid girl, for all herghriness and sparkle when she
is interested.™

"When did he first suggest the idea?" Margaret aitgrk slowly. Then she
seemed to gather her thoughts together more. "@h,mot very long ago. It
was - it was -" she hesitated.

"A harmless way of meeting," suggested Valerieaatnisply.

"Exactly." There was a slight pause, while Margavatched Valerie with
the only hint of anxiety she had ever shown regardhe reactions of
Nigel's wife. "You mustknow that these - these rush marriages nearly
always pall very quickly. I'm sorry - but that'thrutal fact. I'm sorry if the
'sister’' story makes you unhappy" - she was mudaie wunfident now - "but

he could hardly have had me here, where all hisaglies are, unless - well,
unless there was some sort of explanation.”

Valerie didn't comment on that. She was watchimgatiner girl closely. On
the whole, she was pretty certain that Margaretweadeing quite truthful.
But in that case, whatasthe real truth ?

"What made you say that about - about Nigel magyie in a hurry?" She
hated herself for continuing the discussion, bettsdd to try to find out a
little more.

"Well, he did marry you in a hurry, didn't he?" Maret's gaze was full on
her, with an innocent expression which, Valerig¢ flre, was not quite
genuine.

"Yes, | suppose you could call it that. But did-Hell you about it?"
Margaret nodded.

" Whatdid he tell ?"



"Well, that - that one sometimes did these thinggwmpulse, and - I'm sorry
- regretted them afterwards.”

"That's not true,” Valerie said coldly and with alsge conviction.
Whatever Nigel hathought,she knew positively that he would never have
saidsuch a thing.

Margaret shrugged.
"l didn't expect you to like it," she said.

"You were foolish to expect me to believe it," iaetold her shortly. "It's
just about as uncharacteristic of Nigel as it cdadd

Margaret didn't answer that. She looked faintlykgubnd as though she
were not very much interested in what Valerie wasrgy.

"Listen" - in her eagerness Valerie leant forwand @ut her hand on the
other girl's arm - "there's something very - horalobut misrepresenting
Nigel's actions when he's not here. Don't you s2&ou haven't told me
quite the truth, have you? Please remember thagl Nigmissing - that he
may be dead - we've got to face that fact. Youtdeant to sit there telling
me things that will make me think of him in a wrdight, do you ? He - he
can't defend himself, you see."

For a moment Margaret's expression changed. Theerrdtard, bright
resolution wavered, and Valerie thought she wasgyto get at the truth at
last.

"l love Nigel too," she said quietly. "The only tigi is to let him choose,
when the time comes, according to thee state of affairs."”

But she saw at once that her admission had shuddbeon any possible
confidences of Margaret's. She got to her feetkdyialmost brushing
Valerie's hand from her arm.

"There's nothing else to say. | suppose no wikslito hear that her husband
is in love with someone else, and it's much theesag/ay out to pretend that



she thinks it a lie. | - I've nothing else to saybu about it. I've told yomy
part of the story. You must take it or leave istjas you like."

She didn't actually look at Valerie while she wagisg all this. Instead, she
busied herself fastening her coat and pulling orgleves. Valerie watched
her without a word. Only when her visitor was quaady she spoke.

"I'm sorry. As you say, there's nothing else talbee « about it. Good-bye."

"Good-bye." Margaret seemed half inclined to hald leer hand, thought
better of it and, even humming a little to hersgderhaps to show her own
assurance - she went out of the room, closing tloe after her.

For a minute or two after she had gone, Valeriedtshere she was in the
middle of the room. Then, with a sigh, she sat damithe chair which
Margaret had left.

She was no further forward. She knew nothing meassuring. There was
still not a thing she could do but wait and waitlamait - until there was
some news.

Now she could not imagine why she had been soulimlis as not to ask him
outright what the explanation was. It seemed susimale idea - now that
she could no longer put it into effect. Why hagh'¢ just said quite frankly:

"l don't think there's anything very sisterly ab®drgaret, and | happened
to see you greet her as someone you already knewelDme what the
mystery is?"

But she had let the precious chances slip by, amdthey might not come
again.

Valerie was just wondering aimlessly what else ahwd do to fill in the
long, lonely afternoon, when once more the chamb&trmame knocking at
the door.

"Mrs. Hanson, there's a lady to see you again."”



"Again? Do you mean she's come back?"

"No, ma‘am. It's another lady. Quite a differemickof lady. Not very smart,
and worried like."

"To see me? Are you sure? | can't imagine who weweh know | was
here."

"She said it was you she wanted," the maid insjsted Valerie, supposing
it was the wife of one of Nigel's colleagues, askadher to be brought
upstairs.

