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"Please, Joanna! You must help me!" Auriel Deans deeply in trouble.
To help her, Joanna - her usually sensible sigterbarked on an incredibly
risky adventure. Caught burglarizing an apartm&oénna found herself a
potential murder suspect. Neil Felling, a completranger, provided her
with an alibi that satisfied the police. But Joaknaw that Neil could only
think the worst of her. She had to convince Naik tthe was innocent. But

Auriel, the only person who could clear Joannatsaaselfishly betrayed
her...



CHAPTER ONE

JOANNA set down her tray and stared in astonishment anmeething like
fear at the sobbing figure on the bed.

‘Auriell" She came and hung over her young hatesisWhat's the matter,
darling? Surely the headache can't be as bad &5 tha

'It's not—a headache,' came the muffled reply.
'Do you feel ill in some other way, then?"

'No, of course not!" Auriel, who had retired to edhour ago with a most
effective display of indisposition, now seemed figifrritated that Joanna
should have been taken in by the performance.

'Well then'—Joanna doubtfully stroked the improlyalautiful red-gold
hair—'have you quarrelled with John?’

'‘N-no." But the impatient twitch of Auriel's shoaldceased, and she
suddenly became unnaturally still.

Not for nothing had Joanna followed the moods, misarinconsistencies
and reactions of her young half-sister for twerggng. She knew that 'no' in
that particular tone meant, 'Not exactly, but y@wgetting warmer, and I'm
not sure | want to tell you, anyway.’

'l think you'd better explain, or else | can't hgtu,' Joanna said, and her
tone, though calm and matter-of-fact, was warm wikle coaxing
reassurance one uses to a child.

The effect was instantaneous. Auriel rolled ovet gazed at her with the
appealing, dark-fringed grey eyes which made peapli¢o describe her as
'that lovely little creature’, although, in poiritfact (and strict measurement)
she was no smaller than many another girl who nieggired this flattering
description.



Joanna sat down on the side of the bed, and imteddiber hand was

clutched in a hot, appealing clasp, for it was oh&uriel's special gifts that

she could bring every particle of herself to thektaf coercion or persuasion
when she wanted something done.

'It's not about John," Auriel explained, in a lotnagic whisper, which
somehow made one reflect uneasily that the be&sbfuetimes die young.
'It's about—Simon.’

'Simon?' Joanna drew her strongly-marked eyebrovegether
consideringly. 'Simon who?'

'Oh, Joanna! Simon Gray, of course.’

'Simon Gray?' For a moment contempt drowned out syrapathy in
Joanna's voice. 'Auriel, you surely haven't beemggimagain, have you?'

‘Not willingly, not willingly!" Auriel spoke in a sft, distressful little wail.
'He—made me."

'What do you mean?—made you? | thought you had #eelast of him a
year ago or more.'

'Oh, Joanna, so did I! And you know how happy been—I mean, |
am—with John. | never wanted to see Simon agdéver!' Auriel's voice
took on a surprising edge of bitterness and vermma fmoment. 'But he's
heard about my engagement to John. He knows howartarg and—critical
the family are. And now he's threatening to makesuttie.'

'‘But there's no trouble he can make. Don't be,stbrling." Joanna was
reassuring and matter-of-fact again. "You werenttig with him, of course.
But it isn't as though there were ever anythingoser between you and
Simon Gray. No engagement*no '

Joanna was not quite sure why she stopped. Onletbamy flickered in
Auriel's wide, disarming gaze. Some lurking fead awarenesswhich
suddenly cut off the easy assurances that had tasker lips. There was a
peculiar little silence. Then Joanna said, 'Wedsuwhere anything?'



‘There was a letter," Auriel whispered.

Joanna bit her lip. 'What sort of a letter? A Itetter?'

Auriel nodded.

'Well, | suppose lots of girls have written lovétées to other men before
they actually found the one man they really waniédtere's nothing to be
afraid of in that.'

But Auriel wasafraid, Joanna saw. Afraid in a cornered, despesait of
way which seemed to have no relation to the tiiés they were

discussing.

'It wasn't just—a love letter," Auriel said huskiy last. 'lIt was a letter
making an—an arrangement between us.'

'What sort of an arrangement?' Anxiety and an ualusonpatience
sharpened Joanna's voice for a moment.

'‘An arrangement for—for us to go away together.'’

‘To elope, you mean?’

'No." Auriel's hand tightened convulsively. 'To@weay for a week-end.’
‘Auriel!

'l never went, Joanna! | never went!" Auriel's woweas suddenly shrill in its
panic-stricken insistence. 'l—thought better ofBut he's got the letter,
don't you see? He's got the letter and he meamsetd.'

'Use it!" Joanna felt stupefied by the sudden imrasf their lives by this
preposterous element of melodrama. 'Use it? But?hDwo you mean he's

trying to blackmail you?'

'‘No, no. At least, not in the sense of demandingeyoBut it's just as bad as
blackmail, the beast!" Again there was that touctlemom as well as fear,



the distilled acid of a sweetness which had gome. sde says he won't let
John have me—that | belong to him—that | cheated dmd--'

'Did you?' inquired Joanna, with unusual dryness.

‘Joannal—I refused to go away with him after dthat's what you mean.’
Auriel's air suggested a genuine belief in her wtocked virtue, but
Joanna, knowing her, wondered how far she had fedhe admittedly
objectionable Simon Gray. He was not the sortke tandly to the idea that
someone had made a fool of him.

‘All right," Joanna said, in answer to Auriel's eidyed gaze, as much as her
words. 'All right. Wittingly or unwittingly, you lé him up the garden, and
very foolishly supplied him with the wherewithal take revenge. What
does he propose to do with this letter? Show Jiotan?*

'Worse, Joannahuchworse. He's going to post it to John's mother.’
Joanna thought of the chilly difficult Mrs Morgan+~bo means sure that
she wanted her John to marry flighty young Aurigabe, anyway—and
whistled softly.

'Yes—that's pretty bad,” she admitted, with remaikkaunderstatement.
‘There's only one thing to do, my dear. You mustklup your courage and
forestall him by telling John the exact truth.’

'l couldn't! | couldn't possibly!" Auriel was whitgith fear and protest.

'‘But if you did it exactly as you've told me nowe lrhight be angry, but he
would understand and get over it. After all, yod do harm. You were a
fool and contemplated doing wrong. But you didiotit. John loves you.
He'll believe you.'

'‘No, he won't.’

'Of course he will, Auriel. Why shouldn't heddtthe truth and—and--'



Joanna swallowed suddenly, and for the first tilme whisper of an idea
came to her that perhaps Auriel had not told herekact truth. Perhaps
there was more to it than she said. Perhaps even--

'‘No! I won't be hateful and suspicious,’' Joanna balrself fiercely. 'Here am
| assuring her that John will believe her, and #howing myself a few
doubts. I won't!

But somehow she had no heart for protestations &&w.went on holding
Auriel's hot hand, and the heavy, pregnant momeeigsured themselves
out silently between them.

‘There must be some way,' Joanna said at lastoutidonviction.

She felt Auriel's fingers stir in hers.

"There—there is, Joanna. But it's rather—fantadtwas afraid even to
mention it.'

'‘But the whole thing is fantastic. | don't think weed hold back for any
consideration of that sort. What other way is théuriel?'

'We could get back the letter. Steal it back. l&iay at present, | know he
is. I heard him making the arrangement at the Ratmctktail party. It—it
gave me the idea. | know where his flat is. It'ss+#iather an old-fashioned
block, Joanna. There's a fire-escape at the baekouldn't even be very
difficult. Just to—slip back the window-catch andetgn. Oh, Joanna, it
might really be the best way!"

Joanna stared at her usually helpless young reiéfran amazement.

'‘Are you seriously suggesting that you should u&jmon’'s place?’
'‘Not—not me," Auriel said faintly.

'Me!" Joanna cried. 'Are you crazy, Auriel?"



'Yes, of course I'm crazy! Auriel snatched her chaaway and sat up
suddenly. ‘Crazy with terror and despair and miséfyy else do you think
I'd talk like this? I'm crazy at the thought of iteg John—mad with terror,
every hour of the day and night, because | dorowwkwhen Simon will
strike. Ofcoursel'm not talking or thinking normally. But isn't@nough to
make anyone go out of her mind? I'm terrified, Il tgou, and
desperate—desperate— desperate. And you sit thghegs "We can't do
this," and "I don't like the idea of that." | thdugyou loved me and would
help me. But you won't. You're just sitting thengudgment on me.' And,
flinging herself down again, Auriel began to solidlyi once more.

Hardly even noticing the inaccuracies of this owbwr the injustice to
herself, Joanna set to work to calm the hysteguél

'Hush, Auriel! Mother will hear, and want to knowhat's wrong. Be
quiet—I'll think of something. I'll help you, | pnaise. There's a way out of
this somehow.’

'Oh, no, oh, no," Auriel sobbed forlornly, but mopgetly. "There's no way
out except the one I've said. And you won't do.that

'Listen, my dear. I'll go and see Simon Gray fou.yidl talk to him and see
what--'

'Oh, Joanna, don't be so—so naive," exclaimed Aame for a moment, in
her reluctant understanding of the man they weseudising, she it was who
sounded the older of the two. 'Simon isn't a mandlal to logic. If | couldn't
persuade him, do you suppose you could?’

Joanna was silent, struggling against even conegléhe melodramatic
suggestion which Auriel had made.

'One can't just—break into someone else's plaoe,said uneasily at last.
'Even though the man is a skunk like Simon Grayglawy is burglary.’

'Do you mean you'd feel some scruples about it®/a Auriel's turn to
sound naive—and astonished.



'‘No, not exactly. It's a sort of affront to oneiger pride to do something so
contemptible, | suppose, even in these circumstari®esides, if one were
caught--'

"You wouldn'tbe caught. | tell you, Joanna, it's almost simple.’

'When did you say he would be away?"

‘This week-end. Now! This very minute, Joanna!'

'Oh, lord!" Joanna felt her heart give a most urfootable lurch, as she
realised that the ordeal—if she accepted it—wd# gon her.

All the same, it never occurred to her to suggest Auriel might do her
own unpleasant work. Quite apart from anything elee knew it was
entirely beyond Auriel's nervous capacity, espécia her present state.
She was, however, singularly ready to outline theme for someone else.

'l know he's away, Joanna. | heard him arranging to gérien Glover's
place for Sunday and stay overnight.’

'When was this?'
'Last night. He said he would catch the ten-thiréyn this morning.’
Joanna bit her lip and looked thoughtfully at thieeo girl.

'l don't want to sound as though I'm trying to get of it, but how do you
know he didn't post the letter to Mrs Morgan befoeevent?’

'I'm sure he didn't, because—because he said smgetbout reconsidering
the whole thing if | would agree to—to break off elygagement in my own
way and—carry out the arrangement suggested ilettes.'

'He saidthat?’ Joanna was usually slow to anger, but shehfelblood rush
into her cheeks, and in that moment her deternanat outwit Simon Gray
really began to outweigh both her caution and lcen@es. 'Well, then--



You say it would be fairly easy from the back ok thlock —by the
fire-escape?—oh, my goodness, hatwpidit all sounds! Like a bad film.'

"My part's like a bad film too," Auriel's voice quiedrslightly. 'Losing your
fiance and being disgraced before his family isljue a bad film. And so is
the—the thought of what it would do to Mother anaiddy.’

'l know. I'd thought of them."

Joanna's tone was still almost matter-of-fact,ibuhe little hollow under
her cheek-bone, a slight pulse had begun to beattriel's last argument
was also the most powerful.

"You realise, of course, that if | were'—she cldabteer throat a trifle
self-consciously—'caught, our position would be rewgorse than the
present one.'

It couldn't be," Auriel retorted with a sigh—andirae disregard for what it
would mean to Joanna personally. 'And anyway, yoa't\be caught. It's
almost easy, really. It's just that it sounds vaitdi silly in theory.’

'It's going to seem pretty wild and silly in praetitoo," Joanna retorted
dryly. But she knew—and she knew that Auriel knewatther consent was
as good as given.

Distastefully, but with the same efficiency whidhacacterised her attitude
to most things she undertook, Joanna checked beetdtails of the scheme
with Auriel.

For someone who had never intended to play anyeactie in the plan
herself, Auriel showed a remarkable grip of thaation.

'It's on the fourth floor. And the fire escapeight outside the window of a
small room he calls his study.'

'How do you know?' Joanna could not help asking.



'‘Well, I've beenthere in—in earlier days. Only in the study ane-Hounge,
of course.’

'Of course,' Joanna agreed, and somehow wishedhbdtad not asked the
guestion. 'And you think it's in this— study thatik likely to keep letters of
a—of a compromising nature?’

'I'm sure of it, Joanna." Auriel was almost chdeiritthe joy and relief of
having gained her point. 'There's a bureau theoe. rfay have to force the
lock, but it's pretty flimsy. If you take a stropgnknife--'

Joanna found she was not listening in detail toié\srideas on how one
picked locks. Instead, she was reflecting how exthiaary it was that
anyone so sweet and helpless as Auriel could beeihléy ruthless one,
when it came to the point.

It had always been the same, even when they weldrash To outward
seeming, Joanna, as the elder, attended to alrgfamising and planning in
their play and personal routine. But somehow itagisvturned out that they
did exactly what Auriel wanted.

Not that Joanna grudged the younger girl first cean everything. Too

young to remember her own mother, Joanna had ghgtefelcomed the

pretty, gay, charming creature whom her father imawduced to her as
'Mother' when she was three years old, and whetuentime, an equally
pretty, gay and charming baby was added to thelyadvanna adored her
from the first moment she glimpsed her round, svissed.

Nowadays, Joanna, who was both clear-headed aadsitghted, had no
illusions about her young half-sister. But then afwesn't really need
illusions in order to love the Auriel type. Provil®ne is not in active
competition—in other words, of something the saype tas oneself—it is
enough to be amused and charmed and occasionatiiesth by them.

To Joanna, it was as natural to look after Aurrel axtricate her from any
trouble, as it was to breathe and laugh and devbet—which last she did
as a remarkably efficient secretary to a remarkdlsnguished architect.



So it was that, once she had accepted the primessigg to Auriel's
happiness of this fantastic undertaking, she pab@eéo carry it out, if not
without a qualm, at least with grim determination.

While Auriel lay there watching her with wide andrkened eyes, she
dialled Simon Gray's telephone number and listéagie persistent ringing
for endless minutes, which she counted off by #evly beating of her own
heart.

Then she dialled 'Operator’, said she had beemalifficulty with this
particular number, and waited again until a coursewoice informed her
that there was no reply from the number concerned.

‘The flat is empty all right,’ Joanna said, in aesto Auriel's whispered,
'Well?'

‘Then you're really going?"

'Of course.' Joanna glanced at the clock. 'It's @mout the right time

for—for the job, | imagine. Just before twelve. Hgh people about for me
to pass unnoticed on the way there, and too latedople to be hanging out
of their back windows looking at the view." Andpbling a reassuringly

nonchalant kiss to Auriel, she went out of the room

Fortunately, she found a taxi quite easily and;esimer outward appearance
was no more sensational than that of any othecgirling home late from a
party or cinema, she boldly demanded to be set doxgenminutes' walk
away from the block of flats.

It was raining when she got out. Thin, cold raiattkept on driving in under
the hood she was wearing. But, apart from the didod, rain was perhaps
an advantage. It would at least ensure that non@sehanging about in the
quiet alleyway which ran along the back of thesflat

There was a wall, however, which proved considgrhigher than anything
Joanna had anticipated, and smooth and extraoilglinarinviting to an
amateur burglar. Indeed, but for the thought ofiélis despair, she would



have accepted, even at this late hour, the ideathigaplan was quite
impracticable, after all.

And then fate—kind or unkind, it would be difficutt say—presented her
with an absurdly easy solution. One of the twohoee¢ gates set far back in
the wall had been left ajar.

Not a soul was in sight. With hardly so much ashac& in her .rapid
walking, Joanna slipped in, and pushed the gadbelnd her. Not so that it
completely latched, as she was already beginnintdpitdk of her line of
retreat and, for all she knew, the door might lackomatically. Probably
did, in fact, for some very secure protection wobtl needed in a place
where the fire-escape presented such an easy ascent

It towered in front of her now, so close that sheped to think how near she
was to her final objective.

Looking up, she saw that not many windows were shgw light by now.
But, with another horrid accentuation of her hegaitb, she saw that light
was streaming from one window directly on to thie-scape. Fearfully she
counted the windows, and then drew a long breatblisf.

The light came from the fifth floor. She would r@tve to pass it. Indeed, in
contrast, the floor below seemed thrown into eveeper shadow. Fortune
seemed to be favouring her again.

Not giving herself time to consider, and sternlgrdgarding the peculiar
sensation in her knees, Joanna began to climkatherrold-fashioned iron
staircase. The blood seemed to be making suclaagstr pulsing sound in
her head that she found it hard to check on tle@sd of her footsteps. But,
softly and lightly, counting the floors as she westite mounted the steps.

She didn't need to count, really, she told hersdthen she reached the
window just below the light, she would know she \eere.

And, when she reached the window just below tha lighe could scarcely
believe the consistence of her luck. There waseslnio use the penknife
yet—no nerve-racking ordeal while she struggletbtoe back the window



catch. The lower sash was actually a little raigddshe had to do was to
push it up further and step inside the room.

Heavy velvet curtains met her outstretched hantishe was able to push
them aside and, almost silently, slip into her ddekshelter.

Like any well-prepared burglar, she had broughbekpt-torch with her.
But—never intended for such a job as this—it waskegumadequate. And,
having swept the thin line of light round the roaloanna decided that the
safest thing was to concentrate on speed.

The heavy curtains would protect her from any pmessuspicion from
outside. The simplest thing was to switch on tgktland set to work.

It required something of an effort to make herselfthis, even though she
knew the flat was empty, but the moment the room fudly illuminated,
her eye lighted on the bureau which Auriel had desd. And, with victory
almost within her reach, she felt her fears subside

Curiously enough, she was almost put out, rathar teassured, to find that
the bureau was unlocked. Somehow, everything wiag) ladmost too easy.
Or was it just that, in her amateurish expectatibmelodrama all the way,
she had exaggerated the difficulties in advance armisted on a
cloak-and-dagger technique?

In any case, she felt ridiculously self-consciolm®w that businesslike
penknife (masquerading as dagger, presumably) witlth she had so
unnecessarily provided herself. And, slipping itlk@nto her pocket, she
turned back the flap of the bureau, and proceedegarch systematically
through the letters and papers she found there.

She was completely absorbed. Her heartbeats ncedosgunded like
hammer-blows. Her breath came evenly, and everkihnees felt almost
normal. After all, she was alone in the place, withe enough before her.
Even if it took a long while--

And then it happened.



Without so much as the click of a lock to warn reeman's voice spoke,
pleasantly but a little dangerously, behind her.

'Would you mind telling me what you're doing atttdask?’

For a moment, she could not even turn round. Shaklecmt even uncurl her
stiffened fingers from the sheaf of letters she Wwalsling. She could only
stand there, rigid and motionless, while her vagrhseemed to stand still
too.

Then, with an effort beyond anything she had ewtiewved, she slowly
turned, expecting to see Simon Gray.

The man who leaned carelessly against the sideeatdorway, one hand in
the pocket of his jacket, was a complete stranméet.

'Who are you?' she said, with a little gasp. 'Arigatrare you doing here?"

'Don't think me unco-operative,' was the dry rettt I'm afraid those are
guestions whictyoumust answer first.'

‘This flat—was lent to me—for the week-end."

The idea came to her in a flash, as she realisadtkils must be the
explanation of the man's own presence here. Sinnay Bust have lent it to
him for the week-end. If she could pretend there heshla mix-up and the
flat lent to two people, she might yet bluff heryaut.

'Is that so?' He didn't seem much impressed. 'Doajways come in by the
window?'

'Oh'—she managed a deprecating little laugh—'l kitosounds silly, but
|—I lost the key.'

'It does sound rather silly," he agreed. '"Woulidihdve been simpler to have
asked the night porter to let you in?'

Joanna swallowed.



'l wasn't—all that anxious to draw attention to thet that I—I was having
the run of—of a man's flat for the week-end.’

Not very good, she knew. But just possible.

'l see." His reflective glance went once more te tpen bureau. Tell
me—whoinvited you to stay here?'

'Why, Simon—Mr Gray, of course.’

Whereupon you returned his hospitality by rifling private papers.'

'Oh--' Again she managed the deprecating littlgtadOf course it was

awful of me to be so—so inquisitive. But at ledgé Ibeen well punished.

You make me feel a perfect worm.’

‘Not at all." A gleam of irony crept into his ur@ndly eyes. 'Presumably this
is your own way of making yourself at home. You wndr Gray very well,

| take it?'

'Oh, certainly!

'And have often visited him in his flat?'

She passed the tip of her tongue over her lipgpestiig some sort of trap
here. But she answered, almost without hesitation,

'Yes, of course.'

'Well, | can only suggest that in future when yauwsiting you cultivate
some powers of observation. Didn't this room segangely unfamiliar to
you?'

She knew now that somewhere in this conversatierethad been a trap and
that she had fallen into it. She stared at him vaged and wordless, afraid
to say anything else in case she made matters worse



And then at last he moved from his lounging poaitiy the door and came
slowly forward into the room. If the desk had neeh behind her, she would
have backed away from him. As it was, he came mghto her and stood
towering over her in the most disconcerting manner.

"You-know, you're quite a good liar," he said casaé&onally. 'But your
initial reconnaissance work was poor. This doelkafipen to be Simon
Gray's flat at all. He lives in the flat immediat@lbove this one.’

'Oh, no!" Her hand flew to her lips, in a gesturstartled dismay. 'But that
can't be true,’ she added immediately. 'Theréghaburning there. I—I saw
it. And he's away. | know he is. Besides'—she gtddnound the room, too
bewildered and put out now to pretend anything #s-ith the fourth floor,
isn't it?'

He smiled as he shook his head. But it was naeadty or understanding
smile.

'But | counted the floors—several timesduldn'tbe mistaken.'

'‘Not mistaken, perhaps. Just unlucky. You see, rturiately for you, this
block is built on a sloping site. The first rowwindows at the back don't
belong to a floor of flats at all. They're parttioé administrative offices and
so on. What is the ground floor at the front of bheck becomes the first
floor at the back. Too bad. You couldn't really &aaken that into your
calculations. Unless, of course, you knew the plaek, which I'm afraid |
don't really believe you do, Miss...?"

Joanna didn't offer to complete her name for htrmas bad enough to find
herself in this equivocal position without positivedentifying herself.

'I'm very sorry. I—I do most humbly apologise faebking into your flat
like this. But Simon really had lent...’

'No, no, that doesn't bear repetition, you knowds weak, but might have
passed in the flurry of first explanations. You 'taise it again. I'm not a
suspicious sort of fellow, but | begin to ask my$&lw much of the rest of
the story is invention--'



'l assure you--'

"... And whether my best course wouldn't be to upghe police and hand
over a charming sneak-thief to their further inigedion.’

'Oh, no! Please, please don't do any such thimg& hightmare vision,
Joanna saw her dignified father being summoned dw Btreet in the
morning and asked to provide bail for his elderghaer. 'Iswearto you |
wasn't really burg—I mean, trying to take anythingm you. It was a
letter--'

She stopped.

'Suppose you sit down,' he said politely, perhajpssging that her knees
were buckling under her.

‘Th-thank you,' Joanna dropped into the low chdiictv he pushed forward
for her. She wished he would also have sat downatte her feel terribly at
a disadvantage having him stand over her like Bus she thought, glancing
at him surreptitiously, that he was not a man ke tsuggestions or requests
very easily.

Good-looking, in a tall well-built, uncompromisirsprt of way, he might
have been a successful doctor or lecturer or—dueadbught—Ilawyer.
There was nothing at all indulgent about the séismouth, and the gleams
of humour which he had displayed were sarcastiterathan reassuring.
Joanna tried to tell herself that no one with suail-set eyes could be
without some sort of human reaction. But then she to admit, the next
moment, that at present they were of an extraontimeold, clear grey
which she found singularly unreassuring.

'‘Well?' he prompted at last, possibly in answeh&o nervously hopeful
scrutiny.

'l think," Joanna said, again moistening her lipghker tongue, 'that I'd
better tell you the exact truth.’



'It's quite a good plan at a moment like this,algeeed. 'When all else has
failed, | mean.'

She swallowed that as best she could. After algcdwdd hardly be expected
to see her in a flattering light.

'Do you know Simon Gray?' she asked, rather timidly
'Only by sight.’

'Well, he has in his possession a letter—a verypromising sort of letter--'
She broke off suddenly, realising from his sliglgnge of distaste that he
thought he was hearing yet more of her undesiratiwities. 'lt's notmy
letter,’ she exclaimed, with more indignation thiha doubt of a stranger
seemed to call for.

'Of course not.' Again that faint smile which seajty disconcerted her.
‘But it isn't!"

'Do you think this is really of great importancd®e infused a quite
extraordinary degree of indifference into that.

‘To—to me it is,' Joanna muttered, but she knewvgde poorly placed for

any display of anxiety over her good name. 'Anyweyproposed to use this
letter in a—a damaging way. It would have meantagtmhappiness for

several people I'm fond of. He—wouldn't yield t@@ament, so | decided

to—steal back the letter.’

'Even though it was not yours?'
'l was taking it straight to the girl who wrote And— oh'—she stopped,
almost wringing her hands as she recalled Aurieitimgg waiting,

hopefully—'I've failed. He can still use the lettenless--'

She broke off again, and this time real amusemamiecinto the cold, grey
eyes which never left her face.



'Don't tell me that you're toying with the idea g@bing on to the flat
overhead, once you've talked yourself out of thie,othe man said
mockingly.

'No'-—she took that quite literally and answerethvai worried frown—'no,
| can't. There's a light there, after all. | camterstand it.’

'I'm afraid another minor miscalculation on yourrtpahe told her
regretfully. And, because of the mocking note is Ywice, she blazed out
suddenly at him, in a way quite foreign to her.

'Oh, it's just an amusing and distasteful incidenou, isn't it?' she flung at
him furiously, her hazel eyes suddenly taking oa strange green light
which they did when she was deeply stirred. 'Somgtbut of which you'll
make a good story. Something which makesfeel good and superior and
safe, because you knomwuwould take care never to be involved in such a
thing, but--'

'I've never tried my hand at housebreaking," heedymildly.

'‘But to the girl concerned it can mean ruin andemyis And to my
parents—her parents, | mean—it will be disgracedisflusionment and a
bewildering shock which they won't deserve. Thegoed, kind, decent
people. They have no idea of what's hanging ovamntiThey don't deserve
it, | tell you, they don'tleservat.'

And suddenly she buried her face in her handscaandht her breath on one
or two difficult sobs, because she could not bednink how hopelessly she
had failed.

'My dear,' the cool voice said, after a moment) Sorry if you think I'm
lacking in sympathy. But the situation is, to shg teast of it, a little odd,
you know. Just consider--'

But Joanna never heard what it was she was todems$ior at that moment
there was a knock on the front door of the flatkock so dramatic and
authoritative—so incongruous at this hour of thghti—that panic assailed
her, and she leapt to her feet and would havethgugh she hardly knew



where) if the man had not caught her wrist in tkinpng fingers and said,
softly but peremptorily,

'‘Be quiet! Stay where you are.’
'Must you answer it?"
'Of course.’