But when the door opened again, it was not to admytstranger. Into the
room came Cousin Susan - for once without Geralad-obviously full of
anxiety and self-pity.

"Oh, Valerie,hereyou are!" she exclaimed "I've had such a busitefiad
you. What averypokey little room."

"I'm sorry you don't like the room." Valerie supgsed a smile. "But what is
it, Susan? What can | do for you?"

"Oh, Valerie, | dohopeyou'll do it." Susan spoke with great earnestnéss.
want you to come right back home with me to MonkdeA"

"You want me to come back to Monks Alder?" Valempeated slowly.
"But, Susan, why?" She couldn't resist adding, "Yeutnardly moved back

there yourself," a remark Susan ignored. "When a@igal want me to come
?II

"Oh, right away, Val. There isn't anything to prewvgou, is there?" Susan
could not imagine anyone having plans which intedewith her own.
"Gerald won't be there for another few days. | tald | was sure you would
come back with me."

Valerie hesitated, then sighed, "Very well, Sus&@hé& was conscious of a
sudden sick regret in leaving the place. It seermethehow, the only real



link she had with Nigel, and now that was snappi®erhaps she had been
silly to decide to leave. And yet what was therbeadone by staying?

No, better go back to Monks Alder and try to pigkwhat threads she could
from her old life. Shehad to fill in the dreadful gap some way, and she
would do it best in the dear, familiar surroundiog$er real home.



CHAPTER XI

IT was very, very good to be home, and even Susasssice could not take
away from the pleasure of it. Certainly she was Imeasier to live with
when Gerald was not there, and if she was neitreemvhearted nor a
cheering companion, at least she interfered vetie lwith the small
pleasures which had always made up Valerie's fifanks Alder.

Most of the time, Valerie still felt numb. There swstill no news of Nigel; an
all-out air-sea-rescue operation had so far foustting.

Two or three days after her return, Valerie metWard in the village. She
was passing his office just as he was enteriran, he invited her in, with
something approaching cordiality.

"I have just heard from your husband," he inforrhed almost cheerfully,
"and | -"

"Heard from Nigel!" Valerie paused with her handtbe back of the chair
he had put forward, her lips parted, and the caflvaining from her face.

"Certainly. Are you surprised?" Mr. Ward adjustéslihdoor spectacles and
regarded Valerie with some astonishment. "Therletts waiting for me
when | came back here yesterday after having beeay for a few days."

"Oh - | - see." The explanation was perfectly sienplfter all, but the
disappointment was so bitter that Valerie suffeaetial physical pain.

It had been absurd to suppose Mr. Wendld have had any news of him,
only -

Rather slowly Valerie sat down in the chair Mr. \Waad offered, but even
bending her head failed to hide the fact that she w tears.

"My dear lady!" Mr. Ward was most genuinely disted, and polished his
spectacles again as though that might enable hise¢osomething less
disturbing. "I am very sorry to have upset you ltkés, but | don't quite
understand.”



"N - no, of course not - please forgive me for lgeso silly. Only, you see,
Nigel is missing, and when you said you had heamoh fhim, | thought - It
was ridiculous of me. Of course, | see now. He aitotyou some days ago
and the letter has been waiting here for you." 8keglained about the
missing plane.

"Precisely.” Mr. Ward could not quite keep himsetdm looking up the
letter to verify the date, but, having done tha&t,rbgarded Valerie with a
really kindly glance. "l am very sorry indeed abgaur husband," he said
sincerely. "l hope you have some reason to thieketls still hope.”

"I'm hoping so." Valerie was quite calm again né@ne mustgo on hoping
that unless there - there is something more definit

"Certainly, certainly.” Mr. Ward was about to adiét while there was life
there was hope, but, recollecting that this haagiglied in the present case,
he tried another tack. "l am pleased to say that asband instructed me to
act for him in the matter of the disputed estate."

"Oh, did he? I'm so glad! | know he meant to, bwalsn't sure if he had
actually written about it."

"Yes." The lawyer seemed gratified by her approVBhough, of course,”
he added gravely, "the position has now changecesdrat. | am not sure
how this latest development affects the questiavuryhusband" - Valerie
had an uneasy feeling that his passion for exa&itoade him want to add
"or late husband" - "your husband has not yet bafénially presumed
killed, | take it?"

"No - I don't think so," Valerie said rather fantl

"Then for the purposes of the law, he yet - dead, and | shall continue to
carry out his instructions."

"Yes, please do," Valerie agreed eagerly. "Whagalopropose to do about
it, Mr. Ward ?"



He seemed a good deal more communicative thaneotash occasion she
had tackled him, and with a slight, dry smile, himrmed her:

"I have already opened the case, as a matter bflfhave only just now
come back from Town, where | have been seeing ¢peesentative of
Messrs. Foster & Foster. You will remember thaythee acting for -"

"Yes, yes, | know. They're Gerald's solicitors."
Mr. Ward inclined his head.
"And what did they say?"

"Well -" Mr. Ward appeared to draw the line at giyia verbatim report, but
distinct satisfaction showed in his -manner. "lai$ittle early to express a
definite opinion, but | must say | have gainedithpression that this - this
young woman's story is exceedingly thin, and tlabne is more aware of
the fact than Messrs. Foster & Foster."

"Oh!" Valerie gazed at him thoughtfully, trying tkecide just where this
new fact fitted into the puzzle. "You mean eventEps Foster think
Margaret - the so-called sister, | mean - knowseNign't her brother?"

"Oh, whether sh&nowsit or not is a different matter. She may be hdgest
of the opinion that he is, or she may, for reasoinker own, merely be
asserting that he is. | could only tell that afteerviewing the lady herself.”
Valerie could not help thinking that even an intevwwith Margaret might
well leave Mr. Ward still in considerable doubth& point is, however, that
the evidence supporting her assertion is of timesfiest."”

"Is it?" Valerie was interested.

"Of the flimsiest," repeated Mr. Ward, as thougkerenow he could hardly
credit the fact that anyone had even put it forwaltdests almost entirely
on an extremely incomplete diary kept by her latghar and containing, so
far as | can judge, references which could onlgdlked most inconclusive."



"Then why did a firm like Foster & Foster even talethe case ?" Valerie
couldn't help asking.

"Well" - Mr. Ward took off his spectacles and balad them delicately in
the manner of a famous judge for whom he had amarthough concealed,
admiration - "consider the position, Mrs. Hansoroul cousin - Mr.
Manders, that is to say - had already informed ttteahhe wished to dispute
the claim of your husband to the late Mrs. Hansestate. At that identical
time they receive a visit from a young woman claigiio be your husband's
sister and asking for his present address. Howenprobable her story
appeared, they could naturally do nothing but comoate with their client
who, if | may say so, probably seized upon theasitun with - er -
enthusiasm."

"l see."” Valerie bit her lip. She did see - sodaMr. Ward had outlined the
facts. But she wished passionately that she caddust a little further.

At any rate, it seemed that this fantastic schefrmassing Margaret off as
Nigel's sister had originated with Margaret herseffat he had accepted the
situation was undeniable, but - Valerie's healtbged - it was no longer so
obvious that he had set out to deceive her. In Fastsurprise at Margaret's
appearance began to be more understandable nohadHeeen astonished
that the mysterious sistbad turned out to be someone he already knew.

Valerie's rising spirits received something of aadhas she re-faced the fact
that hehadalready known Margaret and concealed the fact.NButWard
interrupted her thoughts before she could pursaiftinther.

"Am | to understand that you are back at Monks Aldiérs. Hanson, and
that you will be making your home there indefiny!

"Yes. At least for the time being. I'm staying #evith Susan - with Mrs.
Manders, you know."

"Mrs. Manders!" Mr. Ward forgot his impersonatioitloe judge and placed
his spectacles back upon his nose once more. "Bat,wnay | ask, is she
doing there?"



"Oh well, you see, she and Gerald think it is asdyas proved that Nigel is
an impostor, and I'm afraid they have planted tledves back there again -
at least, | mean, Susan has. Gerald is away omdsssi | haven't quite
enough claim to turn her out again, and | suppasene to that - she could
hardly turn me out either. But, in any case, slseds&ked me to go back there
for the time being. She is quite able to ignore &ttke thing like my
marriage if it suits her, and, for my part, | masin that | am very glad to be
back at Monks Alder, whatever the reason."

"Most irregular!" ejaculated Mr. Ward.
"Is it?" Valerie was amused.

"Why, of course I" He regarded her severely. "lerelveard of a precedent
for such a position. Both parties residing in thheperty under dispute.
Quite, quite irregular."

"I don't know that it really matters,"” Valerie sandth a slight sigh. "It
happens to suit us both, Mr. Ward. And, anyway, wWhwele case is a bit
ridiculous, isn't it?" She reflected that any caseclosely connected with
Susan and Gerald was almost bound to have an eevhéme ridiculous
about it.

Mr. Ward, however, deprecated the word, much prigfghis own choice
of "irregular." But, seeing that he was likely &peat it yet again, Valerie
interrupted hastily.

"l think you had better know just how much | disecsd - and didn't
discover - while | was in London," she said, andcpeded to give him a
short account of Nigel's own story and of Margarappearance. After a
moment's hesitation, she even added a laconic spqst' describing

Margaret's visit to herself and her admission siat was not really Nigel's
sister.