They were both speaking in whispers now, and slsetiganbling so that he
shifted his hand until it was under her elbow amgp®rted her a little.

As he did so, the knock came again. Insistent,roiéted, impossible to
ignore.

'Stay there.' He pushed her into the angle madiedlyalf-open door and the
wall, and went out into the small hall.

Joanna leaned against the wall, and would havesdlbsr eyes, only her
attention was caught and fascinated by the spectddierself in the mirror
opposite.

‘Can that frightened girl be me?' she thought woniagly. The hood had
long ago fallen back from her head, and her briginthair, still sprinkled

with rain-drops in front, was more dishevelled thalne could have
imagined. Her eyes looked dark now, with fear, laadface was whiter than
she could ever remember having seen it. Only hps liemained

red—dramatically so, as the thin line of her wheeth bit into her lower
one.

'l look guilty," Joanna thought. 'No wonder he didn'téedime.’

And then she heard his voice, pleasant, unemotamelcompletely calm,
speaking to whoever was at the door.

'What is it, Constable?'



'Spot of trouble in the flat overhead, sir," a eatlhoarse voice replied.
'‘Gentleman been found dead. I'm sorry to troubleatathis hour, but we're
making routine inquiries at all the neighbourinat$l’



CHAPTER TWO

JoANNA found herself trembling violently. Not so much hvipersonal
fear—though in a matter of minutes the policemanldide inside the flat
and she would have to explain her quite inexpliegdsesence. What shook
her was a sort of spasm of nervous horror at tddesu explanation of the
mysterious lighted window.

She had supposed the only explanation for that tighst be the presence of
someone in the flat, after all. But in actual falgt light, streaming out into
the night, was silently, significantly advertisitige presence, not of the
living, but of the dead. Whoever was there hadhaat time to turn off the

light—would never turn off any light again.

And when she had telephoned, and the bell had andgung in the silent
flat, had the man—Simon, she supposed—been lyiagetdead all the
time?

There was something so ghoulish about the combimafithe blazing light,
the insistently ringing telephone, and a dead rtfat,it was no wonder she
shuddered.

But, almost immediately, the insistent demands ef bwn appalling
position recalled her to realities. The man atdber, after a short exchange
of words which she had not caught, was saying,|)\Wel'd better come in.’'

And, as she heard the tread of the policemen egténe little hall, it came
to her, with a sense of nightmare helplessnesa,-itha block of flats where
presumably murder had been done, she had beenngedmwut on the fire
escape, not half an hour ago, quite obviously "witlawful intent'.

Would the man give her away at once? And, if noty vould he explain
her? He couldn't introduce her. He didn't even kmdvwat to call her. Three
sentences, and it would be obvious that he hadrs®em her before.

Then he came into the room, closely followed byamest-looking young
policeman. And what he said was:



‘This is a nasty business, darling. Someone's epgigrdone in that chap,
Gray, who lives overhead. At least," he turnedhéodonstable, 'l suppose it's
not suicide?"

‘Not unless the gentleman's a contortionist, wais the rather stolid reply.
‘Stabbed in the back.'

'How—how awful!' stammered Joanna, hoping she wegistering

sufficient general regret, without sounding as gtothe information held
any personal significance for her. 'You—knew himteuwvell by sight,

didn't you?' Somehow she turned to the man whahbed her 'darling’ and
addressed him in a natural tone.

If he had brilliantly solved the problem of whatdall her, at least she must
contrive to back him up in his entirely unexpectdfort to help her.

The policeman was already writing down particulveut the owner of the
flat, and, in spite of his stolid appearance, he wapid and businesslike
about it.

'‘Now the young lady.' He turned to Joanna, whaltriet to feel and look
like a detected criminal. ‘Name, please.’

‘Joanna Deane.'
'Do you live in this block?"

'Oh, no.' She hesitated a moment, but it wouldskéng for trouble to give
wrong information to the police. Twenty-two Grasai Place, S.W.7.'

The policeman wrote this down and remarked, 'Qait@ay away from
here.'

'Yes, |—was just going.'

He looked up then, and, by some extraordinary odelt, appeared to take
in the fact that there was rain on her hair, tihat still had her coat on, and



that the clock registered a very odd hour of thght+or rather, morning
—for a social call.

‘Just come, too, haven't you?' he said, not aiffghsively.

'‘Not a quarter of an hour ago." That was the maternupting quite
cheerfully. 'Miss Deane looked in on me, on the Wwame from a late film.
There were one or two things we wanted to discuss.'

He must have underestimated the time element, dothmught. Because
once more the policeman's glance went to the ctoctkhe mantelpiece.
And, a little ruefully, her involuntary host's gtanfollowed it.

'l say! It's later than | realised," he remarkethvextremely well-simulated
surprise.

'It's late for a casual call,’ the policeman agréedl —although this could
not have been anything but an unlucky chance—henegeto look
thoughtfully at the window.

Joanna felt her nerves go to pieces. In that monsdet felt almost like
confessing exactly what she had been doing, in rode put an

end—somehow, anyhow—to this agonising suspense.

'Which cinema did you go to, Miss Deane?' the poflian asked, almost
conversationally, as though they were simply gomigave a cosy little chat
about films.

‘The Empire,’ Joanna was surprised to hear hesaglf

She hadn't thought she had enough self-controkdefeply, much less to
choose a cinema where she really had seen theddently.

'Hm—I wouldn't exactly describe this as "on younw@me" to S.W.7,' was
the dry reply.

'Oh, but—you see--'



Joanna's mind went almost blank. For a moment, cghdd not even
remember where the Empire was, although she -pédissedry day on her
way to lunch. She was finished, she knew. PerHagieei just told the exact
truth...

'When | said Miss Deane looked in on the way hatweas rather a figure of
speech,’' she suddenly heard the owner of theXf@aming casually. 'The
fact is that she and | are—going to be marriedeggton. You'll understand
that to an engaged couple there are often thingshwih seems vital to
discuss urgently, though to the—more normal stdtenmd, shall we
say?—they appear perfectly able to wait until tlegtrday. And at such
times "on the way home" can be taken to mean audetoanything up to
five miles. It's a bit difficult to explain, unlegsu happen to be an engaged
or married man, Constable.'

An unexpectedly broad smile appeared on the pobeesrface.

'Married, sir. About three months,' he explaineshadt genially. 'And |
think | remember what you mean.’

They all laughed then. And Joanna was horrifiedind that she had the
greatest difficulty in stopping herself from going and on laughing. Her
so-called fiance's hand closed warningly on her, aowever, and somehow
she checked herself. And then, presumably to ctheemovement, and to
substantiate their degree of affectionate intimadiie eyes of the police, he
put his arm round her and drew her against himh i air of casual
affection.

'Well'—the policeman turned back to his notebookkere are just one or
two more things--'

He paused to flick over a page, and as he didh&we twas a completely
unexpected interruption. Into the flat, whose frdabr had apparently and
inexplicably been left ajar, there swept the shgkifigure of an elegant
middle- aged woman in evening dress.

'Neil!l Whatis all this? | saw the police car outside, and cotilaglp coming
to inquire. The porter says there's been a muraked, now | find the



police'—she cast aninterested glance over the athepnstable—'right
insideyour flat. What does imean?'

'‘Aunt Jessica, where on earth did you come frortiathour?' asked the
owner of the flat rather disagreeably, at the sameent as the policeman
said:

'Madam, please--'

'From Dorothy Meredith's silly party." The visitevidently believed in
taking first things first. 'l don't know really whygo there. She always has
such stupid people, and they all say exactly thmesthings, and far too
many times."'

'Madam, please--' This time the policeman insisted capturing her
attention—'you are interrupting an official inquilill you please kindly
step outside, or else sit down and let me do thetp'

'Oh, well --' Choosing the lesser of two evils, tih@man addressed as 'Aunt
Jessica' dropped gracefully into the most comféetabair in the room and
proceeded to fix her curious and slightly promingate on her nephew and
the girl in the circle of his arm.

'‘Now, sir'—the policeman turned back to the man &wahna—'if you and
your fiancee'—Aunt Jessica made a movement whiobstltook her out of
her chair again, but no one appeared to notice—hkindly go over the
events of the evening. You patrticularly, sir, bessathe young lady says she
hasn't been here long in any case.'

'I'm afraid 1 came in only an hour ago, too," thamexplained pleasantly.
But he obligingly went over the minor happeningstiot hour. They
included nothing which could possibly have beenneated with the flat
overhead, and also omitted any reference to aagiiving unexpectedly
through the window and proceeding to rifle his desk

'Well, thank you. I think that's all for the momesit.' The policeman closed
his notebook and thoughtfully slipped a rubber bawer it.



'May | go now?' That came out much too eagerlynda&new.

''d be obliged if you'd wait just a little whilehger, Miss Deane. | don't
think it'll be more than half an hour before webaenpleted all inquiries.’

'Very well." She wondered distractedly what Auneks suffering, but it
didn't do to think along those lines.

'‘Don't you want to ask me any questions?' Auntidasseemed faintly
disappointed at having no part in all this.

'‘Not unless you live here, madam --'

'Oh, no.'

'Or have visited here during the evening.’

'Oh, no. | told you, | was at that stupid—oh, wakyver mind.’'

‘Then | don't need to ask you any questions, thamk And there is no

necessity for you to stay. Unless, of course, yamiwo," the policeman

added rather heavily. Having said which, he went dosing the door very

deliberately behind him.

‘Neil!" Aunt Jessica sprang up at once. "Whatl this? And is this dear child
really engaged to you? | can't tell you, my deawylglad | am that someone
has caught him at last,' she added cordially tod@a’l was beginning to

think ----- '

'We're not engaged, Aunt Jessica. And you're vergimembarrassing Miss
Deane,' stated Neil unequivocally.

'‘But that police sergeant --'
‘Constable.’

'—Constable, then, but they all look alike in thate uniform. He said Miss
Deane was your fiancee.'



'We had told him so for the purposes of—explainifigs Dean's presence
here and shortening the inquiry.’'

'‘But | don't understand. At least, | don't think-maean Ihope—I don't
understand." Aunt Jessica's expression of friermbingratulation had
undergone a subtle change. She was not shockedddudtful, rather
knowing smile seemed to say. Oh, dear, no—she washrtoo much a
woman of the world for that. But the pretty girlesihad found in her
nephew's flat at this hour of the morning was qaiteiously being taken out
of one mental pigeonhole and put in another.

'‘No, Aunt Jessica, you do not understand,' her ewpdissured her dryly.
‘There really isn't any need for you to understad I'll be obliged if you
won't start guessing or asking questions. If yallyevish to enhance your
reputation as a likeable relative and a woman efwbrld, you'll go home
now and go straight to bed and forget you everpiedpn here at the wrong
moment.’

'Well, of course, dear. If that's what you reallgniy--'
‘That's what | really want.'

A struggle appeared on Aunt Jessica's handsomeD&s®uring curiosity
prompted her to stay and ask more. Real affecbomér nephew bade her
do just what he asked. To her credit, her affeatvon. And, without saying
goodnight to Joanna—a subtle distinction which stdwhat little value
she attached to her nephew's reassurances aboptelig visitor—she
allowed Neil to usher her out into the hall andeaén energetic whisper or
two, out of the front door.

When he came back into the room again, Joannaumdde®wn in the chair
Aunt Jessica had vacated, and before he addressedi@d to her, he
brought her something to drink.

‘Try that. You'll feel better."’

Joanna took the glass without speaking.



'I'm sorry, I'm afraid | didn't succeed in estaliigy your respectability with
my aunt. But as you're never likely to meet herimgaerhaps that doesn't
matter.’

'Of course not.' Joanna brushed Aunt Jessica'sswievher morality aside.
There were other, more important things to discWgby—did you do it?'
she asked baldly, staring across the room at him.

'Disillusion Aunt Jessica?'
'No, no! Why did you save me from the police?"

'l don't really know. | suppose ydwadn'tbeen shoving a knife into Gray's
back, had you?' he said conversationally.

'Of course not!" She shuddered. 'But if you'd thlt policeman how | came
into your flat and—and what I'd been doing, he wloakrtainly have
suspected me, and there'd have been all sortsealdfid inquiries and
publicity andanythingcould have happened.’

'Well, | suppose that's what | thought at the batkny mind," he agreed
reflectively. ‘It seemed a damned shame to letiydor that, even if you had
been a little idiot, playing fast and loose witle throng sort of man.'

' hadn't!" she exclaimed. But he made a slightugesf his hand and smiled
dryly.

'‘Now, you can't expect three credulous people m@&rening," he told her.
"You must be satisfied with hoodwinking my aunt ame& constable.’

'Oh, but --' She stopped suddenly. What did it erathnyway? Let him
despise her, in that casual, smiling way. Like Aliessica, he was never
likely to come her way again. He had saved hert Tes the principal
thing. Even if he did despise her, he had helpeddhe extent of playing
her fiance for ten minutes. Not many men would hdwee that in the
circumstances.



'Well, I'm very grateful to you, anyway,' she saitittle stiffly. At which he
inclined his head and smiled a trifle mockingly.

'‘But it hasn't got you any nearer recovering yettel, I'm afraid.’

'Oh --' For a moment her expression froze intoairierror again. Then, as it
slowly dawned on her that the person who had pexghos use that letter
would never lay plans again, the tension relaxtedoesn't—matter now.’
'‘Not even if the police find the letter among happrs?'

'N-no, | don't think so." She frowned as she ttedemember what Auriel
had told her about it. 'lt's quite— quite out ofteaanyway. It refers

to—something more than a year ago.'

'l see." Again that slightly mocking smile, whichade her desperately
anxious to justify herself, even though he meaitiing to her personally.

There was a short silence. Then she said:

'I'm sorry to put you to the nuisance of—housing wiale the police
complete their inquiries.’

‘Not at all. Where else should my fiancee passithe while she's waiting?’

In ordinary circumstances, she would have smilethatt and made some
amused reply. But, knowing what he thought of Iste could not help

suspecting unfriendly sarcasm.

Indeed, she was almost relieved when there wasankhock—not quite

such a peremptory one this time—at the front ddbaugh her heart began
to beat uncomfortably again at the very thoughtudher questioning.

'l really can't --' she began helplessly.

But he silenced her with a not unkindly pressurehen shoulder as he
passed her chair on the way to the door.



Perhaps out of consideration for her, he pulledstinely door closed after
him, so that she could hear only a murmur of voiwben he opened the
front door. In a way, that was almost more harrgwinan hearing what
actually was said. But she had no strength leffoimearer and listen.

At last, after what seemed a cruelly long time—tjjtoit could only have
been two or three minutes—the voices ceased, sird tiee door close once
more, and the man called Neil came back into tbhero

‘All right." He stood by the door and looked at,h&s he had in the first
moments when he had discovered her, only this himemile was faintly
reassuring. "You can go home. The police-surgdmees, and established
that Grey has been dead for nearly twenty-four iolinat lets you out.'

‘Nearly --? But how horrible! It must have beentjafter --' She caught
herself up before she could make any referenceuteels having seen him
the evening before. "Then the light—nher voicesi@t—'the light must have
been on all day.' Somehow that seemed the lash tofucorrid incongruity.

'Yes. | expect that's what first drew attentionthe place. That and an
inquiry by some friends he was expected to viglaio'

'Oh, yes—I know,' she murmured.

Then she saw him glance at her curiously, and stiead she had not shown
any further knowledge of Simon Gray's movements.

'Did you say | could go now?' She looked at himeelyg as though the
guestion of her release lay with him personally.

‘Certainly. I'll come and see that you get a taxi.’
'Oh, you needn't!” Somehow it embarrassed her firyado think of his
performing this small act of courtesy for her, wisée had forced herself on

him in such a peculiar and questionable circumssnc

He paid no attention to her protest, however, andompanied her
downstairs to the main entrance. Here a porterrmimaleto signal a taxi for



them, and filled in the waiting moments by sayifigrrible business, this
murder, isn't it, sir?' But with such an air of@mgble importance that Neil's
perfunctory 'Terrible' seemed all unworthy of tlharda of the moment.

'It's me that had to identify him.'

'Is that so?' It was impossible to deny him hitelimoment of stardom. 'He
was stabbed, | understand.’

'Oh, yes, sir. Good and proper. Such a sight--'

Joanna made a wordless sound in her throat, an@dmately Neil put his
arm round her and, firmly shaking off the porteqk her out into the open
air, to wait for the taxi.

'‘Don't think about it." His voice was calm and inmrgmaal.
'I'm trying not to.'

'‘Good girl. Here's your taxi coming.' Then, asdhb drew up at the kerb, he
said quietly and firmly. 'Now, whatever he meanytn, remember you've
had a lucky escape. It's over and done with, andlyto no good harrowing

yourself about how it ended. Be a sensible giflitnre, and don't ever write
silly letters again.'

'‘But he didn't mean a thing--' she began angrily.

He was handing her into the taxi by now, howeved she doubted if he
even heard her half-protest, as he leaned forwargivte the driver the
address.

'‘Good night." Standing back, he gave her a halfisgyihalf-mocking little
salute. And the next moment the taxi had drivernauey.

Joanna remembered very little of the drive home I8k back against the
cold, shiny upholstery of the taxi and, shuttingéxes, let her tired mind go
blank.



It was over. This horrible, nerve-tearing adventuas over. She must try to
forget it. She couldn't even remember the man'ssnashit was, though she
must have heard it when he gave it to the policenfdh she could
remember was that he was called 'Neil'.

But that she would not forget. Whenever she hdaatniame in future she
would see him standing there, tall, scepticalftke Imocking, sizing her up
as a pretty fly-by- night, whose indiscretions leadght up with her.

She wished she could have convinced him.

Oh, it didn't matter, really. She would never see aAgain. Only—to have
anyonelook at one like that--

The taxi stopped with a jerk. She paid the driletrherself silently into the
house, and, feeling almost weak with relief, tigtseftly up the stairs.

There was a fine of light still under Auriel's dostow long had she been
waiting, poor child?

Joanna went into the room, and a tousled, shadgeg-Auriel shot up in
bed.

'It's all right," Joanna said quickly.
‘You'vegotit?'
'‘No, but everything's all right, because--'

'Everything can't be all right, if you haven't gtAuriel's voice ran up into
a perilous walil that sounded appallingly loud ia #ilent house.

'‘Be quiet! He's dead.'
She hadn't meant to say it like that—in that hderibald, unprepared

statement—but she was afraid that Auriel would toysterical if left in
doubt any longer.



As it was, the shock strangled any other protekemthroat.

White-faced, and with her eyes staring, Auriel greg back against the
pillows.

'Did you say—dead?' she asked hoarsely at last.

'Yes.'

"You mean you—xkilled him?'

'Oh, Auriel, don't be such an idiot!" With a wedittte laugh, Joanna sank
down on the side of the bed, and ran her handsighrber hair as though
even that weighed heavily on her aching head. &fl@purse | didn't Kill
him. | suppose'—she hesitated, and then said larsbgmeone else did.’

'l don't understand.’

‘No, nor do | really. Nor do even the police, Intki

‘The—police," Auriel said faintly. '‘Wertheythere?"

‘Yes.'

'‘And found you there in the flat!

'‘What? Oh, no. | broke into the wrong flat,’ Joarex@lained almost
absently.

Auriel leant over and shook her.
'Are you crazy, or—or hysterical or something?’

'No. Just tired out, and so nerve-racked thatdligdmow what I'm saying.
But listen—I'll tell you what happened.’

And, crouching there on the bed beside Auriel, i the story of that
incredible evening, in short, whispered phrasesclwiseemed to gather



added drama from the fact that the two of them veavake in a silent,
sleeping house at a preposterous hour of the nmrnin

'‘And what about all his papers?' Auriel asked st. I&Vill the police take
charge of those?'

'l—suppose so.'
Including my letter?"

'Yes, but it won't mean anything to them. An—aremgnt made a year
ago. How did you sign it, Auriel?'

The younger girl frowned in concentration for a nemn Then a great light
of relief broke over her face.

‘Just with his nickname for me—"Sweetness".’
A look of distaste passed over Joanna's face datugy of allowing a man
of Simon Gray's type—or indeed any type—to call thrag. Also, as another

thought struck her, she said sharply:

‘Then it would hardly have had much significanceNbos Morgan? Don't
tell me this terrible evening wasn't necessary aftie'

'She knows my writing," Auriel said.
'‘But | suppose at least you had the sense notttarpaddress?’

Auriel hesitated just a second. Then she insisagrdy that she was sure
there had been no address.

‘Not that it could matter, I'm sure,” Joanna sadtlsingly 'lt's a year
old—and couldn't have any significance for the qali

'Of course not. Oh, Joanna'—suddenly Auriel laykbacd yawned in a
kitten-like manner—'how lovely it is to feel safgaan!



'It must be," Joanna said slowly, wishing she cdaddish from her mental
vision a brightly lighted window in a darkened kitaaf flats.

How strange that sweet, helpless Auriel could Haved a man enough to
want to go away with him, and one year later maskplassing with a yawn.

'It's not that she's callous,' Joanna tried tohteikelf. 'She's like a child. Her
sense of values just isn't adult. One can't blaere dxactly. And, in any
case, it's natural that relief should be uppermmobker mind.'

Suddenly she felt appallingly, achingly tired.

'‘Goodnight, my dear." She dragged herself to het, fand bent to kiss
Auriel.

'‘Goodnight, darling, darling Joanna! Didn't that rmthink you were
wonderful to do all that for another girl?'

'He didn't believe me. He thought | was puttingaugumsy story to hide my
own indiscretions.’

'Oh--" Auriel laughed doubtfully. 'What a shamelt Budoesn't matter. He's
a stranger. You'll never see him again.'

‘That's true,' Joanna said. 'Goodnight.’

And she went to her room, dragged off her clotmek falling into bed, slept
like the dead. Though that was not a simile sheldvbave chosen to use
herself, in view of the evening's events.

When she wakened the next morning, she felt inbheftiesh and energetic.
For a few moments she even failed to recall thabler events of the
previous evening. Then recollections came sweelpaalg on her, but in an
unreal and impersonal way, as though she were réer@mg something she
had been told, rather than something she herselfived through.

'It's because none of it has any real relation yawarmal life," Joanna told
herself as she bathed and dressed. She even feuselfhumming quite



gaily as she turned on the shower. And then shppstb herself and
wondered guiltily if she were really as irrespoiesias Auriel.

In her office, however, there was nothing to remireat of her disturbing
adventure. With more than usual satisfaction, Jaaglanced round her
charming, businesslike room, with its two Anderstchings and its distant
but exhilarating view of the river.

She was unusually happy in her work, having an eygslwhose courtesy
and pleasant ways made most people describe Hohtag old school, you

know'. By which they meant that in the world of te@nmon man, in which

all claimed to be equal, one must not expect a kigty degree of politeness
and consideration.

Sir Henry Gilmore, the distinguished head of a idgtished firm of
architects, was remotely related to Auriel's futdagher-in-law. And,
although Joanna felt she would never like the Moesg@vith exception of
John himself) she did feel very real gratitudehent for the introduction
which had secured her this enviable position agi8nry's secretary.

On this particular morning she was not expectimg imi until eleven o'clock,
so she had plenty of time to open the post andétteanything which was
her own particular province.

Absorbed in her work, she forgot about everything the immediate
present, and, when Sir Henry's bell summoned héigmffice, she was
surprised to see that it was already so late.

He looked up and smiled as she came in, greetingxeetly as he would
have greeted a valued client. Then his glance aéwpmmnce more to the
newspaper he had been reading.

'l see most of the Benwood Side Estate is comitggthre market. We built
it, you know—twenty years or more ago. Dear me,dea, when one

compares prices then and now—well, it doesn't doytdo. The world's

gone mad, | fear --" And he was about to push thespaper to one side
when something else caught his attention.



'Why, how extraordinary!

Joanna sat down and waited, a little indulgendyhis further comments on
the day's news.

'It seems there was a murder at Killigrew Mansiass night!'

Joanna actually felt her breathing stop. Then sheetl herself to look and
sound normal.

'‘But there are always murders happening, accotditige papers,’ she said,
rather stupidly.

Her employer laughed.

‘That seems a somewhat pessimistic view of predayt-life and
press-reporting, Miss Deane,' he said. 'But | ¢are you're right. | don't
usually notice these things. Only this happensetthle block of flats where
my nephew lives. He's coming in to see me thigadi@n. | must ask him
about the odd neighbours he seems to have.’



CHAPTER THREE

'DON'T be so ridiculous!" Joanna kept on telling hergalerishly, all the
while she was mechanically taking down dictaticonfrSir Henry. 'There
are dozens—probably hundreds—of people living at thock of flats. It's
goodness knows how many chances to one agairstiitg the same man.
Why shouldit be?'

But a dreadful sense of fatality kept on telling Heat this was part of an
inescapable pattern.

'l knowit's the same man. It's the sort of thing that dappen, after all the
misfortunes of last night. I'm simply fated to b&rfowed and humiliated
over everything to do with that wretched blocklats.'

She was hardly even surprised—only indescribaldyndiyed—when her
employer said, as she rose to go:

'l wonder if you could make a point of being backnf lunch rather
promptly today, Miss Deane. | find that | may béagled, and I'd be glad if
you could be here to explain to my nephew and nmakeapologies.’

She ought to have had the presence of mind to @easty special lunch
engagement herself. Instead, she heard herselplsagantly, 'Why, of
course, Sir Henry." And then, because $lael to know as quickly as
possible, 'What is your nephew's name?'

'Oh—Conway. On my wife's side, you know," Sir Heneyxplained
obligingly. And Joanna simply had not the effrogtén ask if his other
name were Neil.

She went back to her room in a condition as neaggigned despair as she
had ever known. And then—because the. subject hadia fascination for
her, even while it repelled her—she took out hermmg paper, and looked
through it carefully for some news of Simon Graiésith.

She wondered now why she had not done this betsgeemed childish of
her just to have tried to dismiss the whole thifigie, there had been little



opportunity to study her newspaper intensively wishe stood in the
swaying Tube train. But surely as soon as she éached the office --

There it was!

Just a short, unemotional paragraph, headed, 'Namdf stabbed in
Hampstead flat.'

'In the early hours of this morning, Simon Gray, well- known
man-about-town, was found stabbed to death in lais dt Killigrew
Mansions. Attention was drawn to the scene of tireecby inquiries from
friends who had expected Mr Gray to spend Sunddy tvem. It was then
remarked by George Thomas, a porter employed bg#elv Mansions, that
a light had been burning continuously in the deedasflat for nearly
twenty-four hours. Failing to obtain any answetheir repeated knocks, the
police broke in, and found the dead man. Developsnamre expected.'

Never before had that last stereotyped little ser@ecarried any threat or
alarm to Joanna. But the uneasiness which camehevexs she read it now
could hardly have been greater if dh@d been vitally concerned in the
murder of Simon Gray.

In her excited fancy, she imagined hawkfaced detest—quite unlike the
stolid policeman of the previous night— combingotigh every paper and
letter in the dead man's flat. And, when they cémiuriel's silly little bit of
indiscretion, would it appear to have some beadnghe crime? Would
they read into it some mysterious assignation whestded explaining?

It was all very well for Auriel and herself to tathithely of its being a year
old. Did one usually put the year when dating tetedf that kind? Might it
not equally well apply to a date just a few weefjsa

Impatiently, Joanna told herself not to build feansl dangers where none
existed. But the unpleasant coincidence reveale®sibyHenry's casual

remark seemed to discredit all common sense, are@ i@ unpleasantly

improbable much more credible than any normal dgpraknt.