"Sheadmittedas much?" Mr. Ward was scandalised. "Most extiaarg!
Then what was her object in making her originatetgsn ?"



"I don't know. | suppose I'd better tell you," Viadeadded grimly, "that she
claims that she and my husband are in love with etteer. They met a year
ago in Canada, according to her."

"Hm." Mr. Ward glanced at her shrewdly. "And whaaswour impression
?II

"About her?"

"Well, about the possibility of this young womardayour husband being -
being attached to one another."

"l should say she was infatuated with him."
"And he?"

Almost for the first time, Valerie dispassionatetwiewed Nigel's attitude
towards Margaret.

"He found her amusing and - Well, no," Valerie atfieti with considerable
surprise. "l don't think Nigel ever did give thegrassion of being in love
with her."

"He would naturally have endeavoured to conceafabein front of you."
"Yes, but itisn't only that." Valerie leant forvebwith her arm on the desk in
interest at her discovery and her eagerness to matself clear. "l realise
now - he took it all much too lightly and amusedilyou know what | mean.
He did know her - I'm sure of that, but-"

"Then the story about their meeting in Canada iseqarobably correct.”

"Yes, | think it is, but -"

"Otherwise his attitude was that of a man who wassed by, and a little
admiring of, a rather daring escapade?”

Valerie looked at the elderly lawyer with a newped.



"Mr. Ward, | think you're right."
"I should like," Mr. Ward remarked, "to have a tallkh this young woman."
"I'd love you to!" Valerie agreed with slightly umaritable fervour.

Mr. Ward gave his wintry smile which could, howevexpress a good deal
of private amusement.

"It may be possible. Meanwhile, Mrs. Hanson, ifayrsay so-"
"Yes?"

"I should not attach overwhelming importance to tamg this young
woman said."

"Oh, I shouldn't.”
"But you felt a little natural uneasiness?"

"Well -" Valerie flushed. "I -I still don't know qgte why Nigel didn't explain
things to me if it was just some silly escapade.”

"In front of her?"
"At least when she had gone.”

"Hm." Mr. Ward did his impersonation of the judggaa. "Was there ample
opportunity for explanation, or-"

Valerie's expression told him the answer. Her cotteepened still further,
and she looked ashamed and contrite.

"No, | hadn't thought of that. | didn't give - | arg there wasn't much
opportunity. In fact - | think I've been ratheramk, one way and another."

"A common human failing,” the lawyer assured hadky if sententiously.



"But rather humiliating when one finds it applies oneself." Valerie
laughed and made a little face.

But how wonderful it was to bable to laugh again! To feel a certain
lightness of heart in spite of all the anxiety definite hope that, even if
Nigel had no specially deep love for her, at léasfs unlikely that he had
been either deceiving her or making a fool of her.

"Does the - er - prospect look a little brightel®. Ward inquired with his
dry smile again.

"If only Nigel is still alive, | think - | could - imaginghat everything might
come right one day. Anyway, | feel much happier riban when | came
into your office."

"My dear," Mr. Ward said - and he seemed to fogsiut adding "Mrs.
Hanson" that time - "I'm extremely glad to headr it.

Valerie shook hands with him very warmly before stak her leave. And
as she walked rather slowly back to Monks Aldere skflected how
extraordinarily human the most unlikely people cooécome in a crisis.

When Valerie came in, she went into the lounge,re/tshe found Susan
sitting at the writing-desk, where Aunt Evelyn heal often sat, reading a
letter, and, at the same time, sucking the topeoffbuntain pen with that
concentration which always preceded one of her ialcdncoherent
outpourings on paper.

"Hello, Susan. Writing letters?" Valerie asked atblye more for something
to say than anything else. But at the slightlytgustart her cousin gave, she
immediately became amusedly interested.

"Well, | wasgoingto write a letter,” Susan explained.

"Don't let me put you off your stroke," Valerie ded, and, picking up her

knitting, she sat down in a chair by the fire. Aetsilence, however, she
glanced up again, and could not resist adding, 'Néaot writing to anyone

Gerald doesn't know about, are you?"



"Vall How can you suggest such a thing!" Susan gbmaok these matters
very literally. "Certainlynot. In fact, Gerald himself has suggested | should
write. Only - Val, | want to bequite frank with you" - Susan evidently
wished to be nothing of the sort - "I hope you wdekl upsetor - or
uncomfortable about it. But | propose to invite Misllen down here for a
week-end."

"Margaret Allen?" Valerie looked astounded.

"Yes." Susan became firmer. "The sister of - ofellwyou know who.
Gerald says" - she consulted the letter in her harald says it might be
better forall of us if we get to the bottom of this sad busirfess

"I'm not at all upset or uncomfortable about ithfeésassured Susan gravely.
"Only | can't quite see why you think that will pell should have thought
you would have left all the - well, the interviewiand investigation to your
lawyers."