Joanna had little appetite for her lunch. And, iy time she returned, she
would not have been surprised to find Neil sittindper office.

There was no sign of him, however, and—becauseaeslly had a great
deal of work to do—Joanna doggedly settled to thetrargent of her tasks,
and tried not to let her thoughts wander to what sould say when Neil
finally did put in an appearance. In a way, it wbbk better, of course, to
have him arrive while Sir Henry was still at luncht least that would

obviate any surprised and involuntary recognitiarhs part taking place in
front of his uncle.

'If I can have a word with him first--' thought Jwea.

Then a pleasant, deeply-tanned young man put g feaind the door and
said:

'Oh—I'm sorry. This isn't the general office, 1®'it
'No, it isn't." Joanna spoke more sharply thanushmlly addressed casual
callers, but she was nervously afraid that Neil Mf@rrive at any moment.

‘The general office is at the end of the passaygjsaclearly marked.'

'Oh, I'm—sorry,' the young man said again, but mwch more crestfallen
tone that time.

Joanna's really kind heart smote her.

‘That's all right. Whom did you want to see?’

'My uncle, Sir Henry Gilmore.'

'Oh --' She jumped to her feet, incredulous pleasund relief in every line
of her. 'l didn't realise—arnguMr Conway? Do come in. | was told to keep
a look-out for you.'

She had held out her hand to him in unnaturallgiedmwelcome before she

realised what she was doing. Indeed, she could fadle@ on his neck and
kissed him, just because he was Mr Conway, butthisr name wasn't Neil.



‘That's very kind of you.' The young man was evilyelnoth surprised and
gratified by the sudden change of front. 'l expgmi get a lot of dopes
putting their heads in here. It's because your éotire nearest to the lift.'
'Yes. But it doesn't matter a bit. Do sit downgaidoa said eagerly.

'Well, it's nice to be made so welcome.' He grinaiaer, as he dropped into
a chair, and a little self-consciously fingered Ibhge tie which was the exact
colour of his very frank eyes.

'Oh!" Joanna blushed scarlet, suddenly realisirad tte most probably
attributed her changed manner to some snobbisind égraany relations of
her employer. "You must think me impossible --'

‘Not in the least!

'‘But | was expecting you to be someone else.' Hiedd justifiably puzzled.
'l mean—I'm so glad you weren't the person | waseeting.'

'Well, so am I|. Though it's still a bit obscureliey both laughed then, and
Joanna pushed back her fair hair from her forehedlkd a gesture of

mingled relief and exhaustion.

'l don't think | can explain. It's one of those tegrices that come out wrong
whichever way you put them.’

‘All right, don't worry. If the sum total is thaby're glad to see me, | don't
much mind how you arrive at it,’ the young man esguner. 'What a nice
place you have here.' He glanced round the offipecvingly.

'Yes, it's very pleasant, isn't it? | love workingre," Joanna assured him.

'‘Get on well with my old man, you mean?’

'If your old man is Sir Henry, | certainly do. Na@could help liking him,’
Joanna declared warmly.



The blue eyes glanced over her approvingly again.

'I'm glad you think so. Not everyone appreciatesdhiet, elderly people
nowadays. My aunt's just as sweet, you know.'

'I've never met her. But Sir Henry very kindly shidust come down to their
place in Surrey one week-end.’

'Did he? Then I'll see he makes it a week-end winerthere. I'm home on
six months' leave from Hong Kong, you know,' theiygp man added, as
though Joanna would most probably know all abourt. hi

'l didn't know. | thought you lived in Killigrew Mssions.'

It was a perfectly idiotic reply, of course, bustiplace of residence had
assumed such enormous proportions during mosteofribrning that her
mind simply rejected the idea of his having beeywdrere else at any time.

'Well, so | do.' He looked both amused and puzzlee.got a furnished flat
there—was lucky enough to step straight into itrRvheame home a month
ago. How did you know about it?'

'‘Oh'—again she felt herself blushing, which was aioall like her, as her
composure was usually excellent—'your uncle happdnemention the
fact. In—connection with— the murder that happetiexte last night.’'

'‘Good lord! Was there a murder? And | missed &.Sdunded as regretful as
a schoolboy. 'l was away for the weekend. Do ted+rwas it a very
sensational affair?'

'A man was found stabbed.' She wondered if shedsalias reluctant about
discussing it as she felt.

'Don't tell me it was with a peculiar dagger, olwgly from foreign parts,’
said Mr Conway with relish. 'That might letein for something. | collect
them." 'l don't know what—what was used. There Wwasmch in the
newspaper but—developments are expected,’ she assndted into
adding.



'l say! You said that exactly like a B.B.C. annoam'aemarked Mr Conway
admiringly.

'l did not!"

'Oh, don't be cross about it. | was only teasing.'

'I'm not—cross.’

'Upset, then.'

'No, really I'm not. Why should | be?'

'l don't know," he said frankly. At which she fetiund to say again,

'I'm not a bit angry.’

'Like to prove it?'

She laughed a little doubtfully and said, 'How?'

'Let me take you out one evening this week. My endll tell you I'm an
awfully nice, respectable sort of chap who usualiits to be introduced
properly and all that. But | seem to have lost @mntion with so many of my
crowd during the years I've been away. Or else'thayarried, and wrapped
up in their family affairs. Going around on oneignodoes pall after a bit,
and though I'm excellent company, I'm no noveltynigself.'

Joanna laughed again, but not doubtfully this time.

'Of course I'd love to come,’ she said sincerelyd Bhe meant it. For there
was something so normal and cheerful about thisl-gooking young man
that he seemed the perfect antidote to her receeindure.

They fell to discussing dates and shows then. Agdhe time Sir Henry
returned from his prolonged lunch, he found hisespand his secretary on

excellent terms. A situation which seemed to afftith considerable
satisfaction.



'Excellent, excellent,’ he said when he heard—as i@ insisted on his
hearing—that they were going out together.

But whether he meant that Joanna was in good handbat his nephew
was, did not appear.

The two men retired to Sir Henry's office, Rogen@ay —it transpired that
his name was, quite safely, Roger— having first enadirm arrangement
with Joanna that he should collect her from th&cefthe following evening
at six o'clock.

After that, Joanna returned to her work with an zingly lightened heart.
Her fears had been so completely set at nought tthagntertain any
others—or to invent them, as she had before—seethednheight of
absurdity.

Auriel, too, she found on her return home, had seded in banishing every
trace of the harrowing few days through which shistrhave passed. Fresh,
calm, unruffled, she appeared to have no anxietteall, except those
pleasant ones connected with her wedding day, wiveh now not more
than a month distant.

Indeed, she seemed to have no wish even to digatisker sister what they
had been through together. This curiously discdedefoanna, even though
she knew it might well be the most sensible lineate. But somehow, to be
able blandly to ignore what had been the mostkierrand dramatic
happening of their lives argued a degree of in-siéeeness and
irresponsibility which seemed unnatural.

There was no one else to whom Joanna could evenl seynder if they'll
ever discover who really killed Simon." And it fdynirritated her that
Auriel's blankness denied her even this verballgehce.

When Roger Conway came to fetch her the followwepéng, however, she
deliberately put all worrying thoughts from her whirHe was, she found
almost at once, one of those rare and fortunatatumres with natural
capacity for achieving and dispensing happinesga$ not so much that he
was cheerful—though he had an unforced gaiety afin@awhich was



endearing—but he had that calm, reassuring condelerich belongs only
to those who have never had to fear to-morrow.

It was so striking that, when they had become freendly over dinner in a
quiet Soho restaurant, Joanna was actually fagdnato remarking on it.

He didn't look puzzled or laugh off her remark. Hmked at her
thoughtfully and said:

'l think | know what you mean. There are only tegs which impart it.
One is colossal and prolonged good fortune, andother is the sort of
upbringing which makes you understand that lifesathing to be lived
through, not avoided.'

'What a—nice way to put it." Joanna's heart wartoddm suddenly with a
degree of sympathetic approval which verged onctaffe. '‘And, in your
case, | take it, it was the latter?’

'Oh, yes. We were amazingly fortunate in our ugng, | think.'
'We?'

'My cousin and I. We were both brought up by myleand aunt. Curiously
enough, we were both orphaned in the same yachlisgster and my
uncle—Sir Henry, | mean—and my aunt took us both Tmey had no
children of their own, and we were always regaraetheir own sons.’

'‘And does your cousin still live with them in Swreé

'Oh—no." For the first time there was the fainthssitation in Roger
Conway's frank flow of speech. 'lt was a damnedrghaeally. He got
entangled with some woman. | suppose one wouldeallindesirable. But,
as it all happened while | was away, I'm not gseitlee how undesirable she
was or how far he got entangled. | know Uncle Heamrgt Aunt Helen were
a good deal upset about it. Of course there waselodramatic break or
anything of that sort That isn't their way. But,emhpeople who havebeen
very close suddenly disagree violently on essentifere's bound to be a



drift away. He just moved to town and I'm afraidythaven't seen anything
of each other for nearly a year now.'

'Oh—what a pity!" Joanna thought she understood mdw there was
sometimes a faintly melancholy air about her likeamployer, 'Don't you
think the breach could be healed?’

'Well, between you and me, I'm going to try my fskihand at the job,’
Roger told her with a sudden grin. 'Wish me luck.'

'Indeed | do!" Joanna smiled approvingly, and pelyathought how
fortunate it was that at least the Gilmores' hal¢harming and satisfactory
nephew to compensate for the other one.

As the evening progressed, she found herself muilen@ore in tune with
Roger Conway's reactions and outlook. What shetakeh at first to be
youthful exuberance, she realised now, was a mattegmperament, not
age. When he was sixty, he would still give thapiession of fresh,
enthusiastic outlook, and one was the better apgibafor being with him.

To her infinite pleasure, she found that he assutimisedevening to be only
the first of many, and by the time he left herat dwn door, they had made
tentative plans for an evening's dancing, anotist to the theatre, and, at
the first fine, free week-end, a day on the river.

During the rest of that week, Joanna saw a coratleramount of her
employer's nephew. Either he dropped in quite dpstar the avowed
purpose of seeing his uncle, or else he made aidefirrangement to take
her out to lunch or in the evening.

Joanna experienced a few nervous qualms lest SiryHshould think that
his secretary was making a little too free with faisiily connections. But
any doubts of that sort were dispelled when he ditbher an extremely
pleasant though rather formal note from Lady Gilepanviting her to

Gilmore Manor for the week-end.



In any circumstances, she would have been charmedyeatified. In the
knowledge that Roger would also be there, she #&eddpe invitation with
double pleasure.

"This week-end, did you say?' exclaimed Roger, wétean told him. And
something in his tone made her raise her eyebroddaagh.

'Yes. Do you mind?’

'‘No, of course not. It's a wonderful idea. It migiven'— he frowned and
seemed to consider something—'be providential,’ fineshed rather
surprisingly.

Joanna laughed again.

'l hadn't thought of myself as an instrument ofMRience,’ she said. 'Where
is the connection?'

'‘Never mind." A most unusually secretive air dedeeglhon Roger—the more
remarkable because his manner was so completefyiopee ordinary way.
‘Just something I'd thought out. But it's bettgra@i come fresh to it.'

And although Joanna teased him amusedly on thidesudir of conspiracy,
he obstinately refused to explain himself furttgfre was driven to the by no
means displeasing conclusion that he was plannimgescharming and
amusing surprise for her.

Her own family were unfeignedly pleased with thevitation. And
Auriel—who was already unwisely on terms of veileaistility with her
future mother-in-law—exclaimed:

'Oh, I'm so glad! John's mother thinks the Gilmoties last word in

everything distinguished and desirable. To heartt&l&r you'd suppose Sir
Henry would never have considered you even asratsey if it hadn't been
for her personal recommendation. Shitiktle at the idea of your going
down there for the week-end.' 'lt's no busineshas,' Joanna said. 'l
shouldn't even mention it to her, if | were you.'



'Of course it isn't her business,' Auriel agreegdatrently.

‘That's why she'll concern herself with it. Anderi@inly shall mention it. |
wouldn't miss her chagrin and annoyance for angthin

'Oh, Auriel'—Joanna looked doubtfully at her sistesheis John's mother,
you know.'

'So what?' Auriel shrugged impatiently. 'l don'vé@ao like all his relations,
just because I'm marrying him.'

'‘No. But it's wiser not to antagonise his immedfataily, quite apart from
any—feeling in the matter.'

'What sort of feeling?' Auriel brushed that off kian air of genuine
surprise. 'Anyway, | shan't make myself nasty.lél perfectly sweet and
purx,about it.'

Joanna gave a half-vexed little laugh. It was nodgarguing with Auriel
when she was in that obstinate mood, she knewh&tienade her protest,
and now she proposed to enjoy her week-end witliet qnind.

On Friday evening she drove down with Sir HenrydAecause Joanna was
so genuinely fond of him, there was nothing of shr@in which sometimes
exists in the employer and secretary relationstige the office has been
left behind. They both enjoyed the drive, and ddiceHenry actually called
her 'my dear’ when he was explaining a particuttotirite feature of
Byzantine architecture.

They were both surprised when the car slowed ddigitly and then turned
between two moss-grown pillars which flanked thérarce to a short
beech-bordered drive.

'‘Dear me, we're home! | hadn't noticed,' exclaiBedHenry. And at that
moment the car stopped before an English manorehaes beautiful in
design and setting that Joanna exclaimed aloutkatight of it.



'Yes, it's quite a gem.' Sir Henry handed Joanhafdhenar, and then stood
regarding his own house as though he saw it fofitbtetime. 'Quite a gem.
Late eighteenth century, but with none of the usuaksiveness of that
century. Foreshadowing the Regency. Most intergstinost interesting.
Come in, Miss Deane, and meet my wife.'

They went into the house and, in a pastel-tintidjast drawing-room, they
found Lady Gilmore. She greeted Joanna charmirmlywith that hint of
formality which had already been evidenced in hedtet—and which,
Joanna could not help thinking, was delightfullykeeping with the house.

'l thought Roger was coming down with you.' Ladyn@ire turned to her
husband, with the faintest suggestion of disappwent in her manner, but
not before all ceremony due to the guest had bessharged.

'He'll be along later. | expected him to come wightoo. But he telephoned
this afternoon to say that he would be down afienet,” her husband
explained. And Joanna, as well as Lady Gilmore, gladgl to have that
news, for she had experienced a slight twinge sdgjpointment on her own
account when she found that Roger was not comirly &ir Henry and

herself.

But if he were coming later, that was all righteMeekend was going to be
perfect in every detalil.

The room which had been assigned to Joanna fevek&-end was quite the
most attractive she had ever had. Through the wpetows streamed the
bright rays of the evening sun, lighting every @rof the room with a
mellow glow and picking out in a riot of warm cotdhe flowered chintz of
the hangings and bedspread and the delicate slidigihtomahogany and
tulipwood.

Lady Gilmore had herself conducted Joanna upstang,Joanna turned to
her now in genuine enthusiasm.

'What a perfectly lovely room!



'It's nice, isn't it? This is how | should haveelikthe room to be if we had
had a daughter,’ Lady Gilmore ex-plained, quitepsymand without any
false sentimentality.

'‘And you never had any girls?'

'‘No. Only the two boys,' Lady Gilmore replied, almdnna suddenly wanted
to hug her for the natural, affectionate way she g&at. However much the
cousin might have erred, it was evident that LadynGre regarded both

him and Roger as sons.

'l know only Roger, but he must be a great pleaturgou,’ Joanna said,
speaking so obviously with the same simple earesstas her hostess that
Lady Gilmore smiled.

'Yes, indeed, Roger is a dear boy.' Then becatiser &ier heart or her sense
of justice prompted her, she added, '‘But so is &ldiar boy really.’

Joanna swallowed something hard in her throat.

'Did you say—Neil?' she asked and, try as she wdwddvoice sounded a
little strange even to her own ears.

'Yes—my other nephew. Now I'll leave you. But codmvn as soon as
you're ready. I'm sure my husband will want yoln&awe some sherry with
him before dinner.’

Joanna supposed she made some suitable replya8uhe door closed
quietly behind Lady Gilmore, she sank down in airchg the window, and
drew one or two quick, frightened breaths.

'It's not such a terrifically unusual name," shid teerself eagerly. 'It isn't

certain that he is the same man. But of courseethéhe odd business of
Roger living in the same block of fiats. He spokew being lucky to get a

flat there. If his cousin were already there, hghhivell have some sort of
preference.’



Remembering suddenly that she was expected dowsgjaite soon,
Joanna got up and began to change. But her movemegrie purely
mechanical. Her mind was still busy with the problef the Gilmores' other
nephew.

At least this was the last place where she wagylikemeet him. That was
one blessing. According to Roger, he had not besr his family for a
considerable while. Even if he did turn out to be same man—and it was
hard to resist the idea that he must be—the chahany unfortunate
contretemps arising from the connection was remote.

'I've been letting this business get on my nerdesyhna thought, confidence
and reassurance beginning to flow-back into her @juer the chill of
unwelcome discovery. 'The likelihood of our everetdy again is as
remote as ever.'

Indeed, she even indulged in some personal curiabdut the man who had
crossed her path so strangely, now that she begaaethim in the part of Sir
Henry Gilmore's other nephew.

'l wonder what the exact truth was about him and-th undesirable
woman,' thought Joanna, as she changed to herfgréeaf-green dinner
dress with the silver girdle.

No girl who knows that she is looking her best \®reat a complete
disadvantage, and Joanna's nerves were in admaatdeonce more as she
went out of her room and along the short passaghrig to the light, upper
hall.

As she reached the end of the passage someonewanigg up the stairs,
two steps at a time and, with a shock of pleasunétwreally rather
surprised her, she saw that it was Roger who wascoming across the hall
to meet her.

'l say! You look marvellous,' he exclaimed, at #zne moment that she
said:

'l thought you weren't coming until after dinner.’



'‘Nor were we. But we got away earlier than | expédct

Taking both her hands, he held them slightly agarthat he could admire
her with smiling openness.

'Who is the other part of "we"?' she inquired, gmgilat him in return.

'Oh'—immediately he was recalled to something whias evidently of
paramount importance to him—'l was just comingaifetl you, as a matter
of fact. It's about Neil— my cousin, you know.'

'Yes. | know." Joanna passed the dp of her tongee suddenly dry lips.
'What about him?"'

'l told you | had a plan for this week-end. | mdui®m come down here with
me --'

'Oh, no!’

'Yes, | did. A bit bold, I know," admitted Rogernaplacently, obviously
misinterpreting the feeling behind her exclamati@ut someonehad to
make a move, and | thought it should be me.' Joarethdesperately to hide
her nervous dismay behind an air of smiling inter&ghy did you make it
this week-end, of all week-ends?'

'Oh, well, that was the best part of the idea. ¥eeq, | was certain that if |
could once get Neil home again and on easy teritisAuint and Uncle, the
breach would be healed. There had never been entibfeak, or anything
of that sort. Just a fatal drifting apart until N&lt too proud to invite
himself home, and they felt too much hurt and airtlignity to press him
to come. Obviously if there were guests—or a guéstthe house there
couldn't be any heart-searchings or dangerouslytienad scenes. But,
equally obviously, one couldn't have just anyorezehl felt you were ideal,
Joanna.'

'Why?' she asked rather faintly.



'‘Because you're almost one of us. Uncle Henry thydu're the nicest and
most tactful girl he's ever met, and | think'—hsiteted and then grinned at
her—'much the same. You know a certain amount abeuamily situation
anyway. And—well, as | told you before, the wholein seemed
providential.'

Joanna looked at him almost sombrely for a moment.

'Well, I'm glad if you see the hand of Providennehis," she said rather
dryly at last.

'l say! you don'imindbeing pressed into service like this, do you?'tRer
first time Roger's confidence seemed to faltet:dithought--'

'‘No," Joanna told him almost gently. ‘No, | donlhdahin the least." And
because a desperate sort of courage had come to tiext moment, she
added, 'Don't you think we ought to go down?"

'Yes, of course. | just thought I'd prepare youice!' 'I'm prepared now—for
anything,' Joanna said. But she was wrong. Shaatzentirely prepared for
the way her heart began to beat when Neil lookefarp the hall, where he
was standing with his uncle, to watch her descéttiestairs, with a smile
in which mocking incredulity and reluctant admiecatiwere almost equally
mixed.



CHAPTER FOUR

JOANNA felt a little like someone making a difficult seagntrance, as she
came down the stairs of Gilmore Manor. And then sh@ Neil come
forward to the foot of the flight, also like someotaking a stage cue, and,
looking up at her, still with that dry little smjlae said, quite calmly:

'Hello! I didn't know | was going to meet you hére.

She wanted to say something very light and casuakturn. But it was
Roger, catching his breath in amazement behindwter,spoke first.

‘Do you mean to say you two know each other?'

'We have met before," Joanna said, fascinatedgimtog her hand to Neil.
'Once,’ she added.

..'Was it really only once?' he retorted, as mgdrs closed round hers for a
moment. 'l feel somehow as though | know you belten that.'

'‘But you never told me that you knew Neil, Joanna!
'I—I didn't know it was he.’

'‘But the name," protested Roger. Sir Henry hadepbithem now, looking
interested too, although it was obvious that thie uriosity of the moment
was not the chief emotion with which he was contegrdNeil isn't from my
side of the family. He's a Gilmore—like Uncle. Itist a very common
name. I'm surprised you didn't guess the conneeti@mce.’

Joanna bit her lip.
'l didn't know him as anything but—Neil,' she wasckd to admit. And

when Roger, not unnaturally, looked surprised,aswWeil who explained
gravely:



'We met at the sort of party where surnames amanch in evidence, didn't
we, Joanna? Come to think of it, | don't rememlmzerryother name either.’'
And there was a glint of dangerous amusement ieyes.

'It's Miss Deane," Roger put in, and looked unantahly annoyed for a
moment.

Sir Henry spoke then, but a little stiffly, Joammaticed, as though he were
not yet able to address Neil with quite the oldnmaicy of affection and
association.

'Miss Deane is my secretary and my right handebffice.'

'Is that so?' Neil seemed courteously interestkieshé will allow me to say
so, she struck me as a resourceful and capablemptrs first time we met.'

Slight colour streaked Joanna's cheeks at thatslheitsaid, not without
humour :

'I have been known to make mistakes.'

‘Not in the office," Sir Henry insisted kindly.can't recall any serious error
on your part in the office, Miss Deane.’

'She keeps any indulgence of that sort for outfié@hours,’ declared Neil,
as he handed Joanna a glass of sherry.

And then Lady Gilmore came downstairs and, to Jaanrmelief, the
conversation no longer centred on herself.

Evidently the first difficult meeting between Naihd his uncle and aunt had
taken place while Joanna was still upstairs, aogever surprised or put
out Lady Gilmore might have been then, it was obsithat she had adapted
herself to the unexpected circumstances much mareklyg than her
husband. Formal and self-controlled she might biaénordinary way, but
her delight in Neil's return was beyond questidme Same straight over to
him and, slipping her arm into his, smiled and $aidoanna:



'I'm glad both the boys were able to come downewxu were here.’

She spoke as though Neil, like Roger, were in thigithof dropping in at
week-ends, and this was so obviously her way ofngathat all was
forgiven and forgotten, that Joanna found hergsaifisg warmly in return
and saying: 'So am I.'

It was the truth, she discovered with some surpas¢hey went in to dinner.
Neil Gilmore's presence might be embarrassing—ighiieven, in the
circumstances, be dangerous—but she knew that aBestimulated and
intrigued by his personality.

Most of the time he talked to Lady Gilmore, answetner inquiries with a
faintly indulgent smile which affectionately coneedher right to quesuon
him, and more than once he glanced at her withraof amused tenderness
which curiously fascinated Joanna.

Roger, for his part—having accomplished the deditask of reconciliation
to his satisfaction—was inclined to relax and tdke reward in the
enjoyment of Joanna's company. She found herkelgfore, talking mosdy
to him and Sir Henry, and only an occasional woodhf Neil came her way.

This was just as well perhaps, because when hspdidk to her or look at
her there was such a degree of speculative moahkdrg manner that she
felt nervously sure everyone else at the table mosice it. She even
wondered if Roger were going to ask her searchuggtions afterwards on
the subject of her previous encounter with his cous

She need not have worried, however. After dinnergéR was only too
happy to stroll round the extensive gardens withamel talk contentedly of
themselves. An altogether charming and absorbipic,t@Joanna would
have considered at any other time. But just nowtheughts were very
much with the three they had left behind in theading-room.

'You aren't paying the least attention to me,” Roggproached her
laughingly at last. "You're completely wrapped mgome idea of your own,
and | believe you're just finding me a bore.’



'Oh, no!" Joanna assured him. And at that momerthaugh to provide her
with an excuse, the long preliminary trill of a higpngale sounded across the
darkening garden and, putting her hand on Rogers she spoke in a
whisper.

'Hush—listen to that. | thought | heard a faintsdwf it before.’

He stopped immediately, putting his hand over laerst lay on his arm.

They were very close, as they stood there, sitettie warm, scented dusk,
while the romantically beautiful sound rippled atescaded round them.
Behind the dark mass of trees from which the enteltlimotes were pouring,
a pale gold crescent of moon was rising in the lpunmht sky, and when

Roger quietly slipped his arm round her, Joannaitt@as simply the last

touch to a scene of romantic perfection.

She even leant her head against his shoulderfonate or two, for there is
something in the spell of the perfect but fleetimgment which touches our
hearts and makes us reach out to every other hareature near us.

In that moment Joanna felt she loved all the woklid because Roger was
nearest, she loved him best.

She was not surprised when he kissed her. Onlysani@ably happy and
satisfied, and quite naturally she returned hiss,kiwith warmth and
sweetness, and a touch of passion born of the aighits beauties. It was
the first time she had ever kissed anyone like #rad the experience shook
her. She wanted to hold on to the moment with batids, to know more of
it—and of herself in this mood. But just as Rogaran eager, unsteady
voice, had begun to say something, there was p step on the gravel
behind them, and Neil's voice said rather drylyouYe wanted on the
phone, Roger.'

The veils of magic were torn to shreds, and as theed almost guiltily to
face Neil, the beauty of their moment dissolveaimbarrassment and an
annihilating sense of foolishness.

‘The—phone? Good heavens, couldn't you have takemeasage?'
demanded Roger with most unusual irritation.



'No. It's a long-distance call—personal.'

Roger muttered something. Then with a quick, 'R@gne,' to Joanna, he
strode off towards the house.

She stood there alone before Neil now. The nighatagvas silent, a cloud
had covered the moon, the garden was an ordinarg,garden, growing
slowly chilly in the cooling air of night.

'Have you-known Roger long?' inquired Neil casyadiyd the moment of
inexplicable romance took on a slightly manufaatueiad calculated value.

'What's that to you?' demanded Joanna angrily.
'Why, nothing. Except that he's a nice boy, andattached to him.’

'Meaning that you take it on yourself to keep hiot of the hands of
designing females," retorted Joanna, her angersande of insecurity
making her say the most extraordinarily ill-judgadd ugly-sounding
things.

'My dear," said the rather cold voice out of thelguthere's an old saying
about wearing the cap if it fits. Why are you sglitened and so angry
simply because on finding you kissing my young aous the garden | ask
if you've known him long?'

'It was the—way you asked," she said breathlessly.

‘There was also the way you replied," he reminaggdThat said rather more
than your words, you know.'