Susan looked uncomfortable again, but sought stymon Gerald's letter
once more.

"Gerald says,"” she explained firmly, "that feank and sympathetic
discussion with this girl should help us to reduoh truth."

"l see." Valerie's mouth hardened suddenly. Shersawjust what was in
Gerald's mind. He had heard from Susan, of cotins¢,Nigel was safely
out of the way, and he considered it a golden dppday for "getting at" the
so-called sister. It was really typical Gerald t@ge.

"Do you think she'll come, Susan?" Valerie regarded cousin with
innocent interest.

"I'm sureshe will. Why shouldn't she?" Susan turned badké¢odesk and
began to write. "After all, | am the onkgal relative belonging to Aunt
Evelyn left. She'll probably be pleased and flaitieat the idea of getting
into direct touch with me."



Valerie silently reviewed what she knew of Margaeetd failed to imagine
her flattered by any form of notice from Susan.

"l think it will be very interesting if she doesroe," she finally murmured
with deceptive meekness.

During the next few days, Valerie found an oppaitiuto tell Mr. Ward that
Margaret had actually been invited to Monks Aldgr3usan, and was a
good deal amused by his dry comment that "if faegzenindeed blind, it
would at least appear that she occasionally reeavitre sight of one eye."

"You will come up to Monks Alder while she is themson't you, Mr.
Ward?"

"Certainly, if | am invited."

"Well, of course | invite you now, and I'll let ydunow the best time to turn
up. That is, if she does come," Valerie addedla litubiously.

"Oh, she will come."” On that point at least Mr. Wand Susan appeared to
be at one.

Valerie looked amused.
"Why are you so sure?"

"Because she has no idea that you are here, ahe ifs a"s - interested in
your husband as you suppose, she will certainlynegtect an opportunity
of coming in touch with his relations - so-calladotherwise."

" 'So-called or otherwise' is about the right dgdiom,” Valerie remarked
with a laugh. "It's difficult sometimes to rememlveno is a relation and
who isn't in this tangle.”

"Well, at least there is no doubt about your relahip to Mr. Hanson," the
lawyer reminded her. And he went off, leaving Veddo reflect that, in his
own way, Mr. Ward had a considerable sense of humou



When Margaret arrived, Valerie was not in the ho&e had gone down to
the village to fetch something for which Susan kaddenly evinced an
urgent need. Knowing her cousin's tactics, Valémmught it not unlikely
that she was being got out of the way on purposeab this in no way
interfered with her own plans, she raised no olgact

"I wish | could know for certain that she would there when | get back,"
thought Valerie.

And then fate - possibly recovering a little morghs - suddenly played
straight into her hands. As Valerie came out of \tllage store, the one
decrepit taxi which the village boasted chugged pesup the hill. She had
one glimpse of the inmate, but one glimpse wasaeift. She would have
known that huge scarlet hat anywhere.

Margaret had arrived.

In quite unnecessary anxiety lest she should biathtValerie stepped
back abruptly into the doorway of the shop, andmtie taxi had passed,
she set off for Mr. Ward's office at somethindditess than a run.

"Mr. Ward!" Valerie hurried into his room, holdingut her hands. "She's
here!" Then, feeling that was perhaps unnecessdrdynatic, she added,
"Margaret Allen. I've just seen her drive up to MsrAlder in the taxi.
Could you possibly, possibly come back with me n®iéase do. I'm sure
the right thing is to confront her with us bothsa®n as possible."

Rising with a briskness which did him credit, Mraw thrust the papers
before him into a drawer with the nearest thing tack of ceremony that
Valerie had ever seen in him. He changed his indgmectacles for his
outdoor ones with a hand that trembled slightlykimg Valerie wonder if
he could possibly be genuinely excited. Then, rigcfor his hat and coat,
he spoke for the first time.

"l think," he said, "we are ready for the young vwaom

As they passed through the outer office, an angdigffance from the junior
clerk strove to ascertain whether Valerie had iddestrayed his lapse. But



the absorption of them both in something other thanunworthy self
restored his confidence and his self-esteem, aet &is interest in his
crossword puzzle.

It was not a long walk to Monks Alder, and Valeai® the lawyer said little
to each other on the way. She only paused to reoraé:

"Of course | just - met you quite casually, andugiat it would be very kind
of you to drop in to tea."

"Of course, of course,” Mr. Ward agreed a littlstilg, as though the
explanation were so self-evident that it was fdoksen to mention it.

At Monks Alder Valerie, her chin tilted a trifle fi@ntly, led the way into the
lounge where Susan was rather effusively entertgiher visitor to tea.

"Oh, Val" - Susan rose to her feet, divided betwddnmph and
nervousness. "This is Miss Allen. Miss Allen, tigsyour - um - brother's
solicitor. And, Mr. Ward, this is the sister off-tbe so-called Mr. Hanson."

"But | thought" - Valerie looked with friendly pulement at the astounded
Margaret - "l thought when 1 last saw you that yold me Nigel washot
your brother."

"When you last saw herBusan repeated with a dismay that was ludicrous.
"But you'veneverseen her before, Val."

"Oh yes, once or twice." Valerie smilingly took theuctant hand which
Margaret had not even extended to her. "Nigel thiced us. How are you,
Margaret? | was hoping you would find time to caimé/lonks Alder."

"But - but you nevertold me." Susan gazed at Valerie with indignant
reproach. "Valerie, howdeceitfulof you. | think you're just as bad as that
man - I'm sorry, Miss Allen, but your brother waswas always
impersonating people,” Susan added, allowing headétle poetic licence.
"It's so confusing, and -"



"There seems," observed Mr. Ward, removing hissglasand substituting
his other pair, the better to regard Margaret erthseems to be a certain
amount of confusion regarding this young lady's agantity. Perhaps she
will help us. Do | understand that you are indeegsVAllen ? - Miss
Margaret Allen?"

"Yes, of course." Margaret tossed her head. "l tdeknbw where the
confusion is. I've never pretended to be anyonéMaugaret Allen.”

"No," agreed Mr. Ward. "Perhaps it would have beeme accurate if | had
said that you - inadvertently or otherwise" - arel ave Margaret a
singularly steely look - "cast doubts on the idgmf someone else."

"I don't see why | should be catechised by peoplgtgaret exclaimed
indignantly. "I thought | had come down here onist\of pleasure” - she
shot a spiteful glance at Susan which caused #ut fo bridle - "but it
seems more like walking into a court of law."

"l can assure you," Mr. Ward told her smoothly,attlthis scene has no
resemblance whatsoever to a court of law. And,” daeled as an

afterthought, "we all hope your visit will be onkpbeasure. But | am sure
you will not refuse to assist us in a matter whiets caused us all a good
deal of anxiety and worry."

He paused, and, after a moment, Margaret said,"ather sulkily.

Mr. Ward smiled, as though he were not particulausprised to receive this
somewhat ungracious permission to proceed.

"I think you met Mr. Hanson first something overear ago, when you were
both living in Montreal."

Margaret nodded.
"You became quite friendly -"

"Very friendly,” Margaret insisted with an unkindagce this time at
Valerie.



"Very friendly," repeated Mr. Ward equably. "Buih - not to the extent of
exchanging addresses when you parted.”

Margaret gave him a startled look.

"How did you - Well, | lost his address, anywayhéssaid. "What does that
matter?"

"It doesn't matter at all,” Mr. Ward assured hepsthly. "These things are
so easily mislaid. Buafteryou had parted from Mr. Hanson, something he
had said about his going to Canada when he wasdanshde you connect
him in your mind with your own journey there."

"l don't know what all this has to do with you."

"l am only seeking to explain how you hit on thewmgenious method of
coming back into Mr. Hanson's life in circumstanted would intrigue and
interest him."

"Oh" - Margaret made an impatient gesture - "yanséo know all about it.
I'm sick of the whole thing myself. It was mostlsf for fun anyway."

"It is never fun, Miss Allen,"” Mr. Ward informed he'to endeavour to
deceive people.”

"But | don't undestand,"poor Susan interrupted.

"l think | do." Valerie was rather pale. "All theapg about the - the plane
crash and the diary is quite true. Only even yaurgelf never believed that
there had been any confusion about the two boystHgudisjointed diary
was useful, and, armed with that, you could gdeodolicitors dealing with
Aunt Evelyn's affairs-"

"Pardon me. / was dealing with your aunt's affaiké;. Ward interrupted
firmly.

"Well - yes. I'm sorry. The solicitors acting fone of Aunt Evelyn's heirs,
and find out just where Nigel was, and turn up is hfe again in



circumstances that were bound to interest him amdgps - perhaps touch
him."

"A mostimproper proceeding,” commented Mr. Ward.

"But" - Valerie felt suddenly sorry for Margarethw looked so sullen and
chagrined - "but rather understandable."

Mr. Ward looked astounded, evidently not findingtitall understandable.

"At least"” - Valerie amended a little guiltily - tenimagine someone doing
it more or less for - for a lark. That was it, wagnMargaret?" She suddenly
very much wanted to save the self-respect of tiniswpo was fond of Nigel
in her way but had tried so unscrupulously to &ttaerself to him. "You -
you didn't even mean to keep the pretence up fog,lonce you'd seen
him?"