'Stop making the whole thing sound so—so cheagiyifscant!" she cried
wretchedly, and suddenly she found she was very tesas. 'lt was
simply--'

But how did one explain the delicate and inexpliealarticularly to a man
who had already seen one in such a strange andaunéble light.



'Why should | explain myself to you?' she exclairaedrily.

'Why indeed?' he agreed a little mockingly. 'I'mesushould find it most
embarrassing and unnecessary. And it's reallyasiething | should ask of
you. I'm sorry that my simple query should have dsdinto such verbal
complications. Forget it, and let's go in now. di‘ewing cold.’'

She began to walk slowly towards the house, bedhese was nothing else
to do, and he fell into easy step beside her.

For a few minutes she was silent. Then, thoughcehéd not imagine why,
she said:

'l met Roger the day after | met you.'
'Is that so?' He was casual and polite. ‘Not veng lago, was it?'
'No.'

She wanted quite desperately to put that scereigdrden in a better, more
dignified light. But she could not give it a sigodnce it might not possess.
She hardly knew herself if she and Roger had beaptsaway by deep
feeling, or simply enchanted by circumstances. &h#d not claim that it
was a great love scene, but still less could sh&emult didn't mean
anything, really.'

She sighed, more deeply than she knew, simply Isecstoe could not find
words to say what she meant.

The man beside her laughed softly.

'Don't take it so much to heart. Roger isn't thly charming man who will
respond to you very willingly. I think you're sinypdielightful myself, and if
| hadn't happened to have some bitterly instructixperience of that line
quite recently, believe me, | should be deeply esped.’

'How dare you say such a thing to me!" She spolte goftly this time,
because she was ashamed of having cried out abdiione, but the very



quietness of her voice added intensity to whatssid, and he made a slight
gesture of surprised protest.

'Was it so unjust?’

'‘Completely so. | know appearances seem againdbume),

'‘Appearances have a habit of seeming againstlypueéminded her, and the
note of regretful amusement in his voice would hdvawn a laughing
response from her in any other circumstances. Navas just part of the
inexplicably unfortunate impression she always skt make upon this
man.

With a considerable effort, she pulled herself thge and said:

'‘Aren't we making rather heavy weather of a verglsmatter?’

He paused to hold open the garden door for her,andhe passed him, he
said:

'Perhaps we are. No doubt the best thing is teetdige entire incident.’

She knew his voice contained a note of warningt,Tihdact, he was telling
her to forget about Roger too, in any sense th#tieneal. But because it was
impossible to launch on fresh argument and explamashe could only
incline her head slightly in apparent acceptandei®iew.

Roger hurried towards them, as soon as they appear¢he hall, and
exclaimed with rather transparent disappointment :

'Oh, you—didn't want to stay out any longer?’
'We thought it was turning cold," Neil explainedincly, before Joanna could
say anything. 'Besides, haven't we left Aunt Heled Uncle Henry on their

own long enough?’

.Roger muttered, with unusual ill-temper, that Nainself could surely
have kept them company. But, as Neil appeared mdiave heard that,



Roger recovered his customary good humour, and @alleyent into the
drawing- room together.

Everything seemed very charming and harmoniouherstrface after that
and, by the time she went to bed, Joanna thoughhal almost forgotten
the unfortunate incident in the garden.

She was wrong, however. As soon as the light wassbe lay there, wide
awake, watching a patch of moonlight move slowlyoas the floor, and
back into her mind came the exact inflection ofINGdImore's voice as he
summed her up as cheap and amusing and not asailisble friend for his
young cousin.

Joanna was not quite sure what it was that hurir#fndated her most. The
idea that her delightful friendship with Roger ntipe ruined. The fear that,
after all, her employer and his wife might comeh&ar of her unfortunate
escapade. Or, quite simply, that Neil Gilmore stouhink so
contemptuously of her.

‘There's no real reason why | should care whahimég, of course,’ she told
herself. 'He's nothing to me, and my consciencéesr.'

But, though a clear conscience is a fine thingissihe good opinion of a

forceful and attractive man. Joanna found hersedkihg and turning

angrily, and wishing with quite ridiculous fervotimat somehow she could
make Neil think well of her. Or at least not cldss—as he appeared to
do— with the woman who had alienated him from hisity.

Her thoughts took a different turn then. She woaedefery much what there
had been between Neil and this woman. He had sduddslusioned
enough when he spoke of 'some bitterly instruatixgerience'.

'Serve him right!" thought Joanna, with unusualiceal'lt would do him

good to find out that he could be mis-taken. | wislad thought to tell him
that he didn't appear to be such a good judge afemcthat he could afford
to judge me on appearances.’



And faintly comforted—as which of us is not?—by maythought out an
admirable retort, albeit some hours too late, Jadealh asleep at last.

She woke to a superbly beautiful morning, and, singsquickly, she ran
downstairs quietly, through the silent house andimto the garden, where
the dew was only just beginning to dry on the grass

The subtle magic of evening was missing, but thexg a delicate radiance
about the place now, a freshness and transluceincelaur, which was
enchanting. And for a long time Joanna wanderegihapp and down the
gravelled paths, stopping every now and then tonaxa some specially
beautiful flower, or something which had not prexsly come into her
rather limited garden experience.

She was just straightening up from one of theseneations when she
found Neil standing a few paces away from her, iiatg her with that half
lazy air of amusement which she found both intniguand annoying.

'Hello," she said, a little pertly. '‘Come to keepege on > me and see | don't
cause any mischief?'

'‘No. As a matter of fact, | came out to look roumdrery familiar and
favourite place which | haven't seen for a longgtirhe informed her coolly.

'Oh'—she was faintly ashamed—'you've been away frmme a good
while, haven't you?'

'Too long," he agreed, looking over the gardenhwaib air of nostalgic
pleasure which she found curious in one she hagepido be essentially
cynical.

'Well, | suppose you—you'll be coming down here enoften now?' she
ventured. 'l mean--'

'Yes? What did you mean?' he inquired, rather wiikimaking her define
her uncertain views.



'Why, |—gather from Roger that there's been sonmme cfareconciliation,
after a—family break.'

'‘Dear me, you and Roger are on confidential temnsn't you?' he said
mockingly. 'What else did he tell you?'

Joanna flushed, and because she was so nettlad tonh, she decided not
to spare his feelings. She wanted to penetrat@ hisur of cool amusement,
even if she had to take a sledge-hammer to do it.

'He told me that you made a fool of yourself ov@ns undesirable woman,’
she retorted sharply, 'which rather suggests ymétequite such a good
judge of women as you seem to think. | assumegsyati're back home
again, that you've got over that piece of fooligmevhich was what | meant
when | said | supposed you'd be coming here mdes afow.'

She paused, a little breathless with her own rdséingry words, and the
silence in the garden became so profound that aledifficulty in not
clapping her hand over her mouth and looking resefatty dismayed.

He didn't say anything at first, and when she focmarage to glance at him,
he was looking away from her, thoughtfully but math any sign of disgust
or anger.

'l didn't get over her," was what he said at [&te married someone else.'

'‘Oh'—Joanna was indescribably put out by the uneepecandour of that.
'I—I'm sorry.'

'For what?' His glance did come back to her thad,though it was faintly
amused again, it was not unfriendly.

'For having spoken the way | did, | suppose,’ Jaasaid reluctantly.
'‘Besides, | suppose it—hurt, losing her that wayheWwas it?—that she
married, | mean.’

‘'The day you came burgling my flat.'



And when she exclaimed again at that, he laughbeéraitterly and said:
'Yes, it was quite a day, wasn't it?'Joanna stdosch at the path.

'l know one never believes it,' she said slowlyast, 'and of course it's
always easy for the other person to offer cheagaation, but I'm sure it's
true that one does gradually get over that sarifat—that sort of feeling.'
'Yes, of course. One does get over everythingagneed, with an impatient
sigh. 'It's difficult to like the process, thougind one so hates thewaste
of it all. The planning and hoping and agonisinge-thurting other
people—Aunt Helen, for instance. And for what?—drat?’

'She doesn't think about being hurt now," Joanigk ‘She's so happy to have
you back.’'

'l know. But someone else's generosity doesn't makefeel any less of a
worm.'

Joanna smiled at that.

'l didn't know you were capable of feeling a worshe said briskly. 'l
thought it was always the other people who werawgomwith you.'

'‘Good lord!" He looked genuinely surprised. 'Do dalty sound so
self-satisfied?'

'Not self-satisfied exactly. Censorious.’

'Oh!" He gave a scoffing little laugh. 'You cargtdive me for interfering
between you and Roger, can you?'

‘At least | think it unpardonably impertinent ofud

'Oh, Joanna, be fair!" He was mocking again. 'Do gxpect me to stand by
and watch Roger make a fool of himself, the waidPd

'Roger is in no such danger.’



'‘And do you think'—his voice suddenly became hast charged with
feeling—'that I'm going to let Aunt Helen and myclengo through with
Roger what they went through with me?"

'‘But you have such a ridiculous idea of me!" shedcexasperatedly. 'You
know hardly anything of me except--'

'Except that you write compromising letters todel$ like Simon Gray, and
don't stop at burglary in order to retrieve yoursipon, and stage
passionately romantic scenes with naive young raerthe strength of a
week's acquaintance. Come, | know quite a bit algout you know," Neil
protested. 'And in spite of all that," he addedertively, before she could
reply, 'l rather like you. I'm not sure why.’

‘Thanks a lot!" Her cheeks were flaming by now. dMants your liking,
anyway? Not |, | can assure you.'

'Well, I won't press it on you,' he assured hehwitaugh. '‘Come on, there's
the breakfast bell." And, putting his hand lightbhund her arm, he turned
towards the house.

She had the ridiculous and childish desire to gfieignd drag her arm away,
but something stopped her. She told herself itaasnse of dignity which
forbade her to give him that satisfaction. Buty@n heart of hearts, she knew
she reluctantly enjoyed the feel of those stromg fingers round her arm.

'Hello! You are early birds," exclaimed Roger, lasytcame into the house.
'Have you been round the garden already?"

‘Joanna was earlier than 1," Neil said calmlyotirfd her contemplating the
beauties of nature a quarter of an hour ago.’

Once again Roger shot a curiously dissatisfiedaglat his cousin.
'l wish I'd known,"' he said to Joanna. 'I'd havememut too.'

'We have all day," she reminded him with a smilewhich he cheered up
and said:



'Yes, of course. | was wondering—would you likéake a picnic lunch and
come out for a drive with me?'

Joanna was tremendously aware of Neil, standirtgogisind her. She tried
to resist the unspoken force of his warning oppwsitbut something
stronger than herself made her reply:

'l should—only | don't think we ought to leave yaurcle and aunt so long.
After all, it was they who invited me down here."

'Oh, well'—Roger reluctantly abandoned his chedgblan—'maybe you're
right. It's true that we do want everything to goosthly this particular
week-end.’

'Up to now, everything has gone splendidly," reradriNeil with what
Joanna considered inexcusable satisfaction. Aredt #fat they went in to
breakfast.

Lady Gilmore was not one to insist that her gusbtauld go to church, just
because she herself liked to do so. But somehosedémed the only
completely suitable way to spend a Sunday mornihgrnwone was at
Gilmore Manor.

On the way home, Roger contrived to get her to aifpand they laughed
and talked as they had on so many occasions béfftiney thought of those
moments in the garden, they felt no constraintnab@&rassment because of
them, and Joanna was suddenly completely hapneireglisation that Neil
had done nothing to spoil the occasion in Rogees at least.

'l hope you'll be coming down here often in futuRpger told her, and he
took her hand and swung it lightly as they walkkxhg together.

'l hope so too.' She glanced ahead to where SiryHamd his wife were
walking on either side of Neil. 'If they ask meshlall come.’

'Oh, they'll ask you. I'll see to that," Roger deed confidently.



‘Neil will try to see they don't,’ she said on irngeu 'He doesn't like me, you
know.'

Even as she said that, she remembered his declatighingly that he did
like her.

But Roger scouted the notion.

'Oh, you mustn't take any notice of him! He's fegk bit sour about women
altogether just now, you know. He took a bad toss ¢the one | told you
about. Don't bother about anything he says."’

'Is that the line to follow?' she asked, with alsinand was considerably
reassured when he replied:

'Why, of course.’

'Oh, Roger, you're such a comfortable and reagguparson,” she
exclaimed, and laughed.

'‘Not the most glamorous way to have oneself desdrilhe protested with a
grin. 'But I'm glad if | make you feel that way.'

And she thought then that she had been harrowingeliequite
unnecessarily. There was something between heRagér which would
take a great deal of destroying.

Most of the afternoon she spent with Lady Gilmdreough Joanna was
used, in her own stepmother, to something muchrgaye flightier and

more amusing than her quiet hostess, there wastkBimgeabout Lady

Gilmore which appealed to her immensely.

'When | look at you," Joanna said with a smilesteswatched Lady Gilmore
stitching in a leisurely, competent way at her sapeframe. 'l wonder why |
worry about half the things | do.'

'‘But | should not have thought you were the womgysort." Lady Gilmore
gave a kindly little glance in Joanna's direction.



'Oh, I'm not, to an excessive degree. Only somelately--' She stopped,
sighed, and then went on again: 'l think sometiores strikes a bad patch,
and then all sorts of things assume ridiculous @ropns. But | don't expect
you know what | mean.’

'Of course | do,’ Lady Gilmore actually laughedo ¥u suppose | haven't
had my worries, too?"Oh, I'm sure you have! But-xyou rise above them,
don't you? | can't imagine your being put out byabithings.'

'‘Really, you have a very odd and flattering ideandd,” Lady Gilmore
declared, still smiling/'In fact—she stopped arstehed attentively for a
moment to the sound of someone arriving in the-hati fact, | think you're
going to have a demonstration almost immediateltheffact that | can be
put out by small things. I'm afraid | hear my sist@-law arriving, and
frankly, Joanna, she puts me out quite unbearakitypugh, poor dear, she
is kind and affectionate and means well. Oh, dear!'

And, with an unexpectedly humorous grimace, LadynGre pushed her
tapestry frame aside and stood up as the door dpene

Joanna got up too, though not with the sense oéindimng crisis. She had
lulled herself so beautifully into a false senseseturity that even the
reference to a sister-in-law had not sounded angning bell in her
CONscCiousness.

She almost deserved the shock, she told hersetfakiemoment, though it
was a cruel one. For the woman who surged intadbe crying: 'Helen
dear!" and bumped her cheek gently against Lady@#'s in simulation of
a kiss, was the same who had invaded Neil's apattarethe night of the
murder.



CHAPTER FIVE

CONTROLLING an almost overwhelming impulse to turn and flemgnha
stood in the background, waiting for the flurrygreetings to subside. And
when Lady Gilmore finally turned to include hertlme conversation, she
came forward with an astonishing degree of outveaich.

‘This is Miss Deane," Lady Gilmore began.

'Why, how extraordinary!" The woman known to JoaasaAunt Jessica
interrupted immediately. 'Is Neil here, then?'

‘Neil is here," Lady Gilmore admitted in considéeagurprise. 'How did you
know?'

'Well, since Miss—Deane is here." Aunt Jessica g@uisit her lip, rubbed
the bridge of her handsome nose with a slightltedenl forefinger, and then
burst out, 'Really, Helen, I'm a little surprisedutlb suppose it's your own
business.’

'l don't know quite what you are talking about,sles' Lady Gilmore said
crisply. 'But Neil certainly is here, I'm happyday. And, as | was telling
you, this is Miss Deane, Henry's invaluable secyet’banna, my deatr, this
is Mrs Eldon, Sir Henry's sister.’

'Henry's secretary?' Jessica Eldon swallowed rdthet, and her fine but
slightly prominent eyes became more prominent. IBabught --'

What she thought was fortunately left unsaid f& mmoment, because just
then Sir Henry came in and, almost immediatelyrdfie, Neil.

'‘Good afternoon, Jessica." Sir Henry spoke in tlamar of one who
recognised the demands of family ties, without hgwany great enthusiasm
for them just then. 'This is a nice surprise.’

'My dear Henry, you aren't the only one to be gsegl' his sister retorted,
with some significance.



'‘No, | suppose finding Neil here is unexpectedylou," Sir Henry agreed,
not very affably.

At which Neil came forward and kissed his aunt lie tmost charming
manner possible.

'Hello, Aunt Jessica. How clever of you to chodse tveek-end," he said
imperturbably. 'Much pleasanter circumstances tharse of our last
meeting, aren't they?"

‘They are indeed," his aunt replied rather sharplidn't know you were
going to be here.'

'‘No, of course not. | didn't know myself until Rogeade the suggestion a
few days ago.'

'Well, of course'—Jessica Eldon's gaze shifted tallyp to Joanna once
more—'l suppose you'd been seeing a certain anawadur uncle lately,

anyway.'

'Oh, no."' That was Sir Henry, his sense of exastogsrruling his desire to
tell his sister to mind her own business. 'Thighesfirst time I've seen Neil
for—quite a long while.'

‘Then'—Mrs Eldon's air of bewilderment began toegway to a sort of
annoyed suspicion that she was being hoodwinked#s-tthat was Miss
Deane's part in all this?'

'Miss Deane?' exclaimed both the Gilmores togetreat then Lady Gilmore
added: 'Do sit down, Jessica, and stop askingggrguoestions. Tea will be
here in a minute.'

'l asked a perfectly straightforward questionoretd Mrs Eldon, under the
impression that she really had done so. 'l dom@tkwhat all this mystery is
about, Helen, and no one could call me inquisitia if Henry didn't send
Miss Deane to see Neil, what was she doing inl&isfter twelve o'clock at
night?'



The silence which succeeded this pertinent questas so complete that
one could almost touch it. Then, from the doorwRgger spoke in a rather
strained, though deliberately light tone.

'Isn't that Miss Deane's own business?—and Neil's?'

'Of course,’ agreed Lady Gilmore, in a thin, pdiitee. 'Ah, here is tea. | am
sure you must be longing for a cup, Jessica. Rdgar, hand round the
scones, will you, please?'

Incredibly, Roger handed scones, Lady Gilmore pbutea, and the
conventional social ritual began to fall into place

The tea dragged itself out in all its social congness. Joanna supposed she
took some part in the conversation though she cadd remember
afterwards a single thing she had said. She onhgnmebered that Roger was
specially nice to her, while he looked at her vattioubled bewilderment in
the back of his eyes which he could not disguise.

When Mrs Eldon finally rose to go, no one sincegalgssed her to remain.
All the same, she lingered maddeningly, remembesiragches of news she
wished to impart, while unnatural smiles congeardored features and,
from time to time, Sir Henry made instinctive and)gestive movements
towards the door.

By the time she had made her round of farewells—grairing Joanna this
time, but confining her words to the minimum—Joaahkeast felt ready to
faint. Only, when the door had closed behind theegretted guest, she
knew she must seize the initiative, if she wer@gao repair her position at
all. And, turning desperately to face the room, skxelaimed a little
hoarsely:

'Please let me explain. It was not at all as sbheght. You see--'
'My dear," Lady Gilmore said, gently but with a @eness she had not

shown to Joanna before, 'it isn't at all incumbamtyou to explain your
actions to us, you know.'



'But | wantto, because--'

'Don't you think we'd better leave things as thes; doanna?’ Neil's voice
said dryly behind her. 'Some things are better deaid. Or, if an Aunt
Jessica insists on saying them, better left unadbrn

‘That's not true!" She swung round angrily on hifou know perfectly well
there's a great deal to be said.'

'If Joanna wants to deny Aunt Jessica's silly stiahyink she has every right
to do so,' Roger put in firmly. "You go right aheddanna dear.’

'I—I'm not denying it, exactly.'" She faltered rath@nnerved by the
generosity of Roger's support.

"You mean yowverein Neil's place at some late hour of the night?'
'Yes,' she said steadily. 'But it was a—mistakeeht to see someone else.’

'Someone else?' They all looked justifiably sugatisAnd Roger asked:
'‘Who?'

‘Joanna, it's not a good story," Neil interruptédost lazily. 'Give it up.
You'll be saying next that you were going to vidie man who was
murdered in the block that night.'

'Oh!" She swung round on him again. 'Why don't you he#? Why do you
let them think badly of me—and of you too—when thying to clear us?'

'‘Because, my sweet, I'm a better loser than ygulresaid, smiling down at
her dangerously. 'It was bad luck that Aunt Jessati?zd when she did and
started talking. But since she did'—he shruggedts-leave it at that. |

never did like complicated stories about mistaked anknown people

whom one can't produce.’

Joanna fell back from him almost literally.



"You—swine!" she said. And then thought how peljeetppalling that
sounded in Lady Gilmore's elegant drawing- room.’

Perhaps Lady Gilmore thought so too, because sHegséetly, but very
firmly:

'l do think we're all getting rather too excitedabthis. | can't help feeling it
would be a good idea if we left the subject jusivnand went to get ready
for dinner.’

With unshakable dignity, she rose and, with hebhuad, went out of the
room. For a moment complete silence reigned amioaghtree left behind,
then Roger said :

‘Joanna, don't be so upset. If you'd just--'

'Upset!" cried Joanna wildly. 'Upset? | never balek anything
so—humiliating and horrible could happen. | dordinivto stay! | don't want
ever to see any of you again! | wish--'

‘Joanna—dear -- ' Roger put out a hand to stopblaéishe thrust him aside
and, wrenching open the french window, ran out theogarden.

She was not quite sure where she was going, or feenwhat she was
running away. She only knew that she must be aloeeguse she was going
to cry, dreadfully and humiliatingly, and she hatitas much as she could
bear for one evening.

When she finally dropped down on the grass in ththést corner of the
garden, she knew she must have been crying fon@time, because the
collar of her dress was wet with the tears thatsteehked down her cheeks
and neck. Besides; she was sobbing less heavilyamovghivering with the
utter depression of exhaustion.

' must go in,’ she thought at last. 'Roger wiltamly come for me unless |
goin.'



But she went on lying there, with her face hiddand presently it was
Neil's voice, not Roger's, which said:

'Do you hate me very much, Joanna?' And she knatwhih was sitting on
the grass beside her.

At first she refused to look up. But he did notdbuher, and presently she
struggled into a sitting position and said, huskily

'Why did youdo it? Why didn't you let me justify myself?"Did youant
them to know what you'd really been doing?’

'l was going to—to compromise. To give some exgianahat would rule
out what they were thinking.'

‘Difficult.’
"You didn't even let me try!'
'‘No.'

'‘But why, Neil? Why? Did yowvantthem to think the worst of us both? If
you have some spite against me, why, in heavenmgndid you want them
to think badly of you too?'

'l have no spite against you," he said slowly, shd had the curious
impression that he weighed each word. 'l think ngowharming—and
dangerous. You already have— already had,"' he atede-'a place in this
household and in Roger's affections which my pneviknowledge of you
tells me is quite undeserved.' She tried to sayesiimg, but he stopped her.
'My dear, don't let's argue that again. I'm nofgjnd you or condemning
you. As I'm sure you are longing to tell me, thsat'timy business. But this
family is my business, and, knowing what | do, I'm determhitnat you shall
not find a place in it.’

Though he stopped speaking abruptly, she did npdy @ once. Then she
said slowly:



"You deliberately discredited me in their eyes—ogBr's eyes—because of
that?'

He shrugged as though something about her expreskgintly stung him.

'l tell you—the actual truth was not much more gedde," he exclaimed
impatiently. 'You must have been pretty deeply lmegd with Gray to risk
what you did.'

"You don't want to believe anything but your owrsiiiate theory, do you?'
she said. But she spoke wearily without heat, ablfs eyes widened and,
for the first time, she saw a flicker of doubt asamething like dismay in

them. 'You hardly even listened when | told you tha letter | went to steal

back was no letter of mine. Can't you let yourselppose, just for one
moment, that perhaps | was telling the truth?"

'It's not very credible,” he retorted impatientyyt she knew she had
penetrated the armour of his certainty at last, #ed discovery faintly
comforted her, in spite of everything.

'‘None of it is very credible,’ Joanna said, witkigh. 'There was nothing
very credible about your deliberately involving yseif like that. Why did

you do it? What did you gain by it?'

'‘Gain?' He frowned, as though repudiating the woridn't gain anything,

exactly—except to make them believe what | wankesht to believe. But
then | didn't lose anything either, from a persgaht of view.'

'‘Not the good opinion of your uncle and aunt?'

'I'd lost that before,’' he said dryly.

'‘Oh—and now I've lost it too," she exclaimed sadliiey —they liked me
and respected me—all of them. Now--'

He got up suddenly as though he had had more thangé of this
conversation.



'‘Now they don't know what to think," he said almgstagely. 'It hasn't gone
any further than that. | suppose you could stilhvainoce them of your
innocence almost as easily as your guilt.’

'Only youwon't be convinced. And if you're not you're detered that they
shan't be either. Isn't that it?"

He stared down moodily at her, and she thoughtithdhat moment he
rather hated the role he had so arrogantly assumed.

'If you thought you could convince me--' he began.

Then he broke off.

Joanna was surprised at the eagerness and hoge nokecin her.
'Do you everwantto be convinced?'

'If the truth is as you say--'

'Oh, itis! Itis!" She clasped her hands togedsnestly. 'If you'll give me a
chance to prove iPleasedo!

For suddenly the idea had come to her that thewe veareason why he
should not hear the truth from Auriel herself. Wdvar his obstinate
determination might be to keep his own family fheen entanglements, the
Morgans were nothing to him. Auriel's early indettwns would be of less
than no interest. Nothing more than a requestdat tthe whole thing in
confidence would be required.

'When are you returning to London?' she asked,rfiogvin concentration.
‘To-night.’

'Oh, | wish | were going too!" cried poor Joannajdenly seeing the long,
harrowing evening stretch in front of her.

'Well, come with me, then. | have my car here.'



'‘But—the simpleness of the solution seemed alndeseptive—'l was
supposed to go back with Sir Henry tomorrow morning

'‘Never mind, you can make some excuse. In therostances, Aunt Helen
won't press you to stay. She's the soul of tactevbther people's distresses
are concerned.’

'Meaning that she'll understand that | feel | cardly look them in the face,’
said Joanna softly and resentfully.

Neil didn't take that up. He said, almost impatieritvell, are you coming?"
'I—I think so. Can you drive me right home?'

‘Certainly.’

'‘And come in and see my sister?’

'If that's part of the idea.’

'It's an essential part.'

He looked at her curiously and said: 'All righteth

Joanna got slowly to her feet, ignoring the hangbineout to help her. She
felt stiff and exhausted, but her heart was indbabity lighter. It would all
be quite simple, once he had seen Auriel. He wdaldeto believe her

then—and make the others believe too.

And, if he had a spark of generosity in him, he ldoieel unspeakably
remorseful for the pain he had caused her.

The thought of a remorseful Neil gave her an exttiaary sense of
satisfaction. It sustained her even through thicdities of explaining to
Lady Gilmore that she thought, after all, that ble better return to town
that night.



'With Neil?' was all Lady Gilmore asked, but sheked withdrawn and
unhappy, so that Joanna was forced into saying:

‘Lady Gilmore, it isn't at all as you think. I'migg back with Neil because
it's the simplest way. But he isn't anything to mat,anything at all. | wish |
could make you believe that.'

'My dear, | shouldn't dream of giving you the beybur face,’ Lady Gilmore
replied gravely. 'But | don't pretend to understanthe least what is going
on. Only this at least | will say—don't make Neiyanore unhappy than he
has been.’