Margaret shrugged - a little relieved, Valerie thou

"No. | expect the truth would have come out praitpn, and we'd have
laughed over it together, instead of everyone hgaligroics and talking like
the Last Judgment,” she added with an unfriendingg at Mr. Ward.

"The only difficulty was that you - you hadn't thghut of his getting married
in the year when you had lost sight of him?"

"Well, of course, that did complicate things a'bit.

"Then do you mean" - Susan got in a word at |&ghu can'tmean - that this
Nigel Hanson persois Nigel Hanson."

"Yes, of course." Margaret looked at her with omeamtempt. "Does it
matter?"

"Matter?" repeated poor Susan as the full results of thaskfrand
sympathetic discussion dawned upon Hétatter? Why, it means that
Monks Alder belongs to him, after all! And if helead, it belongs tval!"
And she began to cry.



"Oh, my goodness!" Margaret exclaimed. "Is this adhouse? Anyway, |

don't expect any of you are too anxious to havetang here any longer, and
I've an idea | can have a more amusing week-enewbere else. I'm sorry,
Mrs. Manders, if you don't like what you've hedrdf | won't stay and tell

you any more."

As though the place belonged to her, she marcheohimuthe hall - almost
knocking over Mabel, who "happened" to be repreisnaear the door.

"Will you get me a taxi, please," she said curtly.

"There is only one," Mabel informed her, just astlgu"But I'll telephone
for that."

She did so, with more speed than she had shownameioperation for
many a long day. And after an uneasy interval nfrtenutes, the ancient
taxi came chugging up the drive.

Margaret showed little desire for prolonged fardsyednd no one sought to
detain her. As Mabel closed the door behind helen&aheld out her hand
to Mr. Ward, and very gravely they exchanged atiyd@ndshake.

"I don't know what Gerald will say,” Susan said with an injured sigh.
"Everyone seems to have behavedydeceitfully. | should think you'd feel
veryuncomfortable, having married into such a famvig)."

"You forget,” Mr. Ward reminded her coldly, "thahig - somewhat
unbalanced Miss Allen is not a member of any fanmip which Mrs.
Hanson has married."

"Oh no, of course not. Oh dear, hesvribly confusing it all is." And Susan
went off disconsolately to her room to nurse a aasvheadache which, for
once, Valerie felt she was justified in pleading.

As she herself walked down the drive later with Mfard, she suddenly
slipped her hand into his arm.

"l can't thank you enough, Mr. Ward. You managesplendidly."



"My dear, | simply recited the facts."

"Yes - but so cleverly. How did you think out whatvas she had really
done ?"

"Merely by giving my undivided attention to the edsMr. Ward assured
her with a smile. "The central fact that your husbaas surprised at seeing
her arrive in the character of the long-lost sisteswed that when they had
originally met, she had not yet connected him il plane crash and her
mother's diary. That idea must have come to her,lahd - given the kind of
young woman she is - one could safely assume ti@atwould use that
discovery in an unconventional and even unscruswaay."

"Ye - es, | suppose so. | wish I'd been half agharabout it all as you have.
It - it might have saved a lot of unhappiness.”

"l hope the late discovery will serve to providéotof happiness at some
future date," the lawyer assured her, as he shans

"l hope so," Valerie smiled. "And Iwewon't forget that we owed it all to
you."

She leant her arms on the gate and watched hinifglown the lane. He
wasa good sort, as Nigel had said, and he had sémegdcause remarkably
well. It was lucky that he had been "on their side"

She smiled as she remembered how delighted Nigebbéan when she had
used that expression.

Oh, Nigel! Why wasn't he here to learn of his owmication?He was the
rightful owner of dear Monks Alder - and he had ereslept there even one
night. He had said he wanted her to have the plaggy/thing happened to
him. But that was just his dear, absurd, quixotiywrl he place belonged to
him, and must wait as impatiently as she did umileturned - if ever.

The familiar chill feathered over her heart astsloeight of Nigel. For much
of the time she had been managing to push the waryhe background of
her thoughts - but it wasn't actually very far e tbackground, and as,



nearing the house again, she heard the phone girggn heart began to
pound and she ran into the hall to answer it.

"Mrs. Hanson?" She almost stopped breathing aseslognised the voice of
Robert Edwardes, but she managed to say "yes, fagtyy. "Mrs. Hanson
- it's all right, don't faint or anything, will y&uit's Nigel - he's safe!"



CHAPTER XII
"SAFE?" Valerie was laughing and crying "at the samestim

"Yes, Mrs. Hanson. We had a telephone call ten tagyago. He was picked
up in a life-raft by an R.A.F. rescue plane - theese only two survivors

from the crash, it seems, so it was a miraculooaps Anyway, he's home
again now."