A faint flutter of indignation made Joanna catch beath. At the moment
she could not help thinking the un- happiness welsay side, and Neil was
most shamefully responsible. But, because she Wweaady fond of her

hostess, she swallowed her wrath, and said:

'l promise you | won't.'

The difficult goodbyes were said at last—and insthé&leil's cool manner
certainly helped a good deal—and then, to Joanmaigeakable relief, they
were driving out of the gates of the Manor, and Is&d& nothing to do now
but put up with his company until they reached Lamd

He didn't talk to her at first. Then presently heals

'We'll stop somewhere on the way for dinner. I'naiaf 1 did you out of your
evening meal.’

'Oh, that doesn't matter." And then, rather reséinif'l don't think we're
quite on those terms, anyway.'

He laughed, however, and said:

'‘Nonsense. The worst is over. Relax, now, and pdeiten taking you out for
the evening.'

It isn't a thing | should dream of letting you ‘dghe replied dryly.



"You never know.' His mood seemed to have chanigagly again, and he
was inclined to show a sort of gaiety and humouictvbshe had not
associated with him before. 'If we hadn't crossedrds so violently, we
should probably get on rather well together.'

Joanna opened her lips to repudiate that scornfdlly something held her
silent, and she slid down a little further in heasand wondered reluctantly
how Neil Gilmore would have appeared to her if slagd met him quite
casually at a party.

'Well,'" he said finally, ‘what's the verdict?'

‘About what?'

'‘About the possibility of our having liked each etlin other circumstances.’

'l should never have liked anyone who judged sdailitaend interfered so
unpardonably,’ she declared.

'‘But we're supposing we met in circumstances whrelsluded my wishing
to judge you," he retorted quite good- humouredly.

'‘Are there such circumstances?' she inquiredila lbitterly. 'l thought you
took it on yourself to judge most people.’

'Oh, Joanna! Do | really give that impression?1&ighed protestingly. 'lt's
not true, really. I'm not so proud of my own recordhe last twelve months
that | feel able to go in for wholesale criticisit’s just that with you--'

He stopped, again apparently assailed by the aitiausureness which had
come upon him in the garden.

‘All right,’ she said. '"We'll keep it general. Yoan talk about the particular
when you've heard what my half-sister has to say.’

"Your half-sister?' He glanced at her. 'Is she yoitmess?'

'She is.'



'‘And I'm going to see her to-night?'
'l hope so. Though she may be out with her fiance.'

'In that case, the longer we give them to comeha,better,’ he declared.
'‘Look, I'm going to draw in here. They do ratheod@old suppers.'

He was so calmly confident of her agreeing to fesping, that again she
had that desire to pierce his armour by any meanghat when they were
sitting together presently at a charming, secludecher table, she said
almost conversationally:

'Is this where you used to bring your unsuitabiefgend?’

'Catty child," he said, without looking up from tivne list, which he was
studying with a slight smile. 'l did bring her hes@metimes.’

‘It must be full of memories,' remarked Joannakipg up the menu, and
thinking idly that she sounded just like Auriel whghe said that.

'Of course,' he said. 'Are you trying to turn tmgfé in the wound?'

‘At least | feel | have the right to pay you out smme of the things you've
done to me,' she retorted with spirit.

'Well, | suppose that's fair,' he agreed, and tloeked up and smiled
straight at her in the most extraordinarily disemiaog manner.

'Oh, | wish--' Joanna began.
'‘What?'

'‘Nothing. Except that | don't know why | spoke likat,' she said unhappily.
'Hurting people is always horrid, and hardly ewgstified.’

'Please don't,’ he begged amusedly, 'or | shak habegin wondering if
you're really a thoroughly nice girl." And he reted to his study of the wine
list.



On an impulse she could not explain, she suddealytiforward and drew
the card away from him, so that he looked up, Higstartled, full at her
once more.

'What would you do," she asked him, 'if you foundalsa thoroughly nice
girl?’

'What would |1 do?' he repeated. 'What could | do&Vél, | suppose, in view
of all the horrid things I've done and said to you.

'Oh, I'd love to have you grovel,' she declaredhwuch charming candour
that he laughed more heartily than she had everlseelaugh before. And
then, somehow, they chose their meal in an atmospigeculiar harmony
and good humour.

It was quite absurd, of course, but in some subthelefined way, Joanna
found that she was enjoying herself. They had snspended hostilities, it
was true. But, knowing as she did that in a fewrk'otime Neil would
probably have the truth from Auriel, she could edféto be generous and
even a little friendly, in anticipation of the timéhen he would be shamed
and disconcerted by the realisation of his injéstaher.

As for him, though he glanced at her from time itoet as though she
puzzled him slightly, he was evidently preparedatoept the amusement
and charm of the moment, without delving too deaptp motives and
reasons.

By the time they resumed their drive it was alregggwing dark, and
Joanna had no difficulty in persuading herself tAatiel would almost
certainly be at home when they arrived. So of ewsuld her parents, in
all probability.

But in her present mood of inexplicable optimistrsg@emed to her that it
would not be any great problem to arrange that Bied Auriel saw each
other for a few minutes without the presence ofgaents.

'I'll arrange something,’ Joanna assured herkediill' be all right as soon as
we get home.'



But, when they arrived at Grandison Place, numbeanty-two was in
darkness, except for a light in the hall. And, imast unbearable
disappointment, Joanna cried:

'Oh, I believe she's still out.'

He gave her that amused, speculative glance, wdlieays meant that he
was measuring up the possible untruthfulness ofdmarks. But he simply
said:

‘Then are you going to ask me in, to wait?"'

'Please—yes.’

She opened the front door with her key, and asezhthe way into the hall,
their very competent au pair—her stepmother hadptw®iliar genius of
frivolous people for acquiring domestic help whiob one else could ever
find —came from the back of the house and said:

'Why, Joanna, | didn't know you were coming honregbt.’

'No, | didn't, either, Trudi. Is Auriel in?'

'No. She won't be home for another half-hour.’

'‘And my parents?'

‘They went to dinner with the doctor and his wiféney won't be long, |
expect.'

‘All right.' Joanna glanced at the light which wesming from the
drawing-room at the back of the house. 'ls somé&ene, Trudi?'

'Yes.' The girl came a little nearer, and Joanma &a the first time, that she
was slightly disturbed. 'He asked for you firstjavhen | said you wouldn't
be home tonight, he said he would wait and spe#@utel.’

'How odd! Is it someone | know?'



'l don't think so, Joanna.' The girl's demeanomlbex even more peculiar.
'When [ said it wasn't for me to let strangers if® house when the family
was away, he said' —her voice dropped apologefiedlie said he was
from the police.’



CHAPTER SIX

AT the word 'police’, Joanna felt as though somea@uakedealt her a blow
over the heart. She literally backed away from Tradd came up almost
immediately against the hard support of Neil's arm.

She had forgotten his presence in her momentamgksbat now she looked
up at him, over her shoulder, as though he werertest natural source of
strength and advice.

'What shall | do?' she asked, in a whisper.

'See him, of course,' was the matter-of-fact refilg.just a routine inquiry.
Come along, I'll back you up.'

She had never thought to be so thankful for NelinGie's presence in all
her life. There was no one in the world whom shelldaather have had
with her at this moment. And, steadied by his mansige said calmly: "All
right.’

And then she and Neil went into the drawing-roogetber.

The pleasant, middle-aged man who got up from h#vef's favourite
armchair introduced himself as Inspector Curtisd Aas Joanna in her turn
presented Neil, he said:

'Oh, yes, | remember. Your fiance.'

Surprised denial trembled on Joanna’'s lips, buteshembered, just in time,
that this had been her role on the night Simon Gray murdered. So she
inclined her head and murmured something non-cotainénd they all sat
down a little uncomfortably.

‘There are just one or two further questions weteno ask you, Miss
Deane,' the Inspector explained courteously, witbpeacifying exactly who
‘we' might be. 'l don't know if you'd rather | adkgou these in private, or if
you prefer Mr Gilmore to be present.’



'Oh, he can stay,' Joanna insisted eagerly. Tepewtd of Neil's steadying
presence was the last thing she wanted just then.

'Very well." Inspector Curtis took out an innocuousoking sheet of
writing-paper from his wallet. 'In going throughetpapers of Mr Gray, we
came upon this letter, written from the addressctviyou gave to the police
as yours. From this address, in fact,’ he amplifiglde letter is signed only
with a—er—term of endearment—a nickname, | assiugesince you had
given this address as yours, it seemed there mighte some connection.
| should be glad, Miss Deane, if you would looktsd letter and tell me if
you can identify it. If, in fact, the letter wasitten by you to the deceased or
by someone else.’

Very slowly she took Auriel's ill-fated, scribblesbte from the Inspector's
outstretched hand.

In that moment of crisis and panic, she ought teehbeen completely
confused—bewildered—uncertain what to do next, ohatw the

consequences of any action would be. But, on tikraxy, she saw every
facet of the situation crystal-clear, as thoughythwere presented to her,
quite deliberately, so that she could make no rikéstia her choice of action.

She could say, quite calmly and frankly, that #téek was her half-sister's,
and by simply writing a few lines in her own handimg, she could clear
herself in the eyes of the law and, what seemedstimore at this moment,
in Neil's eyes too. Nothing could be more complitan such a proof
presented to him. It might almost have been timmetlaaranged on purpose.

But, if she did that, the courteous Inspector w@dan waiting until Auriel
came in. And she would almost certainly come irhwibhn. She would be
confronted with the letter in her turn. Auriel—wka@s so unprepared and
so foolish that she had actually lulled herselbibklieving that she had
written the all-important letter on unaddressedingipaper.

On the other hand, Joanna could say that the lg&teihers. She could make
light of it, insist that it was written more thary@ar ago. With luck—and an
air of frankness— she might well put off the Insjpedor the time being. At

any rate until Auriel was married and safely off lner honeymoon. She



could gain precious time that way. Time for Autielstraighten things out

frankly with John, time for her to present her ciasthe best, instead of the
very worst, light, time for her to rescue her mage and her happiness from
the dangers which now threatened them with indesbte urgency.

Joanna looked down again at the sheet of pap@&rihdnd. She drew a long
breath and said:

'l wrote the letter. I'm not very proud of it—buivtote it.’

‘Thank you,' the Inspector said, 'for being so Krarhe letter was written
about a fortnight before Mr Gray's death, wasf't it

'Oh, good heavens, she even dated it'—but incomlglethought Joanna,
glancing once more at the letter, and for a morsbatwondered why she
loved Auriel.

‘No. It was written about a year ago,' Joanna éxgtha little hoarsely.

'Oh,’ the Inspector said, and he took the shegajér in his turn and looked
at it. 'There's nothing to show that, is there?’

'Might | say something here?' inquired Neil's voaamly, and they both
turned to look at him.

‘Certainly—if it has any bearing on the matter amd,' the Inspector agreed.

'It's about this letter," Neil smiled and, puttiogt his hand to Joanna, took
her cold fingers in his. 'l noticed you were coesate enough to give Miss
Deane the opportunity of being questioned abouletiter without my being
present. You thought no doubt that my being thaghttause both trouble
and embarrassment.’

'Well--' conceded the Inspector, but non-commigtall
"You needn't have worried, though we both appregratir attitude. | know

all about the letter. | presume it's the one whéfbrs to an—indiscretion on
my fiancee's part, where the dead man was concédwahna found that



she was digging her nails into Neil's hand, antéh awitnurmur of apology she
slackened her grip.

'l think it might help you to fix the real date tfe letter,” Neil went on
quietly, 'if 1 point out that Miss Deane told meoaib the whole incident
some months ago, and we'd both managed to putigisatly behind us for

us to be happy in our engagement and look forwalt marriage. There
would hardly have been time for us to have achi¢latiexact state of mind
if the—arrangement in that letter dated from arfigiit before Gray was
murdered.’

'No, | think we can concede that,' the Inspectoeed, though it was quite
impossible to tell from his expression whether oirlme had accepted Neil's
quiet, plausible statement at its exact face-vale.did, however, add,
‘Thank you, Mr Gilmore," which seemed hopeful.

He turned to Joanna again.
‘Then do you mind telling me when you last sawdbeeased?' he said.

'Oh, not since then!" she exclaimed eagerly. "THe—-drrangement in that
letter was never carried out. We—there was a braadt,| never saw him
again. I—didn't want to," she added with a shuad®ch was genuine.

"You didn't have any occasion to visit him on tinghhof his death?"

'Oh, no, no! It was just the most horrible coincide that he happened to
live in the same block as Neil," Joanna pleadeth such genuine fervour
that her manner carried unmistakable conviction.

'l see." The Inspector returned the letter to raflet; and got up. 'Well, I'm
sorry | had to rake up something which no doubt waish to forget. But
you'll understand that we have to follow up eveinghin a case of this sort.’

'Of course,' agreed Joanna faintly, hardly ableeigeve that the ordeal was
suddenly over. 'The—the letter won't have to bedpced in court or
anything, will it?"



The Inspector smiled slightly.

'‘Not unless—which seems unlikely—it should subsetlyeappear to have

some bearing on Mr Gray's death. Don't worry, Missane," he added
kindly. 'We don't make trouble unnecessarily, yoow, and we prefer not

to bring in anything irrelevant, particularly ifitould cause pain to innocent
people.’

Inspector Curtis took his hat then and, having easthem both a pleasant
‘good evening', left the house.

Joanna, who had accompanied him to the front d@one slowly back into
the drawing-room, where she found Neil also premgaid go.

She stood just inside the doorway and looked at him
‘You're not staying, then?’'

‘To see your sister?' He smiled faintly and dr{ijnere isn't much point in
my doing so, is there?'

"You mean you wouldn't believe anything she samd?o

‘Joanna'—he gave an exasperated little laugh—"asigayou-asking me to
believe this time? | take it that the letter whible Inspector produced was
the one you tried to steal back?".

'Of course.'

'‘And it was very compromising—made some assignatorsomething of
the sort?'

'Yes.'
'My dear, I've just heard you, with my own eardesmly declare that the

letter was your own. I've even—heaven forgive mel'ifi being a
fool—added some artistic details to the story nfysel



'Yes,' she said heavily. 'It was nice of you tqhak over that. Why did you
do it?'

'l don't know." He sounded almost angry. 'Excegt ktiknow you didn't knife
that fellow, whatever you had against him, andojmse | can't stand by and
watch the evidence pile up wrongly against you, wit€omes to a charge
like that. Even if you did write this confoundedtée only a few weeks
ago...'

I never wrote it at all.' But, even to her own saner tone carried no
conviction. 'The letter was from Auriel.'

‘Then, in heaven's name, why couldn't you have saitl he demanded
impatiently.

'‘Because, if | had, that Inspector would have gamsitting here until Auriel
came in. She wouldn't even have been preparedrfer-and she'd almost
certainly have with her the man she's going to ynartess than a fortnight."'

'Oh, damn it! you have an answer for everything,'chied, and, to her
astonished ears, it seemed that there was disdresgll as anger in his
voice. "You're asking me to believe that, if | skeye until your sister comes
In--'

'Listen!" Joanna held up her hand suddenly, ameMesd colour flooded back
into her face. 'There she is. | heard her key endbor, and'—she listened
again and gave a little cry of delight—'she's aJdrikink.’

Joanna started towards the door, but Neil caughatme peremptorily and
held her back.

‘No, | don't want you speaking to her first.'
'‘But | must convince her that it's safe to tell yba truth!'

‘Then you'll convince her in front of me," he régorgrimly.



'l only thought----' began Joanna. And then Audame into the room,
bright-eyed, radiant, ready to be charming to aay svhom her dear Joanna
had brought into the house.

"Lo, darling! I didn't know you were coming homenight." She kissed
Joanna in her sweet, brief, flower-petal way, aodkéd with smiling
interest at Neil.

'No. It was unexpected.' Try as she would, Joamgdcnot immediately
change her manner to fight-hearted casual- nebss i$ Neil Gilmore,
Auriel--'

'Oh, how nice! You're a friend of my fiance's, argou?' Auriel gave him
her hand and seemed to brush him with the wingeosmiling favour.

'‘Am 1?' Nelil returned the smile, irresistibly.
'Why, yes. He's John Morgan, you know.'

'Is that so?' They both sounded so pleasantly lsodidle Joanna stood by
suffering silent agonies of anxiety. 'l knew himrywevell at college, of
course, though | haven't seen him for some years.'

‘There was something Neil wanted you to tell hintérrupted Joanna, and
even to herself she sounded abrupt and ungracious.

'Oh?" Auriel looked mildly inquiring. ‘But why ddnve all sit down?' she
dropped down gracefully on to the settee and digheu feet under her, like
a child.

Joanna sat down too, but stiffly, as though théngpnad gone out of her.
And she gripped her hands together in her lap sidaeone who had to hold
tightly to something in order to keep quite calm.

'It's about Simon Gray," she said, quietly but witack of preparation which
was dramatic.



'Who?' Auriel had been carelessly turning the ehthey belt round her
finger, but at that she became completely stil, '‘@Gs—I remember.’

'Neil knows that a little while ago | attemptedget back a very important
letter from him—from Simon Gray,

| mean. Auriel, it's—it's vitally important to mhédt Neil— who is the soul
of discretion—should be told who really wrote thatter. Will you
please—tell him?'

'l don't think | know what you're talking about,rlilag,” Auriel said, with a
slight frown. 'What letter?'

In all the years she had known her, Joanna haadr rsenfered deliberate
betrayal at Auriel's hands. Minor injustices, p@daor light-hearted
displays of selfishness. But not this—not this!

'‘Auriel'—Joanna had gone very pale—'l did stang/dy when you needed
me. Will you please stand by me?’

It was a powerful appeal, and for a moment Aurfelgers curled tightly in
on themselves. But something inflexible touched $hesetness of her
exquisitely pretty face, and she said, with a tooicimpatience,

'‘But of course, Joanna, dear! I'll stand by yoanything. It's just—I don't
know what you're talking about.'

Joanna stood up and drew a long breath.

'I'm sorry,' she said to Neil. 'l seem to have alisglated.’

She thought he was almost sorry for her humiliatArany rate, he started
to say something. But Auriel sprang up at that mmairend cried, in a tone
faintly sharpened by relief:

'Here are Mother and Daddy! Oh, good'—as Mr and Deane came into

the room—'now they'll be able to meet Neil. Mothérs is Neil Gilmore.
He's a wonderfully brilliant architect, you know—+Stlenry's son—no,



nephew. John will be so glad to have found him ragslir Gilmore, you
must come to the wedding. Yes, really, | insishnlowould never forgive me
if we lost sight of you again.’

To all appearances Neil was her acquisition, rdtfen Joanna's, and both
the older Deanes greeted him as such.

To Joanna, the scene had taken on the quality ofesmcapable nightmare.
Events were out of her hands. She had been stnggdtir hours it seemed,
to create an exact impression. With tremendoustedfe had succeeded in
doing just what she had planned to do—and thetsesudre completely and
horribly the opposite of what she intended.

Her father put his hand on her shoulder and said:

‘You're very pale, child. Aren't you well?'

'‘Not—exactly." She seized at the chance of escapave a most frightful

headache. That's really why | came home. And if-em@ minds, I'm going
to bed now.'

'Darling, | should!" Her stepmother made attractivitle sounds of

sympathy, her father said: 'Certainly bed's the plese,' and Auriel added

kindly: 'If you want aspirin, you'll find some inymop drawer.’

Only Neil expressed no concern. He stood squarefyoint of her as she
would have escaped from the room and said:

"'l come and see you at the office tomorrow.’

'Oh, no! Please don't." She spoke urgently, biityss that the others should
not hear. 'There's nothing—nothing left to say.’

‘There's something | want to say.' He sounded iso tipat she had a panic
fear that he would start to upbraid her in fronhef own people. 'When do
you go out to lunch?'

'It's no good --'



'When?'

It was impossible to continue the argument furt®ée must put him off by
some other means.

'One-thirty," she said and, almost pushing himegstie ran out of the room.

Once in her bedroom, she burst into tears—butardohg. Tears seemed so
futile and pointless now. And when, half an houedaAuriel came to the
door and said softly: ‘Can | come in, Joanna?sshep and looked more or
less normal.

'Yes—come in.'

She half expected a subdued and remorsefully tearftiel. But the girl
who came in showed no sign of remorse.

'Are you crazy, Joanna?' she said softly—even egrfoilly. 'What on earth
made you ask me to give myself away to a perfeanger? | nearly died
with terror and shock when you thrust that scenenen

'l told you—he would never have said a word," Joannatetbis
'‘But he's a perfect stranger.'

'No, no, | know him very well." She even thoughe sld, in that moment.
'He was the man whose flat | burgled.’

‘That doesn't make you know him well." Auriel wasgsilarly brisk and
matter-of-fact for her. 'Besides, he knows John.nkight have told him
anything. Howcouldyou have let me in for such a thing?'

'It was necessary—in order to clear myself. Digoll understand, when |
told you it was vitally important to me? | thought-

'‘But why "vitally important"?' Auriel's beautifulyes looked wide and
astonished. 'There couldive anything vitally important with a man you'd
hardly ever seen before. The vital importance wasp side. What would it



have meant for me if | had told this man the trartd he chose to pass on the
information to John?'

'‘But he wouldn't." Joanna could only reiterate,tindth desperate obsdnacy.
'Look, Auriel, no harm has been done. He hasn't @uspicion of you.
There's no fear of his telling Joan anything.'

That was not quite the end of the discussion. Astiyed and lavished a
few forgiving phrases on Joanna before she kissedid drifted off to her
own room. And not until Auriel had gone quite adotime did Joanna
remember that she had never mentioned InspectoisGuyisit.

'Oh, well, it doesn't matter,' she told herself.l&&asthe believed what | told
him.'

And that time she did laugh—Dbut in a convulsivéditvay which ended in
something like a sob.

It was raining when she woke the next morning,that was only a minor

detail in the general weight of depression whictdenber long to hide her
head under the bedclothes and pretend to herselthtere was no need to
get up and face life as usual.

To her profound relief, Sir Henry was not in théica that day. She could
arrange things as she pleased, and she delibevatatyout to lunch an hour
earlier than usual.

It was nearly half-past two by the time she retdrtwe the office, and she
thought nervously, as she entered the buildingerBNeil wouldn't wait as
long as this, surely. I'm safe.’

She worked doggedly through the afternoon—everttla later than her
usual time because her long lunchtime had put kbbimdhand with her
work. She heard the others go. She put everythiray aeatly, sorted one or
two papers for immediate attention in the morniaggd, with a curious
feeling between relief and disappointment which sbald not explain,
went to the mirror to put on her hat.



As she did so, the door opened and Neil came in.

‘Neill" She swung round to face him. 'What are gloing here?'

'l came to see you, of course.'

'‘But | didn't want to see you. That's why | went early at lunchtime.

'l realised that.’

‘Then it wasn't very polite of you to come back &mte yourself on me
now. | don't want to see you. | don't want to heaything you have to say. It
was enough surely that Auriel proved me a liardonsatisfaction last night.

Do we have to have a conference about it now?"

She put up her hand, as though she would litepalsh him away. But he
determinedly came forward, caught her hand ligintlyis and said:

'Don't be such a little idiot. | came to say | v&asry for misjudging you.
Auriel was obviously lying last night. That letteouldn't have belonged to
anyone but her.’



CHAPTER SEVEN

JOANNA actually staggered slightly. Until then she hadenejuite believed
that mental distress could really make one feaitfaBut she had been
through a great deal in the last twenty-four hoansl at this sudden reversal
of all she had feared—and indeed, accepted—a Eblakness seized her
for a moment, and she was glad that Neil had heh&yand.

'What's the matter?' she heard him ask sharply.

'N-nothing." The room began to seem right and nbagain. 'Except that |
was—surprised.’

'So was |, when the truth finally dawned,’ he atedigrimly.

'‘But—how did it dawn? What made you think Auriel wasn't tellitige
truth? | thought she was awfully good and convigg¢idoanna said rather
sadly.

'She was extraordinarily good and convincing,' peeed. 'But you were
more so.’

'l was?' She stared at him. 'l thought | must himei&ed the picture of
guilt—stammering and not knowing what on earthap 13ext.’

'l know. Whereas she was completely self-posseasddlick about it all.
But though she looked so calm, her hands gavevirey.a

'Oh, you couldn't presume guilt just on the evidewn restless hands!
Joanna protested.

'No, it wasn't only that, of course. It was alse Wy you looked, so white
and—betrayed, when she pretended not to know wbatwere talking
about,' he said slowly. 'It wasn't the expressitbsommeone whose neat plan
had miscarried. You looked as though someone yeedibiad failed you.'

‘That was very—quick of you.'



'Oh, lord, Joanna, don't talk about my having lopéok in any of this. | was
abominably, inexcusably slow in coming to the tr&thd now that | have--'
He broke off. Then he added with a wry little smiletold you | would
grovel if | found I'd misjudged you--'

'Whereas the first thing you really did was to camnéd address me as "little
idiot"," she recalled with some spirit.

'I--' He looked unexpectedly put out. 'Did I?'

"You did." Suddenly a dizzy sense of enjoyment bdégaake possession of
her. 'And all because | reserved the simple riglsee you or not, as | chose.’

'Oh, Joanna—yplease.' To her surprise, he actuadly Her towards him, by
the hand he was holding, so that she was almostsadam. 'I'm so horribly
sorry and ashamed. Don't be as hard on me asrveédse

She wanted to laugh aloud in her joy and her refibe supposed it must be
the delicious incongruousness of it all which mhdefeel so light-hearted
and light-headed.

But though it was supremely gratifying and piquanhave her accuser turn
suppliant like this, she found when she lookednip his face that she did
not altogether enjoy the anxiety and unhappinessssiw there. It was a
dark, proud face by nature. Something generous@néntic in her winced

before the idea that he should be humbled, howdsservedly.

'It's all right." She touched his arm a little avaodlly. ‘It isn't very reassuring
to have a girl break into your flat, | guess. Besid-she hesitated, then went
on, though diffidently—'you had just been througpratty disillusioning
and miserable time before all this happened. Itdexpect you were in a
very tolerant or trustful mood.’

'Oh—that?' He made a slight face. 'To have mad®leof oneself with one
woman is a poor excuse for behaving badly to amotigen't think I'll plead

that one, Joanna. But are you going to forgive mak @me out to dinner
with me?’



'Yes,' she said simply.

Joanna didn't even ask him where they were gom@. rhood of glowing
contentment—which she could only attribute to hetden reinstatement as
a nice, respectable girl once more—she was coriteét him decide
everything.

He hailed a taxi, and they were driven to a g@ergagingly French place in
Soho which she remembered having heard Auriel spkak

'I've never been here before.' She looked roundrggtyi.

'Haven't you? | used to come here pretty often.’

'Oh, yes?'

'With Vivien,' he added, with a mixture of defiaremed self-mockery.
'l wasn't going to ask that.'

'You were pretty quick on that inquiry when | togéu to that place on
Sunday,' he reminded her.

'l wasn't feeling in a very good temper then," J@aretorted serenely. At
which he laughed.

But when she glanced across at him, she thouglexipiiession moody and
unhappy. Joanna watched him thoughtfully, but ndil uhe waiter had
taken their order and gone away did she speak. Bhensaid, almost
casually:

'Are you going to tell me about her?'

That did make him look up—surprised, even startled.

'Do you want to hear about her?'

'If you would like to tell me.’



he waiter brought their meal, and for a while tla¢g in silence. It was,
curiously enough, a companionable silence, thoulgatwhe had just said
might well have made it a strained one. And wheil flgally began to
speak, he did so as though they were merely cangra subject they had
already started.