"What do you mean - he's home again?" Valerie'seveias shaking with
emotion. "Where is he?"

"That's the best part of all, Mrs. Hanson. Appdsehé was in fairly good

shape when they picked him up - apart from a br@kemand the obvious
after-effects of exposure for several days - amdesww, don't ask me how,
he persuaded the R.A.F. to fly him home to U.K.@tmmmediately. He's
in the R.A.F. hospital at Raddershaw, not fiftyesifrom you. He -"

But Valerie had put the phone down and flown outhef house to get the
village taxi.

"Well," - the very pretty nurse smiled doubtfully\galerie - "of course it's
quite against the rules except when a patient ishendanger list. And,
fortunately, your husband isn't anywhere near'that.

"But I've been thinking him dead." Valerie's volmeke a little in spite of
her efforts to steady it. "l only heard an houtven ago that he was here, and
safe. And - and anyway, | quarrelled a bit with hust before he went away.
"Pleasecan't | see him ?"

"I'll 'ask Sister.” The nurse looked sympatheticll 'try to make her
understand,” she added with almost ingenuous fenemd disappeared
behind one of the important-looking doors thatditiee short corridor to the
ward.



Not daring even to tiptoe to the door of the wardlerie stood where she
was, watching the big open fire at the end of tmglroom, and the pinky
glow it cast over the many beds with their quietuggants.

Which of those was Nigel? Was she really withinew fyards of him? -
within a few minutes of hearing his voice ? - orulgbshe have -

"It's all right. Sister says ten minutes only." Tingse was back beside her.
"But you can say a lot in ten minutes," she addedfortingly.

Valerie nodded, too much moved and excited to spaa#t followed the
nurse into the ward.

Somehow she had not expected him to be in thefirstyped - but there he
was, his bright eyes rather shadowed for once @nti figure singularly
still.

He glanced idly at the nurse, and then at theagill her - and at the sudden
change of expression on his face, Valerie knewvgtndd never have any
doubts or fears again.

"Val!" He almost whispered her name, and held agitihinjured arm to her.
Valerie had no idea that the nurse was tactfulligipgi a screen round the
bed or that she herself was breaking all rulestipg down on the bed. She
only knew that his arm was round her and that sae evying a little and
kissing him all over his face.

"Why, darling!" He returned her kisses, laughingl dolding her tightly.
"What's the matter? Don't cry like that - your détle face is all wet!
There's nothing to cry about.”

“No - no, | know. At least, not now. Now that yau'safe. | thought - |
thought - Oh, Nigel can | put my arms round you ?"

"You bet you can!"

"No, I mean, will it hurt you?"



"No. I shouldn't care if it did."

She slid her arms round him and hugged him.

"Oh, Nigel, I thought I'd lost you."

"And that would have mattered so much ?"

"You knowit would."

He smiled at her and shook his head.

"No, | don't."

"Oh no, of course you didn't know. | -1 - Nigel,iydo love me, don't you?"
"Like hell."

"That sounds a lot."

"Itis. And it hurts."

"Oh, darling, I'm sorry. But it needn't hurt ifdve you too, need it?"
"No." He kissed her again. "Not if you love me too.

"l do, Nigel. I've been such a fool - oh, and sanhunworthy little beast too,
and -"

"No, no." - He laughed and put his cheek agairestdap of her head. "l won't
have anyone talking that way about the girl | |Bve.

"But it's true! | thought -"
"- that | was in love with Margaret?"

"Yes. How did you know?"



"Because you looked jealous, darling - blessedijojgs, for the first time,
that day the little idiot turned up.”

"Oh, Nigel, wasn't ismallof me?"

"No. Just stupid of me not to explain at once. Beuldn't in front of her
because she'd got her whole silly escapade workedtm her own
satisfaction. And then when | came to your roorerafirds you didn't seem
exactly chatty. | thought, 'I'll explain tomorrowhen it's easier,' but there
wasn't any tomorrow. At least, not until now."

"And now - it's all right?" She looked up at him.

"It suits me." He smiled down at her.

"Oh, and it's all right about Monks Alder too. Steane down there this
afternoon -"

"Who did?"

"Margaret."

"Did she?"

"Um-hm. But it didn't matter. Mr. Ward and | saw hand she had to admit
that she knew perfectly well you were no brothehefs, and there was no
guestion about your being anyone but Nigel Hanaod, - oh well, there's
nothing else to worry about, except" - she smileddenly - "that Susan
doesn't quite know what Gerald will say."”

Nigel laughed.

"Tell her that | know what he ought to say."

"And that is?"



"The same as he said to you when he wanted tyturout of Monks Alder.
That one person's good fortune is bound to be angirson's bad fortune.
Kiss me, darling. Life's like that - as Gerald says