'It's difficult to describe the attraction of sonpeople, Joanna. She
wasn't—isn't, | mean—outstandingly beautiful. Nbtsuppose,' he said
reflectively, 'as beautiful as you.'

'I'm not beautiful,’ Joanna put in, smilingly buthout affectation.

'In a way, you are.' He spoke almost impersonaNyth Vivien it's more a
sort of blazing vitality. And the hell of it is thahough | have no illusions
about her as a person, | would willingly drug ail oritical faculties again,
just to bask in that uneasy glory once more. Oldoh't expect you
understand at all what | mean.’

'Yes, | do," Joanna said, thinking how much easmas to understand the
reactions of other people than it was to accounbfe's own. 'l also," she
added briskly, 'think it was a remarkably good thihat she went and
married someone else."’

He smiled dryly and said:

"You don't expect me to second that, | suppose?’

'Well, on a strictly commonsense basis --'

‘These things are never on a strictly commonseases,bmy charming
Joanna.'

She glanced at him again, and her tone softenesh@sasked: 'Was it a
complete shock when she married someone else?’

'Pretty grim.'

'Were you—hoping she would marry you?'



There was quite a long silence. Then he said:

'If you want a completely honest reply to that—hihink | knew she never
intended to do anything but play around with m&as neither rich enough
or powerful enough for her to think of marrying nimwever much she
might dangle the prospect before me. But one ngwiée faces these things,
Joanna, so long as there's hope.'

'l see.' She tried to imagine any gir—woman—hawsognuch power over
Neil, and failed. 'How long beforehand did you gg®$hat she was going to
marry the other man, | mean.’

'l didn't guess. She presented me with the accehmadi fact. She telephoned
in the morning, married him at noon, and flew aoff Egypt on her
honeymoon in the evening.'

'Oh," Joanna said soberly. 'That was really shaflnen, having thought
things over, she added: 'And that was the everiacpime?

‘That was the evening you came,’ he agreed withile.s

"You must have felt like wringing my neck for intliag on your troubles.’
'‘No," he said judicially. "You were rather a wel@diversion, as a matter of
fact. Only, as | think you remarked earlier in theening, | was not exactly

in a trustful or tolerant mood."

'‘But you went to a lot of trouble to divert suspmifrom me, when that
policeman came.’

'Ye-es, I'd forgotten that.'
'l hadn't," Joanna said earnestly. 'Nor the time lyacked me up before the
detective. In some ways, you've been rather niceneéo Neil, in spite of

everything.'

'Oh, you generous, absurd child!" He clasped hed far a moment, as it lay
on the table. 'Roger is a lucky fellow.’



'Roger?' She was genuinely surprised, until sheendoered the scene he
had interrupted in the garden at the Manor. 'Oh'e—sbloured, to her
extreme annoyance— 'that was pardy the nightingate the—the moon
and everything,' she explained confusedly.

He laughed a good deal at that, and said thatinggles and moonlight
were among the very best romantic effects.

'‘But | promise you," he added more seriously, 'tHatee Roger is put right
on the subject of Aunt Jessica's insinuations.’

Joanna wanted very much to say that the good apioidSir Henry and
Lady Gilmore mattered just as much. But, whileslas wondering whether
that would sound unnecessarily coy and unnatuts, saw Neil look
beyond her, with an expression of interest and amesit.

'What is it?' she asked, resisting the desirerta t8§omeone you know?'
'‘Someone we both know. Your sister has just convatimJohn Morgan.'

'Oh, Neil' You musn't say a word, you know. Abouiriel and that letter, |
mean!'

'Of course not. Don't be silly,’ he soothed herorgén's affairs are no
concern of mine.'

And then the other two saw them and came overdalsp

Everyone was very gay and sociable, but Joannakwbe Auriel so well,
guessed that her sister was uneasy. It was trtstibdnad airily invited Neil
to come to her wedding. But Joanna was perfectly that Auriel had never
intended to confirm the invitation to one who hane so near suspecting
her of something John did not know.

And now here were two men exchanging friendly reswences, and,
before five minutes were past, John was repeatumehs invitation, but in
a tone which did give a very positive charactahwminvitation.



'‘Are you going to be bridesmaid?' Neil asked Joanna

'Of course,' she smiled.

He turned back to John.

‘Thank you very much. | shall be very glad to come.

'‘Well!" It was Auriel who gave that laughing exclation. 'Are we to believe
that's a case of cause and effect? Are you conangyt wedding just

because you like the bridesmaid?’

'l do like the bridesmaid very much," he said, vaittieliberate little smile. 'l
find her an altogether delightful and trustwortlgrgon.’

'He's giving you an excellent reference, darlimgrharked Auriel to her
sister, but her glance fell before his smiling one.

'He means that he'll be glad to have Joanna to &fiek him when we've
gone off on our honeymoon,' John declared. Anchahlaughing note, they
separated.

"You shouldn't have said that,’ Joanna told Nedraachfully, when the
other two had withdrawn to their own table.

'Drink up your coffee and don't worry about triflebleil retorted. 'She
deserved it.'

'‘But you frightened her badly.’
‘I meant to.'
'‘Oh—you sound rather—ruthless when you say that.’

‘Not at all. I simply administered a well-desergedre to someone who has
behaved very badly to you.'



'It wasn't necessary for you to constitute yourseyf champion,' Joanna
said, but she smiled a little.

'‘Not necessary perhaps, but enjoyable," he retokéat play would you
like to see?"

'Oh, are we going to a play?’
‘Unless you would rather go and dance somewhere.'
‘No. I should like to go to the theatre. I'm natlhg dressed for dancing.’

After a short discussion they decided on a play tieth wanted to see, and
they left the restaurant together.

When they came out of the theatre again, he waotéake her to supper.
But Joanna insisted that she had been out lateghrfou an evening when
she had expected to go straight home from theeoffic

'Phone and explain,’ he suggested.

But Joanna shook her head. Secretly, she was ggamixious to see Auriel
and reassure her, and the very fact that she hageehherself so much
weighed a little on her conscience.

Neil yielded to her further persistence then, aukther home. He refused
her suggestion that he should come in, and shena@sorry for that. If
Auriel were already home and were to see him agdia,would be more
difficult than ever to convince that there was maghto fear.

'‘Goodnight, Joanna.' He held both her hands aricetbdown at her. 'Have
we already signed the peace? or is it only an aicei?

'Oh, 1 don't bear you any grudge for your mistakehat's what you mean."’
She glanced down at their hands and laughed rathgy. 'We're friends
now—if you like.'

'l do like," he said, and smiling, kissed one aflends quite ceremoniously.



'Oh, Neil'—she was half amused, half touched—Hgeer had anyone kiss
my hand before.'

'Well, the occasion called for something, you kridw, told her. 'And as |
couldn't provide nightingales and moonlight | thottd better stop short at
this.'

"You're quite absurd!" She laughed and pulled laedhaway. But, as she
called: '‘Goodnight," and ran into the house, shedderself regretting that
there had been no nightingales and moonlight—ortevies it was he
required to make him say goodnight in an even mam&antic manner.

Her parents were not in, but, as she went upstairaming softly to herself,
Auriel pulled open the door of her room and exckaim

‘Joanna, how late you are!'

'Am 1?' Joanna glanced at her watch in surprise, INn not. We came
straight on from the theatre.'

'Oh, so you went to a theatre with him?"'
‘Yes, certainly. Why not?'

"You know perfectly well why not." A sort of ner®uexasperation
sharpened Auriel's tone. 'Joanna, what's comeyaows&r' And she turned and
went back into her room, leaving the door open,hwihe obvious

expectation that her sister would follow her.

For a moment, Joanna had an almost overwhelmingilgapto ignore
Auriel's questions and go on calmly to her own ro8ime didn't know what
had come over her, and she had no wish to dischasewer it was with
Auriel. But then she remembered that she was hapyplysecure, while
Auriel was not, and she went into her sister's r@mwh closed the door.

‘There's no need for you to be afraid, Auriel.' &ant against the door and
looked across at the other girl, standing moodiythe dressing-table
combing her hair. 'Neil isn't even interested intyaffairs.’



'‘But he's a friend of John's—on intimate speakargns with him. And he
knows about—that letter, doesn't he?'

'Knows it was really yours?—yes.’
'Did you spend the evening convincing him?' criedié&l angrily.
'No. He knew you were lying last night. He told ste'

'l don't believe it!" Auriel was visibly shaken bye idea that her act might
not have been so convincing as she supposed.

'It's true. But there's no need for you to harraurgelf. This thing is getting
out of all proportion, Auriel. It isn't as thougbhh were his brother—or
even his cousin,' she added with seeming irrelexaAdl he knows is that
there's been some half-glimpsed indiscretion orr pawt. Apart from any
assurance he has given—and he gave me an absebuemce of his
silence—he isn't eveimterested Why should he be? John is a nice, casual
friend of his. It can't matter to Neil what sortgfl he marries.

Auriel nervously ran her thumbnail down the tedther comb.

'‘But he knows too much, Joanna. Of all the menggald run around with,
why do you have to choosem?'

'l didn't. He chose me. At least, he chose to takeout to-night. | tried to
avoid it, as a matter of fact,’ Joanna said, renegmd@ that with some
surprise.

'‘Because you knew there was an element of dangejoiimg,” Auriel
exclaimed triumphantly.

'No, for quite other reasons. But never mind themv.h

'‘Anyway, you do see that it would be better to dnop gradually, don't
you?' A coaxing note had crept into Auriel's toiftasn't only whatever he
may guess about that miserable letter. He actialigd you breaking into
his flat. He may not be shocked about that any mamefact, I'm sure he's



not because I'd say he takes a lot of shockingitBuin odd experience—a
good story, Joanna. And, after a while, men carenessist telling a good
story.'

'He won't tell it, | promise you.'

"You don'tknow he won't. Why are you so obstinate? It's sometisimg
unimportant, weighed against something so importdnist a casual
acquaintance and a date or two weighed againstafggysand peace of
mind.'

'You're exaggerating,’ Joanna said coldly. And bseashe had never
answered an appeal of Auriel's like that, shedieét must sound incredibly
harsh.

'l don't understand you, or what's come over yAutiel repeated her initial
cry. 'Are you in love with the man or something?'

'1? Certainly not. It's just a nice friendship whitm enjoying and am not
prepared to drop.’

So sensible—so plausible. But the strangest semsiaéid come to her when
Auriel hurled that accusation at her.

''ve never known you not want to help me beformgnha.' Auriel's tone
changed suddenly from anger to appeal. 'You knowdwared and worried
| am, and you won't even do this little thing tdpghme. It's not like you.'

But Joanna had learned something of relative vatutdee last few days.

‘Auriel dear," she said a little dryly, 'if youlbok back over the last two
weeks, | think you'll find that / haven't done tlading. | did my best to
recover that beastly letter for you—I went throughgreat deal of
unpleasantness to do so. And, though | haven'tyldthis before, | even
pretended to the police that | wrote it--'

'When?' Auriel's eyes suddenly became enormousthenkdand which was
running absently up and down her comb stopped #dlgrup



'Last night. A detective came here and--

‘Last night?'Auriel's beautiful, vivid hair actually seemedadorl upwards
from her scalp. 'A policeman—a detective caniere—to ask
guestions—and you haven't even thought fit to no@ntito me!'

‘There was so much else, I—I somehow forgot urdil'¢ gone to your
room," Joanna said, but a little confusedly becatseealised how peculiar
her behaviour must really seem this time.

'l think," Auriel said, 'you'd better tell me abauhow.’

‘All right. 1 was going to. He was waiting here whideil and | came in, and
he had your letter with him.'

Auriel gave a small, frightened sound.

'It was not only addressed from here, Auriel. Isvdated as well—except
for the year.'

'l could have sworn--'

'Well, you were wrong. The only identification markssing was the actual
signature. He asked me if the letter were mine |&neéw if | had said "no",
he would wait until you came in, and, for all | kmeyou might come in with
John. | said the letter was mine.'

‘Joannal!' For a moment a flush of something likensty, as well as relief,
appeared in Auriel's cheeks. "You said that? —entfof Neil?'

'Yes, Neil was there.’
'Darling! I'm sorry | was such a beast when you t@dme to tell him the
truth." Auriel's capitulation was sudden and cornglso that Joanna felt her

heart warm to her sister as it had not for a |omg t

'It doesn't matter. He believes me now,' she said,she pressed her hands
against her heart without knowing that she did so.



'‘And did the detective accept your story?"

'‘Not completely at first. He thought the letteraméd to a few weeks ago,
which meant, of course, thatabuld have had some bearing on—Simon's
death.’'

'Oh, heavens, how terrifying!'

'Yes, | was a good deal frightened. But Neil caméhe rescue perfectly.
You remember he told the police in the beginnirgg thwas his fiancee?'

'Did he? Oh, yes, | remember." Auriel had a gefougorgetting anything
which did not concern her personally. 'He pretendekihow all about my
having written that letter, and he claimed thatatl lconfessed and been
forgiven some months ago. As he pointed out, ifléteer referred to this
year, there had hardly been time for all that togdem.'

‘That was clever of him. And very decent too. THougon't know,"' Auriel
added with naive self-absorption, 'why he shouldageo much trouble to
help me, when he hadn't ever met me.’

'He believed,’ Joanna pointed out gently, ‘thawas helping me.’

At which Auriel said very thoughtfully, 'Oh, yeanhd stared reflectively at
Joanna.

'So the detective was satisfied?' she said atresirning to the essential
point.

'l think so.'

‘You're not certain?'

'One can never beertain in these cases, Auriel.’

'So that he might turn up and ask questions again?

'l suppose he might, though it's unlikely.'



'‘And in that case, you would have to be Neil'sdsmagain. You'd better
keep in touch with him after all." Auriel chose thsser of two personal evils
without hesitation.

Joanna laughed vexedly.
It isn't a pretence we could keep up for any Iergdttime, Auriel.’

'l wouldn't be so sure,’ Auriel retorted, with timst gleam of humour she
had shown that evening. 'l wouldn't be a bit sln@uathat.'

And though she laughed a good deal as she kissathdgoodnight, Joanna
somehow had neither the courage nor resolutioskdar why.



CHAPTER EIGHT

DURING the short time between that evening with NeilAndel's wedding
day, Joanna found life drifting on an extremelyagknt stream.

For a few days Sir Henry, who had caught a chidls\@way from the office
and she was busy, though not harrassingly so. Tdveards the end of the
week he returned, and j the first thing he did wasall Joanna into his
office and address her rather ceremoniously.

'My dear Miss Deane'—he balanced his spectaclegekethis fine hands a
little self-consciously, but he smiled at her kipxd¥'l don't want to enlarge
on what must have been a rather—painful incidenyéw. But | do want
you to know that Neil has had a long talk with me#hw.ady Gilmore and
me," he amended, 'and we now fully understandythatvisit to his flat was
made from the very best of motives.

'We are, of course, very grateful to you for yofforts to bring us and Neil
together again. And though, as it turned out, thesee not strictly
necessary, believe me, | Miss Deane, Lady Gilmaork lashall not forget
how kindly you concerned yourself on our behalf.'

Joanna coloured and tried to look as though sherstwbd what he was
talking about. Then, having murmured a non-commitRlease don't
exaggerate anything | did," | she opened her nolebad made every sign
that she was | ready for the day's work.

Sir Henry appeared to feel that he had done justloere justice was due,
and he made no further reference to the! mattely ®@ was more than
usually nice and considerate to Joanna, so thashstield understand that
she was reinstated—and more than reinstated—igdad opinion.

'I must ring Neil up—at least, | suppose | may rivgil up—and find out
what really happened,' thought Joanna.

But this proved unnecessary, because at lunchamextremely cheerful
and friendly Roger came into the office and insiste taking her out to
lunch.



'I'm so sorry not to have seen anything of youdeveral days, Joanna,
particularly after that nonsensical scene with Alegsica. | was afraid you
might think | had taken some notice of it, which adfurse | hadn't,’ he
insisted. 'But what really happened was that adrief mine came on leave,
and his old man can do quite a lot for me in my jbbe likes. [ There was a
sudden chance of visiting the family in Norfolk,dahthought | ought to
snatch at it.'

'Of course.' She smiled at him. 'l wasn't—worried.'

'I'm so glad. And now | gather that Neil, after igpiso | confoundedly
difficult and making half the trouble himself, haslished your halo afresh
and made Uncle Henry and Aunt Helen see you ibés¢ of lights again.’

'Yes, so | understand from Sir Henry. Though I'nh'relve added candidly,
‘at all sure what Neil actually said.’

Roger laughed a good deal at that.

'Don't even know what a good girl you are, you nredre said. 'Well,
according to Neil, you'd taken it on yourself :or@and see him and try to
mend the rift between the uncle and aunt and Hig,@esume, for love of
your employer and his wife.'

'Don't be so flippant about it. | do love them,aamatter of fact,’ Joanna
insisted.

'Well, of course. Anyone would. It seems that yoad ha hard time

persuading him, and that you stayed much laterybanealised. Then there
was a to-do about that chap who was murdered (finony they've never
found who did r—I suppose it wasn't you?)' addedydroin facetious

parenthesis. 'And then the police came on a routiop@ry visit which kept

you still later, and Aunt Jessica barged in anahébyou there. According to
Neil, he was so mad about your involving him in wha regarded as a
ridiculous situation that he felt nasty enough &t lou take the

consequences at first. And that was why he wousdy'the word that would
clear you.'



'l—see. And did Sir Henry and Lady Gilmore accéat tstory completely?’

'Oh, yes, I'm sure they did. No doubt Neil embk#d it with some
convincing detail and made it sound better thaavietl

'‘By which you mean that you don't accept the syoyrself?’

'Well, Joanna, | know a good deal more about yam thy uncle and aunt
do, and | can't help knowing there are severalgsdachere the story doesn't
hang together.’

'‘And yet you can laugh about it, and be gay arehttly.’'

'Oh, my dear girl, | don't have to have the whdlied explained in detalil
before | know you were in Neil's flat on some petfiginnocent matter. As
he said to me himself this morning, "Only a fool ulb doubt Joanna's
innocence".'

‘Neil said that?' She was indescribably amusedchadned.

'He did. And it's so true, of course, that the monte put it into words, | felt
any stupid, unworthy suspicions I'd entertainec:faday.'

'Roger, how nice of you!'

He laughed, but glanced at her curiously, and suith engaging candour,
‘That doesn't mean, however, that | shouldn't sinhple to hear the real
story.'

'Oh, Roger, you should if it were strictly my owory," Joanna assured him
with equal candour. 'But it does involve someorse,eand is one of those
stupid, not altogether creditable things whichaid have been impossible
to explain to your uncle and aunt. I think Neil wa®bably wise to give
them the explanation he did. It isn't correct itadeof course, but is near
enough to the truth in spirit. To you | can only-sd really went into Neil's
place by mistake and on someone else's behalthamdgot involved in an
absolute tangle of suspicious-looking circumstances



'‘And what really made Neil turn nasty and refuskelp you out when Aunt
Jessica blew the gaff?' Roger wanted to know.

'Oh, he'd accepted the very obvious view of me Wwimcthe circumstances
suggested, and thought | deserved whatever wasigaimime.'

'‘Doubted your innocence, in fact?' suggested Raghrhuge enjoyment.
'I'm afraid so.’

'H'm—condemned out of his own mouth." Roger gasende of friendly
malice. 'Still, at least he had the grace to adtmind | daresay his trust in
women had had some rough treatment at the handksabtharpy who

married Lord Norton.'

'Oh, was that who Vivien married?' Joanna was pruddy interested and
showed it.

'"Yes. How did you know her name?"
‘Neil told me.'

'Did he?' Roger looked interested in his turn.sHe'en a bit clam-like about
the whole business, so far as I've been concerned.’

'He didn't tell me much either,' Joanna said.t'lsord Norton what's called a
Press Lord?"

'Oh, yes. And a theatre magnate and a businessrtyaed all that sort of
thing. She'll have her hand on all the power ancheyoshe wants now,'
Roger agreed cheerfully.

'l can't help being glad Neil escaped,’ Joannaa@xeld. And then: 'Did you
ever see her, Roger?'

'Yes, | did. Not my sort at all, but | could see'stthe type to—enslave is, |
suppose, the word. Neil had it very badly, andinkH know why," Roger
added thoughtfully. 'In her way, if skkeuldbe fond of anyone, she was fond



of him. And | think if she could have afforded & her feelings weigh in the
matter, she would have taken him. Of course shdegdamoney and power
much more than she wanted any person—Neil or angtsee But, if her

appetite for those could have been satisfied, nkttshe'd have allowed
herself the luxury of being in love with him. | wlda't put it any higher than
that.'

Joanna was silent, most reluctantly digesting vizat just been said. Not
for the first time, she was surprised to realisatddegree of shrewdness
Roger's cheerful good- humour covered. Far mora tieail's reluctant,
half-mocking sentences, Roger's forthright commeatgured up a picture
of the woman who had meant so much in Neil's life.

And Joanna saw her for the dangerous, powerfubpefgy she was. It was
curiously disquieting, although she reminded héthat marriage had most
satisfactorily removed this disturbing influencerfr the scene.

Roger showed himself more than willing to take Wit pleasant
relationship where they had left it before the warek but Auriel's
approaching wedding left Joanna very little spaneet She was not,
perhaps, entirely sorry to have this excuse foradlurg their meetings. For,
though Roger was a charming and delightful compariie was not the only
charming and delightful companion in Joanna's vecgnt experience, and
she preferred not to have her time monopolised, elvew pleasantly.
However, by general agreement, he was includetleriang list of guests
who were to assemble to see Auriel marry her John.

Of Neil himself Joanna heard nothing for a week], sime tried to tell herself
that she was not in the least surprised or disaypedi

Then, a couple of evenings before the weddingtdlephone bell rang yet
again at the end of a fantastically busy day, arahda went rather wearily
to answer it, without even the premonitory thrillexpectation which had
been hers almost every time she had answeredlépdome during the past
week.

'Hello,' she said without enthusiasm.



And Neil's half-laughing voice replied: 'Have | guat the wrong moment?'
'Neil! No, of course not. What made you think so?'

"You sounded as though you were suffering foolsootgladly.'

Joanna laughed.

'I'm so sorry. It's been quite a day, and half lamndeems to have been on
the phone to us this evening.'

'l know. I've been trying on and off since severiozk.'

'Oh!" With a pang of disappointment which surpribed by its sharpness,
she wondered if he had meant to ask her out with hen she reminded
herself that it would have been quite impossibtehfer to have gone, in any
case. 'You are coming on Thursday, aren't you,Neil

'Yes, of course. | hear Roger is to be a guest too.

'Oh, yes. By the way, he told me that you—explaitiedgs to Sir Henry
and your aunt. Thank you.'

‘Not at all. It was the least | owed you. | realiyng up to ask if I might take
you out somewhere after the wedding. | understhatextreme depression
is the usual reaction after a wedding, except f@ two people most
concerned. Perhaps for them too, for all | knowatdded carelessly. 'Would
you care to come?'

'l should have loved to, but there'll be some sbrtheatre party for the
bridesmaids and groomsmen and the immediate famdguldn't cry off
from that, you know.'

'No, of course not. Besides, you'll enjoy it. Itjttoought, if you were doing
nothing--'

'I'd much rather have come with you,' she told fremkly.



He laughed and said: "You have such a charmingoiaatering the olive
branch,’ which made her laugh too and feel thatws®enot so tired as she
had supposed she was.

'Shall | have any chance of talking to you on THags or will you be so
much part of the show that one only looks at ybeavanted to know.

'Don't be silly. Of course you'll have a chancetalking to me at the
reception. Apart from seeing that Auriel changesnre to catch the train, |
haven't any serious duties.'

'Don't you have to look after the best man or sbmg®"

'I'll undertake to look after you too, if that's athyou mean," she retorted
gaily.

He said that was exactly what he meant, and theheali her goodnight, and
rang off, leaving her feeling ridiculously happydaexcited.

The night before the wedding, Joanna brought Hetsetpeak to Auriel
once more of the letter which had threatened tagbsp much unhappiness
to them both.

She was sitting on the side of Auriel's bed, hawioge in to say goodnight
to her, and see that everything was in order femikxt day.

'I'm sure you're going to be terribly happy witthdpdarling, and | haven't
the least anxiety about you so far as he is coecerBut | do think you
ought to find the courage to safeguard your hagsiie one respect.’

Auriel, who was leaning back against the pillowy fding her nails, looked
up sharply.

It isn't any good bringing up that letter agafrthat's what you mean,' she
said, setting her soft red mouth in a singularlgtofate line. 'l just don't
believe in stirring up trouble which probably wnléver stir itself up.’



'No, of course not.' Joanna tried to sound calmraadonable. 'But there is
such a thing as choosing the best time to deal sathething which could

look very ugly presented the wrong way. If you tdtdhn quite frankly about
your past foolishness, how it never came to angthut you feel ashamed
of the impulse, | know he might be angry at filstit he would get over

it—particularly if you chose your time. Oh, Aurigipu can do these things
so well, if you want to.’

‘Not if I'm frightened,’ countered Auriel, with serntruth.

'‘But, darling, there's so little to be frightersabut,if you tackle it that way.
And then you're perfectly safe and in a strongtpmsif the letter does turn
up again.'.

'Why should it?'
'l don't know. But we can't possibly be sure thaiwe seen the last of it.’

'‘But you claimed it as yours. Even if it did tunm again, as you put it, no one
would pin it on me," Auriel said naively.

'Oh, but if it acquired any real significance--'
'What significance would it acquire?'

‘Auriel dear, | don't know. But we've got to fate tfact that that letter was
written to a man who was later murdered. Apparehiy still haven't found
out who killed him. At any time, any paper in these might seem more
important than it is, and there would be furtheyuinies.’

'‘But you said the letter was yours.' Auriel preskadk against the pillows,
looking both frightened and angry. "You can dodkplaining just as well as
| can. You haven't got a husband to—to satisfyapkase. If you continue
to say the letter is yours, you can still do sdwiit any crisis in your private
life. Joanna, yowoulddo that for me, wouldn't you? You wouldn't spoil i
all now?’



'My dear'—Joanna gave a half-exasperated littigHad ‘what I'm willing
or unwilling to do really has hardly anything to dah the case. Inspector
Curtis accepted my statement that the letter wase mvithout further
investigation simply because, at that point, thiéefewasn't specially
important. He was just on a routine inquiry. If thetter suddenly
became—or seemed to become—important, they wodddrsatisfied with
a simple statement by me. They only have to astomeite the date and my
name for them to see that the letter isn't mine.’

'Oh!" Auriel's eyes went enormous. 'l didn't thofkhat.'

'I've thought of it rather a lot," Joanna confessgdd that was what made
me say it would be wiser to tell John at a--'

'I'm not going to tell John," Auriel said firmI\N6 one can make me.’
'Of course not. It's entirely for you to choose-But

'‘Well, I've chosen. | don't believe in crossing brydges until | come to
them. You say yourself that you can't really thifilcircumstances in which
their might be further inquiries about the letiée probably shan't ever hear
of it again, and then what a fool I'd have beestitaup trouble with John and
risk my happiness. | don't know why you bring ughsuta miserable,
frightening subject just as I'm going to be marrigdrely there are happier
things to say to me on the evening before my wegldin

'Darling, 1 didn't bring up the subject in orderrtake you miserable! You
know | wouldn't do such a thing. | only felt it wagy last chance to point out
what | thought was the wisest thing to do.’

‘All right. But | don'tthink it's wise. You talk about my needing courdné
I've more faith in the future than you have. | kneverything's going to be
all right." Auriel was actually .smiling again atiee little colour which she
had lost was returning. 'Don't worry so, Joannéragrabout things that will
never happen! | shan't, | can assure you. | medetbappy, and Wwon't
frighten myself with any bogies out of the past.’



In the face of such determination—if entirely bassl— optimism, Joanna
realised it was useless to press the matter furBmishe agreed to change
the subject and stayed long enough with Auriebtk of pleasanter things
and leave her with happy last thoughts. Then, kgssiuriel goodnight with
all the warmth and affection she really felt for,nbanna went away to her
own room, to lie awake for a while and remembet sha would see Neil on
the morrow.

She was up early next morning, seeing to last-mirautangements and
making sure that nothing which could foreseeablgéat with should mar
the perfection of Auriel's wedding day.

Her stepmother—who, in spite of her gaiety andtligleartedness could be
extraordinarily efficient when she liked—had lefgaod deal to Joanna at
the end, on the assumption that, as mother of rilde,she was entitled to
enjoy herself more than most.

'I'm quite worn out, darling," she said, smilingywerightly at Joanna over
the breakfast-tray which her stepdaughter had lvopgrsonally to her
room. 'But if | take things quietly now, | shargbk too much of a wreck.'

You'll look charming, as always,’ Joanna assured fHave a quiet,
leisurely breakfast and don't worry about anytHing.

The reception was being held at one of the biglbose that all the catering
and entertainment problems were being taken careBof during the

morning there was a stream of callers, flowers, ilfanguests and

last-minute presents and telegrams.

With all of these Joanna dealt calmly and capabhd, if she felt a little
tired by the time she went to her own room to driessight of her pale gold
silk dress, spread out on the bed, was enougtvierger.

She was glad Neil was going to see her in this, angart of the very
beautiful picture which would make up Auriel's wedgpageant. Auriel, of
course, would be the central figure, and most pewoluld look only at her.
But Neil perhaps would look for the bridesmaid vbilowed after her, and



Joanna felt it was not vain of her to suppose hieatvould be a good deal
charmed by what he saw.

It went without saying that Auriel looked the radigerfection of what a
bride should look. Even her rather difficult in-lawnust surely feel their
hearts warm to her, Joanna thought, as she stoudtiag her sister in the
last- minute glimpse she had of her before theesnthids left for the
church.

'Darling, you look simply wonderful' Joanna kisskdr fervently but
carefully, so as not to disarrange the perfectupect'Be happy and don't
worry about anything.’

She had given the same affectionate admonitioetstepmother earlier in
the day. But to Auriel the words had a more paldicmeaning. She smiled
brilliantly in return and said, laughingly:

7'm not the worrying one. If today holds no moremes for you than it does
for me, we shall be all right.’

And then Joanna went down to the car, where therdithdesmaids were
already waiting.

During the short drive she said very little to tb#hers, although they
chattered gaily and incessantly. She seemed todlesed in a bright little
world of her own happiness. Auriel had looked glas, everything had
been perfectly arranged, she herself looked adynbeaautiful as she had
ever hoped to be—and she was going to see Nell.

It was absurd to think that life could really navrdself down tQ those few
salient facts. But it is one of the glories of theman heart that it can
sometimes find perfect happiness in so few things.

They had to wait some minutes in the porch. Aungls too good a
stage-manager of her own affairs not to heighteretttited anticipation by
keeping everyone waiting a short while. One of ybanger bridesmaids
pushed the door ajar and peeped into the crowdedtithand Joanna too, a
little guiltily, took the opportunity of looking in



Almost immediately she saw Roger, and, as she ranck glance over the
crowded pews she recognised several people she Khdwshe could not
see Neil. And someone pulled the door to and whesh@ soft reproof
before she could look further.

It didn't matter. She would see him on the wayegitio or from the altar.
And anyway there would be the long and excitingeption, when she
would be able to talk to him as much as she liked.

'Here she is!" The excited whisper rustled rourel gtoup of golden-clad
girls as Auriel's car drew up at the kerb. Breatslyy Joanna watched her
father get out and then her young half-sister d@pn in her fairy princess
gown. She looked so beautiful that she was the dimtemnt of every girl's
dreams and every woman's memories, and one cotldatoat her without
a tightening of the throat and a misting of theseye

Quietly but quickly the procession formed itseffe tdoors opened and the
organ's thrilling notes streamed out to meet thesrthey advanced slowly
into the church. In the end, Joanna forgot to lfwsk\Neil, or anyone else.

Afterwards, when the register was being signedhénviestry, and everyone
was kissing the bride and exclaiming at her beang self-possession,
Joanna thought:

'Oh, I never noticed Neil! | must look for him dmetway out.’

But when she passed through the church again—thesdn the arm of the
profoundly relieved best man, who had carried olithés duties to
perfection—she could not see any sign of Neil.

Many people, of course, were already massing aatsidee the bridal pair
come out, but she hardly thought Neil would do.thl was more the kind
to think one should show one's respect for the s:cnaand the actors by
remaining in the church until they had gone.

'l could have missed him, of course. | didn't mani@gsee everyone,' Joanna
reminded herself as, running the gauntlet of shewéconfetti, she jumped
into the waiting car.



But though she was laughing and as gay as evemiseethe first chill of
doubt and apprehension had entered her heart.

Again at the reception there was such a crowdthats difficult to pick out
individuals. But surely he would come up to her $&th It was so much
easier for him to find her than for her to go sagkn the crowd.

Joanna tried to tell herself that there was pl@ftyme yet—that he might
even have been delayed and not have been ablétmthe church in time.
But she remained unassured by her own argumerdsybhen Roger came
up to her, she caught him eagerly by the arm anthiened:

'Have you seen Neil?'

'‘No, Joanna.’

'l mean—not even in church?’
'‘No, he wasn't in the church.’

"You mean he didn't come?' It was impossible tqokbe disappointment
out of her voice. 'Will he be coming later?’

'No, Joanna, | don't think so.'

'‘But why, Roger, why?' Suddenly she realised tihagpite of his efforts to
appear bright, Roger was worried by something. Mé&i#? Has something
happened?’

‘Not to Neil himself.' Roger took her by the armgalrew her aside from the
crowd. 'You won't have seen the early afternoorepgpof course. There
was a bad air crash somewhere in the South of E+atite plane returning
from Egypt. The Nortons were on it. He was killedt she's listed among
the survivors. | think—I don't know, but I'm praslly certain—that Neil
has flown out to join her.'



CHAPTER NINE

A FEw seconds before, Joanna had been very much pé#nredaughing,
talking, milling crowd around her. Now she stoablated by the shock of
what Roger had just said. People were still smiéing talking and moving
around, but Joanna took no part in the scene amg.réte was alone with
the single momentous fact that Neil had gone to Yovien somewhere.
'What makes you think—he went?'

‘There was a message waiting for me at the flagnwhooked in to change
before coming on here. It simply said that Neil Vdnt be at the wedding,
that he'd been suddenly called away abroad. | aduichagine why, of
course. Then | bought a lunch-time paper and sautdhe crash. I'm afraid
that probably explains it.'

'Yes, | expect it does.' She absently fingeredl@ &b the pale gold dress
which Neil had not seen.

'Don't look like that, Joanna.'

She roused herself.

'Like what?'

'As though the end of the world had come.' He mpseds to place himself
between her and the other people. 'lt's your &steedding day. And,
whatever sort of idiot Neil is preparing to makehahself, it won't concern
you greatly, dear. If you're thinking of my uncledaaunt--'

'Yes, | was—rather. Do you suppose they'll be rnipset?’

Roger shrugged.

‘That depends entirely on future developments.’

"Yes—of course. Roger, did she send for him, dotiank?’'



'How do | know, Joanna?—No, | don't see how shéddoave had time. She
could only have got hold of him by phone, and & sfas well enough to do
that, there wasn't any reason for his going.'

'‘Oh—you think he went because she was injured aaliyrneeded him?'
There was faint comfort in the thought that a sérsympathetic sense of
duty might have taken him to her side.

'l really don't know, my dear. | know no more tlitha newspaper said, and
they spoke of her as a survivor, that's all.’

She could have screamed with impatience and fiuwtcteéSuddenly Auriel's
wedding seemed of no importance —just an interomptto what she really
wanted to do. If only she were not held here byrttieless hand of social
necessity, she could have been telephoning newspéps, inquiring at
the airline—anything that would give her a glimnodrlight on why Neil
had done what he had.

‘Joanna dear!" Her stepmother's voice suddenlylledcaher to her
inescapable duties. 'Where have you been hidingBuldn't find you
anywhere. Auriel wants you--'

'I'm just coming,' Joanna promised. Then she tubeek for a last word
with Roger. "You'll let me know if you hear anytgjrwon't you?'

'Of course. But I'm not likely to hear anythingilnie leave here. Unless, of
course, any of the guests knew Norton. He must Haw@vn nearly
everyone of importance.’

'‘But can't you go and phone up someone? | cawe)daut you could. You
could slip away to the telephone for a few minutes.

Roger looked surprised.

'It's not all that urgent, surely. We shall heasrsenough if Neil is mixed up
in this. | haven't any interest in the accidentrap@m that, and at the
moment we shouldn't be likely to glean anythingspaal from newspaper
reports.'



Joanna wanted to shake him. Never before had sbeghh Roger

insensitive and stupid, in his cheerful determoratio take things as they
came. She could hardly believe that he felt nottohdier own nervous
agitation.

'Darling--' Her stepmother spoke again, rathempively, beside her.
'"Yes, Mother. Tell Auriel I'm just coming.’

"It isn't really Auriel herself, dear. But do godalne cheerful to Uncle Dick,
will you? He's being so dreadfully like the Anciévariner at the feast.'

'What's the matter with him?' Joanna wanted to kramashe strove to look
interested. For Uncle Dick was what is known asi&thing in the City', and
whatever he was in the City yielded him such a bant income that he
was occasionally extraordinarily generous to hisces, while never
seeming to take much pleasure in his money himself.

'‘One of his old cronies has just been killed imaraccident. Lord Norton,
the newspaper man. And though I know it's perfectig that in the midst of
life we are in death, | do think it's too horridwcle Dick to choose Auriel's
wedding reception for insisting on the fact.'

'Did he really say that?' asked Joanna, fascinated.

'Oh, no, but he'®mokingit, Joanna, and that's almost worse when you aave
face like Uncle Dick.'

'l go and talk to him.’

Joanna found her gloomy relative sitting in a corsgping champagne as
though it were quinine and refusing all the temgptaatables waved under
his handsome, strongly- marked, aquiline nose.

'Oh, Uncle Dick'—Joanna slid into the seat beside -h-'Mother tells me
you've had a bad shock. I'm so sorry. It's about yeend Lord Norton, |
suppose?"



'Hello, Joanna. Yes—shocking business, shockingnbss. Poor Norton.
Hardly sixty. In the prime of life, as you mightysa

Joanna looked slightly surprised, but reflected time's idea of the prime of
life probably altered as one grew older.

'‘And he'd only recently married, hadn't he?' st isginuatingly.

'Yes. Though that was a stupid business," addedeUpick, who was a
confirmed bachelor.

"You mean you didn't like her?’

'‘No, | don't mean that at all. It isn't necessaryike your friends' wives,'

retorted Uncle Dick, so disagreeably that he géeeremark the curious
polygamous impression of the apostrophe comingrbefe 's.' But she was
thirty years younger than he, and a good businessan.'

'Don't you like any of us to be good business wantémcle Dick?' said
Joanna smiling, and motioning so persuasively tdwar plate of chicken
patties that he took one, in a moment of gloomyeabmindedness, and bit
into it with some faint sign of enjoyment.

'‘Not married women," stated Uncle Dick unequivocdlfhey always want
to interfere. She did, | know.'

‘Lady Norton?'

'If you wish to call her that.’

Joanna hardly saw what else they could call hetsard so.

'l suppose you're right." Uncle Dick took anothetty with a slight

lightening of the gloom. 'Poor Norton. It's almagpity this didn't happen a
month ago, if it had to happen.’



'Oh, but I think it's quite a good thing he hadappy honeymoon first,’
protested Joanna, who had rather forgotten thet eetities of the people
concerned in the interest of the argument.

Uncle Dick, who was among the few people left weally say 'Pah!" said it
then, to his niece's admiration.

'She persuaded the poor fellow that she knew naanguch as he did about
some of his interests. And | know that in the nagye settlement he gave her
a financial interest in several of his concernsy,Rjreat pity. No woman
ought to have all that money and power.’

Joanna didn't answer immediately. The expressilbrthat money and
power' struck most strangely and disagreeably oodresciousness, and she
remembered with great distinctness that Roger laéd givien Norton
wanted money and power more than anything else, iBoer appetite for
those could have been satisfied," he had add#dnK she'd have allowed
herself the luxury of being in love with Neil.'

'‘Uncle Dick'—Joanna's tone was suddenly sharp agdnt—'have you
heard any news about the crash? Anything that wiaghe papers, | mean?

'Of course.' Uncle Dick prided himself on havings lown sources of
information. 'There were only two survivors, an@ stas one of them.’

'Was she injured?’

'Only superficially. Broken arm or leg or somethingncle Dick replied, in
the casual manner of one who had all his own limtzct.

‘Then she'll—soon be all right. A rich, attractiv@ung widow--'
‘Comparatively young,' put in Uncle Dick rather tilgis
'She can't be more than thirty, and I've heardsshefascinating.'

'‘Well, | don't doubt Norton's will will double herscination,'was the
cynical retort. 'Now she'll probably marry someysyloung fool who can't



make money himself. Poor Norton—poor fellow. Just/ed his turn long
enough to provide her with the wherewithal to buyugsband she fancied
better.'

'Uncle Dick! What an awful thing to say!' Joannsasp t<y her feet, shaken
to hear her own thoughts put into this rather bartading.

'It's the way of the world, my dear, the way of therld." Uncle Dick was

beginning to enjoy himself at last, and accept@iage of lobster salad, to
signalise the fact. 'But you don't need to wortyan't concern you. And |

suppose poor Norton is beyond bothering about tthesgs now.'

Joanna said rather distractedly that she suppasednsl then made her
escape. She had done her duty so far as Uncleviiskconcerned, and, in
so doing, had found out most of what she wantdahtav.

‘Thank you, darling." A radiant Auriel touched lightly and affectionately
on the arm. 'You seem to have raised Uncle Digkl#ts quite effectively.
How did you do it?'

'Let him argue himself into a pleasant conclustaat the world is a cynical
place, but that at least he's still in it while fiend Lord Norton isn't,’
retorted Joanna.

Auriel laughed and passed on.

Everyone declared that it was a most delightful amdyable wedding, and
Joanna supposed it must be, because even Uncle dpjpgared to be
enjoying himself in the end.

Toasts were drunk with much good feeling, the spee@ppeared to evoke
pleasure and laughter on all sides, the bride ldakeerb as she cut the
cake, and the timing was so perfect that Auriel doahna slipped away at
just the right moment to the room which had bedrasele for the bride's
changing to go away.

'Everything went marvellously, didn't it?" Auriehattered even while
Joanna helped to lift the beautiful dress overhead.



'l think so. I didn't hear anything but favourabamments.'

'Was it a bit of a strain for you?' Auriel reachi the slim, elegant
going-away suit.

'‘No. Why should you think that?'

'l don't know'—Auriel shot a critical glance at Half- sister. 'l suppose |
thought you looked a little—harassed and distraite.

'Oh, no,' Joanna insisted.

‘Neil didn't turn up, did he? | don't remember sgehim."’

'No, he wasn't able to come in the end.

'Wasn't he?' Auriel paused in her task of applyirgfaintest touch of red to
her already red lips. 'How odd!" She evidently fetit no one could have a

more pressing engagement than her wedding. 'Wipgenad? Did he send
any excuse?'

'Yes."' Joanna tried not to sound reluctant, ohasgh the information were
being forced out of her. 'He was called away abtoad

‘Called away abroad? How could he be? Did he roguyp and tell you?'

'‘No, Roger told me.

'Well, didn't he add anything to that? What part'afroad”, for heaven's
sake?'

‘The—South of France. At least, Roger thought so."

'Didn't he know? What's the mystery?' Auriel ingdiyr half amused, half
irritated.

‘There isn't any mystery.' Joanna was desperateipas to make that clear.
'Neil just left a last-minute message at Rogeas And Roger thinks he had



a—friend on the plane which crashed. The one irclwhiord Norton was
killed.'

'Oh, my!" Auriel spared the tragedy an absently [satinetic exclamation,
out of the depths of her own happiness and satisfacWas his friend
killed?'

'No.'
'Who was it?"
'l think—Auriel—it was Lady Norton.'

'l say!" Auriel really was interested for a momegte'll be a terrifically
desirable widow now, | suppose. You'll have to laak for yourself, my

poppet.’

Already the new status of married woman was begmmd make Auriel
take an affectionately managing air towards hef-giater, although that
had been Joanna's role up to now.

'Don't be silly." Joanna managed to smile convigigin

'Why? Don't you want him yourself? | thought yod.dOccasionally Auriel
spoke with devastating candour and, as on thissomtait was almost
always about something which one preferred notatetdiscussed.

'‘Auriel--'

‘All right, you don't need to tell me, if you dowéant to.' She was ready now,
and catching up her short mink jacket over her auorjel turned to face
Joanna. 'But my advice to you is, if you want haimit it to yourself—you
don't need to admit it to anyone else—aodll out to get himte's the kind
that other women will fancy, particularly women kvéxperience, so you'll
have some competition. But you have a sincere chanioh is all your
own—and you're the dearest and best girl I've kmewn."'



On which tribute, Auriel flung her arms round Joammd hugged her with a
fervour which—surprisingly— disregarded the finefyboth of them.

'‘Auriel dear'—Joanna was deeply moved, and kissedikter very warmly
in return—'thank you. I'l—remember what you'vedsavlaybe | hadn't
guite—looked facts in the face. | don't really kndwn very well, of
course--'

'l know, | know!" Auriel retorted gaily. "You fetbr him when he saved you
from that nasty policeman--'

‘Nice policeman, only he was following out his dutyoanna amended
smilingly.

‘All right—nice policeman. It's always difficult teesist the charm of a
rescuer, and when he's good-looking into the bargdie difficulty is

doubled. Bless you, dear. I'm going now. Don'tMgither cry, if you can
help it, though she does it so charmingly that gpshit doesn't matter.
And—thank you for everything.’'

Joanna had not expected anything like this fromiéhuAs always on the
rare occasions of Auriel's demonstrations of gesigroshe was truly
touched. And for a brief moment she knew why it waat she always
forgave her young half-sister everything and cardth to struggle for
Auriel's happiness at least as much as for her own.

When the bridal couple had departed, in a flurrygobd wishes, kisses,
flowers and confetti, everyone felt as flat as goae does feel on these
occasions. But, since a theatre party had, as adaah explained to Neil,
been arranged for the relations and more intimmagads of the family, most
of these returned to the house, and Joanna stifididerself so much in
demand that she had no time to follow out her dvaughts and worries.

Only, just before they all left for the theatrettbaening, Roger justified his
reputation for being a good fellow by telephoniadpér with the latest news
of the accident. True, this was a little beyond wbacle Dick had already
supplied, but he added:



'l did call up one or two of the airline officemacafind that Neil booked
direct to Marseilles, so | don't think there's @mybt about where and why
he went.' 'No," Joanna said.

"You just off to your theatre show?"
'Yes, Roger.'
'Have a good time.’

'Oh, I shall," Joanna promised without convictidhwhich he laughed, but
very kindly, and said :

"You're bound to miss Auriel at first, but cheerdyou've got a pretty nice
future of your own coming, you'll see.’

She managed to laugh too then and agree with searértess, relieved that
he put down her lack of enthusiasm to nothing ntioa@ the depression of
after-wedding feelings, and the loss of Auriel.

During the evening she contrived to appear in neasky good spirits,
although her thoughts kept on returning to thetiast she had been at the
theatre—with Neil.

It was all over at last. The final goodnights andod wishes and
congratulations had been expressed. Even the fsmoityy discussion with
her parents about the perfection of the day had beecluded, and Joanna
was free to go to her own room—to relax and womndgt Neil was doing
now.

As she went slowly up the stairs, the invaluabledTicame out from the
kitchen, and handed a letter to her.

'I'm so sorry, Joanna. It came by the last post,samehow got mixed with
some letters for us. | hope the delay doesn't mdtte all this to-do and
excitement.’



That's all right, Trudi.' Joanna leaned over thaidiar's to take the
envelope. 'l shouldn't have been in to receivatil half an hour ago in any
case, and | expect it's only late wedding wishe&uoel.'

She said goodnight and went on up the stairs, agtiincing at the
envelope, except to decide it was no writing thnet knew well enough to
recognise.

As she undressed, she tried not to think with vilogies and happiness she
had put on her golden dress at midday.

'l was nearly as happy as it's possible to beppsse,' she thought. 'How
silly! Because | based it all on what might happed not a bit on what had
happened.’

She slipped on a housecoat and sat down in a ctabferchair because,
dred though she was, she thought she would nat gleép yet, even if she
went to bed. Idly she reached for the letter whichdi had given her, slit
open the envelope and glanced at the single sheeh vt contained.

Only one thing stood out. The note—because it wasshort to call a
letter—was signed by Neil.

'JOANNA DEAR,

I'm sorry | shall not be at the wedding, after Ribger may guess why, but
I'd rather tell you frankly. Vivien has been injdn@ an air accident, and her
husband killed. I'm going out to join her in theuBoof France, where the
accident happened. I'm not sure whether I'm goetgbse | feel she should
have a friend with her at such a time, or quiteptynibecause | can't keep
away now there's no longer a barrier between ugwag —I'm going.

YOURS

NEIL.'



To her great surprise, Joanna found that she wasgcwhen she reached
the end of the note, and it was then she knew—anwtate admitted—that
she really loved Neil.

Until then she had been able to pretend that whe &It was
friendship—interest—a sort of charming curiosityoab one who had
played such an extraordinary part in her life. Ngive knew that she cried
because he meant so much that, on the one hand;asheverwhelmingly
touched and moved that he wanted to tell her tith,tand, on the other, she
simply could not bear to think of him concerningnkelf lovingly and
anxiously for another woman.

He wrote that he did not really know why he wasxgoBut Joanna did.

In no circumstances could one pretend that the imghortant, injured Lady
Norton would be at a loss for someone to look dfterand her affairShe
would need no helpful and understanding friend hdeathought bitterly.
Neil had gone to her simply because, in his ownd&ohe could not keep
away.

She went to bed at last, because there was nadbpssginse in staying up
any longer. But, lying there in the dark, she caatid see Neil. As he had
looked thatvery first evening, when he had found her in his ffeg.he had
looked when he stood at the bottom of the staithe@tManor, waiting for
her to come down. As he had looked when he camapdtogise to her for
having misjudged her.

She told herself again and again that it was fadissthink about him any
more. But she lay awake almost until daylight, dgust exactly what she
was telling herself not to do.

It was no wonder that she felt exhausted and diegiat the office the next
day, but Sir Henry either noticed nothing, or kinglut her unusual
slackness down to the aftermath of wedding respaitiss.

'l hope everything went off well, Miss Deane," heds smiling at her
benevolently.



'Very well, thank you, Sir Henry.'

'Let me see—both Roger and Neil were there, wetteey?'

'Roger was,' Joanna said, trying not to look aselfi- conscious. 'Not Neil.'
'Really?' Sir Henry was only making polite convéisa but assuming that
the wedding was Joanna's favourite topic at the embjrhe went on, 'l
thought | remembered Neil telling me that he wasge-that he had been
invited.'

'He—was, Sir Henry. But he wasn't able to coméenend.’

Sir Henry, who took a very personal interest innaimbers of his family,
looked up.

'Not this unpleasant 'flu which is going aboutppb?’

'Oh, no. No—nothing to do with his health.’

In the ordinary way, Sir Henry would have been g gitisfied to leave the
subject at that. But some perverse, and most uacteaistic, curiosity
seemed to urge him on. Or else perhaps, in spa#é dbanna's efforts to the
contrary, something of her concern and personatest invested her short
replies with an element of significance which aedsis attention.

'I'm sure he must have been disappointed,’ SiryHsaid. 'What kept him
away at the last minute like that?'

Joanna felt—and was afraid she looked—profoundbourfortable at this.
'He—had to leave London unexpectedly. On—on busjnagink.’
‘Just on that day—how unfortunate. But that remimds--' Joanna's

employer reached for the telephone. 'l wanted &alsgo him about that
contract with Maddons.’



You—won't find him at his office, Sir Henry. | dorthink he'll have
returned yet.'

'Oh, but | must find out when he is returning.’ Benry firmly dialled a
number, and Joanna sat there, nervously curlingalges of her shorthand
notebook round her finger.

'What's that?' she heard her employer exclaimnprse. 'About a week?—I

didn't even know he was going away. | saw him othlg day before

yesterday. Abroad, you say?- But where?' Then thva® a slight pause,
during which Sir Henry evidently received infornaatiwhich surprised and
faintly disturbed him. 'Most extraordinary! —No, neessage. I'll telephone
again some time next week.'

He replaced the receiver and looked at Joanna.

'He went to Marseilles, they tell me. Nothing towlith office business. In
fact they sounded a little puzzled themselves pehlee's not--'

Sir Henry broke off, and Joanna saw that somecdameasy suspicion had
entered his mind. Distressed though she was bgvmethoughts, it hurt her
personally to see his handsome old face changebanodme bleak and
harassed.

'l don't think there is any reason to worry, SimHe' She forced herself to
sound cheerful and matter-of-fact. 'He has all ssast friends and

connections all over the place. He hasn't beeharhabit of mentioning his
absences at home for over a year now. It probaliytceven strike him to
let you know he was going away.'

'No, no—of course | don't expect him to keep meormied of his
movements, any more than Roger.' Sir Henry seeligtdlg shocked at the
idea. 'lt's just—their not even knowing at the @dti

'He'll be writing in a day or two, | expect,’ Joanmsisted, with a
cheerfulness which surprised herself.



'‘No doubt, no doubt,” Sir Henry agreed, but shewktigat his anxiety
remained. And, for the first time, Joanna felt awslanger against Neil
stirring within her.

How dared he upset them all, for some quixotic roge about a worthless
woman who was very well able to look after hers®f?at sort of anxieties
did he suppose he left behind him, when he ruslffdike that, leaving no
explanation? At least, only the barest explanationherself, which,
incidentally, she could not pass on to anyone else.

The break had been made with this woman once, mradréumstances
which should have made him too proud to wish evesee her again.

'‘Need him, indeed! thought Joanna contemptuousty,she scribbled
unusually inaccurate shorthand outlines. 'She dioesad him as much as
some other people do. Lady Gilmore needs him & giesel more. So does
poor old Sir Henry when he gets agitated and uldeetthis. So might I,
come to that, if the police suddenly turned naggimabout the Simon Gray
business.’

By calling on all her self-discipline, Joanna mastp fix her attention on
her immediate work, but, in the back of her mitn&ré remained that sense
of undefined excitement—that feeling that she was tbe verge of
something tremendously important—which had comehéo with the
speculative: 'Suppose | really needed him--'

She told herself that one had no right to interfeita someone else's life to
that extent, however much the end justified themaea

Then she remembered Auriel's candid: 'If you waimh, hadmit it to
yourself—and go all out to get him.'

Auriel, she thought with a slight smile, would haitve hesitated over almost
any means to bring him home from Vivien's side. Bugntshe was not
Auriel.

'He has a perfect right to make a fool of himsekroVivien, or any other
woman, if he likes," Joanna told herself ruthles#nd don't pretend that



you're thinking primarily of the Gilmores, or anygocrisy of that sort. If
you do this thing at all, it will be because youniveim home yourself, and
you don't mind using Vivien's own sort of weapamsi¢feat her.' And then,

after a long while: 'You see that's impossible, 'dgau? One doesnto
these things.'

She did see. But she went to her desk and, sidiwgn, she slowly drew a
blank telegram form towards her and began to write.



CHAPTER TEN

IT was one thing to make up one's mind to wire td.Nevas quite another
to find the exact words to persuade him that hedrad him was greater than
Vivien's. In addition, one had to avoid anythingtttvould look too fantastic
to the post office clerk who took the form. Meloah&ic phrases about the
police were definitely ruled out —if only becauseeosimply would not
have the face to stand there while the words weuated.

Joanna tried several drafts—still pretending tosékrthat she was only
toying with the idea of sending anything. Then, ihgvchecked in her
newspaper the exact place to which the two sursiwbrthe accident had
been taken, she telephoned to one of the big temyahcies to find out the
name of the most important hotel there. For onddcoot imagine that Lady
Norton would stay anywhere but at the best hoteld X Neil were not

actually staying there too, a telegram addressetedotel would almost
certainly reach him.

Joanna was further confirmed in this belief whea therk at the travel
agency said:

‘There's only one hotel that you could call a haat that's the Grand.’

Well, that simplified things. If she really meantgend a telegram to Neil,
she knew positively where to send it now.

Joanna looked back at the criss-cross of wordseslires on the paper in
front of her. Then she deliberately took a new fopnmted Neil's name and
the address in careful capitals, and without evansmg for further
consideration, wrote:

'Please return if possible. Curtis asking difficiduestions. | need
YOU.—DANNA.'

Would he remember that Curtis was the name of dtective? If not, she
must accept the fact that she was not of suffigrapbrtance to him for it to
be worth while making any further attempt to bringn home.



Having drafted the telegram, she folded it andtgather handbag. It would

have to stay there until she went out to lunch. iédle she must attend to
her work, and she could still go on telling hersketét the wire had not been
sent—need, perhaps, never be sent.

But later, when she stepped outside the builditg time curiously dull and
chilly day which had succeeded Auriel's gloriousddiag day, instead of
making for the small restaurant where she usualhched, she turned
deliberately in the other direction and went irtte post office.

Curiously enough, she felt no qualms as she hatldedorm over the
counter, experienced no self-conscious doubts aswstiched the clerk
counting and calculating the cost, had no panicksn, last-minute
impulse to snatch back the telegram before it vbaslately and irrevocably
too late.

She calmly paid for it and walked out of the plasethough she had done
nothing more sensational than buy a stamp. And, theishe looked round
her—saw the familiar street, with normal peoplengoabout their normal
business—sensed the indefinable but unmistakabiesghere of hurried
lunchtime, sandwiched between an ordinary morningl ardinary
afternoon at the office—the thought suddenly camleerr, with the impact
of tremendous shock.

'What have | done? What have | set in motion?"

For a moment, she felt almost giddy with nervousote It was like one of
those terrible dreams, in which one suddenly discovhat one has
undertaken to fly a plane, or play Portia at Strakf or stand for Parliament,
without having the remotest capacity for the t&ke saw the events which
she had set in motion approaching her with thentless inevitability of
dream sequences. Only, in her case, there wouttbli#essed awakening
with its reassuring discovery that she had imagihad.

Someone shouted at her, and she stepped back @avkment, just as a
motor-cycle whizzed past her.



'l must look where I'm going,’ she thought. 'l nmisget lost in the maze of
my own folly. Is there still time to stop the tetagn?'

But already she seemed to see it winging on its, ayng tapped out
impersonally across the wires, transferred to shfferm at the other end of
its journey, folded, sealed, and delivered to Nail some undefined
surroundings which she could not quite visualise.

'‘And he will come," she thought, with absolute dotion. 'At the first
possible moment he'll come. I'm sure of that. | 'dd&mow why I'm
sure—but | am.’

The thought, however, brought no comfort or reaaste with it, no sense
of triumph or achievement. Only the horrifying, nsaerable question:
'‘And what shall | say to him when he does come?"

How was she to explain her action? What mad impuse& made her
introduce the entirely unmanageable figure of legpeCurtis into this? for
in no conceivable circumstances could she conishbtions or enlist his
help.

And yet it was difficult to see what else would bBaimpressed Neil
sufficiently to make him come.

She must—she simplynust find some plausible explanation for her.
telegram. If she had to confess to Neil that sltediraply invented a police
inquiry then he would be halfway to guessing thetdwn feelings for him
had materially influenced her decision to bring Hiatk at all costs.

By the time she returned to the office, after achunwhich tasted like
sawdust, she was so shaken with fears and doubits sftuation which she
herself had created that she was almost reducedrif@ssing the whole
thing to Sir Henry and asking him to help her inveincumstances which
might seem to justify the sending of that telegram.

But it was impossible to take anyone into her atgriice. She had isolated
herself by the fact that what she had done wascirable and, to a large
extent, inexplicable.



Towards the end of the afternoon, Roger lookeéuihpf energy and good
spirits as usual, so that, for a moment, she wasstl tempted to tell him.
But the impossibility of explaining all the implitans of her action stopped
her.

'‘Come out with me this evening,' he suggested.'IMawbably only mope
about Auriel if you go home.'

'Indeed | shan't,’ Joanna retorted with energygefting for a moment that
this was supposed to be the cause of her appanerggdirits. 'But | think

Mother and Father might if | leave them on theimawis first evening,' she
added hastily, for she thought she could not mamagbole evening with
Roger, trying to conceal from him how restless anxious she was.

He accepted her decision but, instead of goingitlagainst the side of the
desk and watched her work. Then, after a few mgute said:

‘They have no news of Neil at his office."'
'No, | know. Your uncle telephoned this morning.’'

'Does he know about Neil?—and Vivien, | mean." Rdgeked a little
disturbed for once.

'No. But he suspects something, | think. He seeprsied.’

'Well, come to that, | suppose we only suspect sloimg We don't actually
knowanything.'

'Yes, we do. | mean—I do. | had a note from Nest lasight, written before
he left in the early morning. You guessed right—waleat out to join her.’

'He wrote and told you so!"
'Yes.'

'‘Why you, | wonder?'



'Maybe he—thought he should give some real exglam&br not coming to
Auriel's wedding.'

'Well—perhaps.' Roger seemed doubtful. "'Though dle&hdy sent a verbal
message about that. You mean that he categoreedie that he was going
to join Vivien?'

'He said he thought she would need a friend at sutime,’ Joanna said
carefully. At which Roger gave a scornful and uralljuunsympathetic
laugh.

Joanna then resumed her typing, and Roger presynrabumed his
reflections. At any rate, after a while he saidtéelgrudgingly:

'l suppose it's his own business, if he wants toyrzer.'
'Oh, certainly." Joanna did not even pause inymEng.

'She'll probably agree, of course, now she hafialmoney she wants from
what might be called another source.’

'Probably.’

'It's useless to pretend that any of us will likeving her for a relation. But
even Uncle Henry and Aunt Helen will accept theation if he marries her.
They won't like it, but they'll accept it.'

‘Then what was all the original fuss about?' crismhnna with rare
impatience, because she suddenly found her netxashed to breaking
point by this discussion.

Roger looked slightly startled.

'What do you mean by "original fuss" exactly?' bartered.

'Why, his leaving home and being under a cloudgerterally regarded as

the prodigal nephew, of course!' 'Oh, Joanna,’ Rpgeested, 'it was never
as clearly defined as that--'



She gave an impatient little groan and cried exaseély:

'Why can't people define things clearly? Half theuble in the world is
made from mistakes and misunderstandings.’

'Well, personal relationships are always difficitdefine,” Roger pointed
out reasonably.

'‘But one uses such ridiculous phrases that mearytbireg or nothing.

Vivien is described as "undesirable”, Neil as béiaigtangled”. Why can't
one say outright that he was having an affair @itkoman of no morals?’

'‘But he wasn't,’ Roger said mildly.

'He—wasn't?'

'‘No.'

'How do you know?'

'l asked him outright, on the way down to the Manor

'And he denied it?'

'‘Absolutely. He seemed a good deal surprised thgtiould even have
thought it.'

'But, if there was nothing really discreditableahxed, why did your uncle
and aunt take up the attitude they did?'

‘They didn't "take up an attitude" exactly, Joanhasuppose, in the
beginning, they probably thought the same as yduTdat Neil was seeing
too much of—possibly even having an affair with—@man of great charm
and little reputation. Is that clearly definedradht?' He grinned at her.

'Y-yes.'



'Of course they conceded in theory that Neil wagled to run his own life
the way he liked, but, in practice, Neil had chogen his principal
companion someone Aunt Helen wouldn't wish to havesr house. No one
took up an attitude—not even Vivien, | guess. Isviast that they were
automatically divided by a profound difference pfraon on a fundamental
matter. As | told you in the beginning, there was meal quarrel or
showdown or anything of that sort. Neil simply wapnmme less and less, and
finally stayed in town all the time, seeing nothafdJncle Henry, since they
could no longer meet on a comfortable basis.'

'l wish," Joanna said unhappily, 'that you'd exp@diit all as clearly as this
when you first mentioned Neil to me.’

'‘But | couldn't, dear,” Roger pointed out good- buredly. 'If you
remember, | told you then that I just didn't knoswhdeeply involved Neil
had been, nor did | know just how undesirable—ifi'ffgpermit the term—
Vivien might be. | found all that out later.'

‘Then | wish you'd told me when you did find it out
'‘Well, I'm telling you now," he said, and laughed.

She wanted to retort that it was too late now. Bhathad accepted a highly
coloured version of the whole business for too Jargl in so doing had felt
vaguely justified in taking an irrevocable and, @snow seemed,
unjustifiable step.

"You needn't look so serious about it," Roger urfiegou've done old Neil a
certain amount of injustice in your own thoughts,gnobably doesn't know
and doesn't care.' She winced. 'And in any cakthisldoesn't alter the fact
that | think he's a fool to get involved with Viviegain.'

'Oh, but there's no moral issue involved!

'Well—no," agreed Roger, displaying a certain anmhioah masculine
astonishment at anyone trying to make a moral isgugomeone else's
personal problem. 'You weren't regarding yoursaifanyone else, as the
keeper of Neil's conscience, were you?'



'‘No, no, of course not. But, shorn of all the hespand put into its present
form, the whole situation just resolves itself ithe fact that Neil wanted to
marry someone of whom his family disapproved. Shei@d someone else
instead, but, now she's widowed, he may well candigying once more to
marry her—this time with probable success. The liamon't like it any
better, but there it is. That's all there is to it.

'Yes, I'd say that about describes it," Roger abjedicially.
'‘But that isn't at all how it sounded before!" drimanna distressedly.
'No? How did it sound before?"

'Oh, Roger, you-know\l—one felt that Neil was in danger of ruining hie
by becoming involved with a— with a harpy of a wam&—one felt he
almost needed rescuing and--'

‘Neil never needed rescuing in his life," Rogeldaed unequivocally.

'‘But you were worried about him yourself, Roger.v@&s Sir Henry. And
Lady Gilmore most of all,' Joanna j protested.

'‘Oh—worried, yes,' Roger conceded. 'It's naturatoory if you think that
someone of whom you're fond is going to mess upifeisBut rescuingis
quite a different matter.’

'l didn't mean that literally," Joanna explainedtiy And she thought of her
telegram, and more than ever it seemed impertarghinexcusable that she
had sent it.

'l shouldn't worry too much about Neil, if | werew' Roger smiled and
straightened up. 'lIf he means to marry Vivien Noytee will, whatever any
of us says. And, come to think of it, who is to s&ydoesn't know his own
affairs best?'

'Of course,' agreed Joanna a little stiffly. Buhar heart she still cried out
protestingly against the idea of such a marriage.



Roger left soon after that, and Joanna drove Hetesethe reluctant
completion of her afternoon’'s work. She stayeey lditan usual because the
day had had so many interruptions that there wgmod deal to finish up.
Then, as she went out through the silent buildisigg was reminded
poignantly of that evening when she had come datviath Neil.

How moving—how wonderful it had been, that scenenvhe told her that
he believed her at last!

It didn't do to think about these things now—buivhtappy she had been.

When she reached home, she found her stepmothtmgsin the
drawing-room, sipping tea and looking very pensive.

'I know this is a ridiculous time to drink tea,'esbaid, as Joanna came in.
'‘But | felt | needed cheering up. Hayietthe place is without Auriel.'

'No time is a ridiculous time for having tea," Joameclared, pouring out a
cup for herself. 'And I'm afraid we're bound to sidauriel sadly for a while.
When she's back from her honeymoon and we haveuhaing in and out
again, and can go and see her, it will seem bdterit's impossible to lose
anyone so lovely and lively without feeling it vanuch.'

‘Not that you aren't excellent company yourselflidg," her stepmother
insisted generously. 'In fact, Uncle Dick told nesterday that, if he liked
women at all, he would like you better than Autiel.

‘That's handsome,' Joanna said, and laughed.

'‘Quite a lot of men would feel that way, you knoter stepmother said
consideringly. 'I mean—would prefer you to Auri€erious-minded men,
who have enough sense to want something more tietingss and high
spirits. Though, goodness knows, there aren't soyrothem,’ she added
good-humouredly, for though she was invariably papwith men—and

would be when she was eighty— she had no very tyghion of them.

Joanna smiled, and said without rancour:



'Oh, Auriel was always the very popular one. Itigenatural.’

‘There's at least one man who comes here who prgéer,' retorted her
stepmother, stirring her tea with a shamelesslyhmaaking air.

Joanna thought of Neil, and her heart missed a beat

'‘Oh—I think his affections are engaged somewhetsiae this house," she
said lightly.

'‘Nonsense! I'm sure they're not.' Her stepmottakdd extremely surprised.
'Roger never mentions any other girl.'

'‘Oh—Roger. Were we speaking of Roger?'
'Well, of course. Who else?’

'‘Never mind." Joanna coloured slightly under hepstother's shrewd, if
beautiful, blue eyes. "You don't think he's in levith me, do you?'

'Of course he is!'

'Oh, dear,' sighed Joanna, who had once thougitios@nd revelled in the
thought.

‘That doesn't sound very hopeful for poor Roger,'dtepmother remarked
with a rueful laugh.

'l think he's awfully nice, but--'
‘All right, darling, that finishes Roger. Who isthen?’
Joanna flushed.

'What do you mean? There isn't—anyone. Why shooldtlyink so?'



'‘Because your mind was so much on someone otherRbger that you
actually thought I might be referring to him wherspoke of someone
preferring you to Auriel,’' retorted her stepmotblerewdly.

Joanna gave a half-vexed little laugh.
'You're making altogether too much of it,' she desd, with determined
casualness. 'l thought you meant Neil Gilmore r&t.fi suppose because

Auriel didn't make any sort of hit with him.'

‘Neil Gilmore?' Mrs Deane drew her charmingly markgebrows together
and considered him. 'He came here only once,'ale s

'Did he?' Joanna was surprised and could not hitéess, | suppose he did.'
'‘And yet it seemed to you that he had been hees 6ft

There was a slight pause, though Joanna woulddiaee much not to leave
that thoughtful sentence of her stepmother's iedlat silence.

'‘Are you very fond of him, dear?' The query caméva kindly candour
there was no resenting.

Joanna drew a long breath.

'Very,' she said, and sensed the delicious refidfiadulgence of confiding
that to someone at last.

'l see.' Her stepmother nibbled the top of her thueilectively, a childish
habit which always indicated that she was thinlkasgleeply as she could.
'Well—of course—in some ways he would suit you adivly. Better than
Roger. But not anything like such an easy man toage, darling.’

'Oh, Mother--' Joanna laughed protestingly and megeetfully than she
knew—'I'm afraid there's really nothing much irHe's infatuated—fond of
someone else.’



"Infatuated" or "fond of'?' inquired Mrs Deane skiy. They're two
entirely different things.'

'Very well, infatuated, | think.'

'Is he engaged to her?"

'‘No.'

'Or tied to her in any other way?'

'‘N-no."’

‘Then | shouldn't worry too much about her," dexdaner stepmother, with
the easy assurance which goes with an inner cordedthat one can attract
as and whom one pleases.

Joanna shook her head and smiled slightly.

'It's not quite as easy as that, I'm afraid.’ Brgreto her stepmother she
could not bring herself to confess the real sinmgtor what she herself had

done.

'‘Anyway, | shouldn't allow myself to get anxiouk| were you. Anxiety
always reduces one's powers and does dreadfukttongne's looks.'

'l shouldn't dream of allowing myself to get anxdgusaid Joanna, who
shook with anxiety every time she thought of tledégram.

‘That's right." Her stepmother smiled affectionatdl her, and Joanna went
away to change for dinner.

It was just as they were all going to bed thatt#dephone bell rang and
Joanna, without any special sense of expectatient W answer it.

'Is Miss Joanna Deane there, please?' the impérgoica asked. 'l have a
personal call for her.'



'Yes, I'm Joanna Deane.'
'Hold on, please. | have a call for you from Frahce

Joanna wanted to say: 'Oh, no—no, | can't takénit!lnot Joanna Deane,
after all’

But it was much too late to do anything of thattseeven if it would have
been any good. There was the buzz and rattle ofemtions being made.
Then Neil's voice—incredibly near and clear—said:

‘Joanna, is that you?'

'Y-yes,' she almost whispered. So that he hadyto'lsean't hear you!" And
then she said: 'lt's Joanna,' with desperate disgss.

‘That's better! I've just got your wire.'
'Oh—yes.’

'‘And you think it's essential | come home?’
'Well--'

'l can't hear you,' he said again, not realisirag there was nothing to hear.
"This line is infernally bad.’

'l was going to say—don't come if you very much tManstay where you
are.'

‘That's not the point. | can get away if | havello.you need me, as you say
in the wire?'

She hesitated. It was difficult to deny a need Wwisice had earnesdy pressed
by telegram only a few hours previously. At the saime—here was her
line of retreat, if she wished to take it.

'What's the matter?' he asked. 'Is it possiblepdaén over the phone?



'Oh, quite impossible!" she cried, so that her amgwust have reached him
with startling clarity that time.

'l see.' He evidently thought a moment. 'In fatd,rather difficult for you to
be making any answers at all your end?"

This was so true in one sense that she had saslt' iviost fervently, before
she realised that this would probably make himktmere were police
actually in the house.

‘All right, don't worry." His voice came, warm anelssuring, to her. 'I'll
come home to-morrow, child.'

'Oh, Neil—thank you!" she exclaimed, feeling nothin that moment but
the delicious conviction that at least he caredughabout her not to leave
her in trouble if he thought she really needed hiinen common sense
returned to her, and she felt bound to add: 'Thaough't absolutely--'

‘All right,’ Neil's voice said again. 'I'll see yoormorrow.'

And then he rang off, and he was hundreds of iy again, and she was
standing in the familiar hall, looking round dazedhd thinking: 'He'll be
here to-morrow.’

The sheer joy of having spoken to him, the senssonfact and nearness,
were so heart-warming that it was only slowly that original doubts and
fears returned to her.

She was no nearer finding an explanation for heinigagiven a false police
inquiry as her reason for bringing him home. Indestet had made matters
considerably worse by more or less confirming tieeysby word of mouth.

'l must have been mad,' Joanna thought. And th&u'm not quite sane
when | talk to him. | can't think of anything bt he's coming home to me,
because he thinks | need him—more than she does.'

Strangely enough, she slept calmly and peacefdlriight. There were no
dreams—not even of Neil. And the next day she raditexd between the



delirious joy of knowing that she would see himttleaening, and the
impossibility of deciding what she could conceiwabay to him when he
came.

As evening drew on, her sense of fear began toumrany delight she still
felt in his coming. She sat there alone in the digwoom—because, to her
considerable relief, her parents had gone outhferevening—and tried to
imagine how the conversation would go.

'l shall tell him, of course, that there is lesas@n to be alarmed than |
thought at first—that perhaps | panicked— misrdael intentions of the
police. But he'll want exact reports of conversagidHe may even insist that
he should see Inspector Curtis himself--'

She shuddered at the prospect, and saw herspiigination having to deal
not only with Neil, but a suspicious and puzzlespkector Curtis.

'Would it be better to confess at once that thécpdtory was invention?
That | presumed to interfere in his personal afféecause | thought he
would ruin his life if he got entangled with Vivieagain?—Oh, no! That
sounds so insufferably impertinent and smug!

She could imagine that Neil would be furiously,zntgly angry with her, if
she dared to offer such an explanation. And he dvdnd justified, she
thought now.

'I've behaved like a child over this," Joanna tinbugretchedly. 'Like a
stupid child. I rushed in and did whatever seemegoad idea at the
moment, without the slightest appreciation of thevitable results.'

She had even had a second chance, and refusdet tib. tkast night, when
he had phoned, she could have found some way whgiiim off. Declared

that the situation had improved suddenly—that tiveas not the slightest
need for him to come home.

But then, of course, he would have stayed with &fiyi and been
irretrievably lost to herself.



'He is irretrievably lost to me, as it is," shedtbkerself.

And at that moment she heard the front door beg.ri

Unconsciously, Joanna rose to her feet. She lidteidle Trudi's footsteps
crossed the hall and there was the sound of thelsking opened. At this
moment she could not remember even the feeblesareaon which she
had prepared. Her mind was a complete blank, amde¢hse of nightmare
helplessness was stronger than anything she hadkexen before.

It was a matter of seconds now. She could hereslkthanging a few words
with Trudi in the hall. Then the footsteps cameagain.

If there had been anywhere to hide, she would h&lden then. But there
was nowhere. She could only watch, fascinated,eathi¢ door opened.

Then Trudi's voice announced respectfully:

'Inspector Curtis.'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

.To Joanna, keyed up as she had been for the arfibiil's entrance, the
appearance of Inspector Curtis came first as deshag anti-climax, and
then as an entirely new reason for fear.

The double shock deprived her of speech for a mgraed she could only
hold out her hand silently, in a vague, instinctjesture of hospitality, as
she would have to anyone who came into her pareornse.

He took her hand, though he regarded her, she tihowith a rather more
reserved air than he-had before, and, when she anadn'Do sit down," he
did so rather deliberately, and waited until she doopped into a chair, a
little because she felt unable to stand any longer.

Then he said, quite conversationally:
'Why did you lie to me the other night, Miss Dedne?

'Lie to you?' she repeated helplessly, trying,veny successfully, to sound
surprised.

'‘About the letter which | asked you to identifyg¢ amplified, with grim
helpfulness.

'l didn't--' she began. But he shook his head athd frowned with some
severity.

'Miss Deane,’ he said. 'Let me tell you that i€seT a good idea to lie to the
police, but particularly is it a poor idea when beecan so easily be exposed.
The final folly— which I'm sorry to see you wereoaih to perpetrate—is to
persist in the he, even when it's been found oatv lt's start again, and
please be a sensible girl this time and tell thhtr That letter was not
written by you, was it?"

'‘No," Joanna said. And at that point the door-a&lf again.

'Do you know who wrote it?"



Joanna nodded, while she listened to the repeditioih sounds which
announced Trudi's opening of the front door onceemo

'‘And in the mistaken belief that you ought to stiiglat person you made a
deliberate misstatement to me?—to the police?’

'It wasn't a question of "ought”, exactly,' Joasaa. And then Neil came
into the room.

By no timing or arranging of her own could she haweped to create any
scene which so perfectly supported her telegrame diee was in the very
act of being interrogated. In spite of her fearsudtihe reason for his visit,
Joanna could have kissed Inspector Curtis at tioatent.

Instead, Neil came across and calmly kissed her.

She was so startled that she clung to him for a emrand hid her face
against his shoulder. Then she remembered thatakehere, of course, in
the character of her fiance. The kiss had beeth@®benefit of the Inspector.

So also, presumably, was the fact that Neil thénlean on the arm of her
chair and put his arm round her.

'‘Good evening,' he said curtly, allowing Insped@arrtis to impinge on his
consciousness for the first time.

'‘Good evening,' returned the Inspector pleasatitlyas just asking Miss
Deane some questions about that letter which shienet—I'm afraid
untruthfully—as hers."

'I'm sure | don't need to tell you,' Neil retort&tiat she is entitled to have
either her solicitor or someone like myself presehén she's questioned. |
think that should have been made clear to her.'

'Well, she has you now,' the Inspector pointedgmatd- humouredly, ‘and
only two or three questions had been asked in Wt assure you is a very
informal interrogation. We have no further inter@stMiss Deane, or



anyone else, come to that, in connection with thrayGmurder. That
particular mystery was solved in the early hourthed morning.'

'What?' cried Joanna and Neil in chorus. And Joaadded, timidly,
'Who—was it, then?"

'‘As we suspected all along, one of the dead mastcates in some of his
less savoury financial ventures.'

'‘And have you—arrested him?"'

'‘No. He shot himself, just as he was about to lbeered on another charge.’
'Oh!" Joanna considered that soberly. 'But yowieeg—sure?"

Inspector Curtis smiled grimly.

'Quite sure.’

‘Then | see no reason why you should come badgenyndiancee with
further questions,' Neil said, so emphatically thata delicious moment or
two—and with his arm round her—Joanna felt almasth@ugh she really
were his fiancee.

'l don't think Miss Deane would describe my mildjuiries as badgering,'
Inspector Curtis replied, smiling. 'All | want toake clear is that, if she
should ever again be concerned in a police case--'

'Oh, I never shall! cried Joanna fervently.

'—She will remember that the wisest and simplasttfs to tell the truth, in
all matters.'

'‘But | couldn't,just that evening when you asked me," Joanna iexpla
eagerly. 'If I'd said whose the letter really wgsy would have waited until
Auriel--'

She stopped and looked conscience-stricken.



‘All right, Miss Deane. We never remember inforraatiwhich is not
relevant to a case,’ the Inspector assured helykifdnprobably.

'Well, it doesn't matter now, anyway," Joanna saith a sigh. '‘But you
would have waited then until she came in, and | alasost sure that she
would be accompanied by the man she was going toymacouldn'thave
her questioned in front of him.’

'l seem to remember that you elected to be questionfront of your own
fiance,' the Inspector reminded her.

'Oh—that was different.’ Joanna smiled up suddemly Neil,
overwhelmingly and rapturously happy to have hierg¢hbeside her.

'Was it?' said the Inspector, and looked amuseippose it was since Mr
Gilmore—most reprehensibly—added a few misstatesnemt his own
account.'

'Oh!" Joanna looked guilty and laughed apologdyic&he was beginning to
like Inspector Curtis—especially when she thoughttlee wonderful,
incredible service he had done her by arriving aigshe moment when he
had.

Neil, however, still maintained an extremely alatiftude. And Joanna was
quite glad that her parents chose to return honleispoint, to add a little
warmth to the occasion.

'Do you mind if | introduce you in a—in a privatapacity?' she inquired in
a hurried whisper of the Inspector. 'It will sinfplthings a lot.'

'Very well," he agreed gravely.

So she introduced him as, ‘Inspector Curtis—off/diartunately—a friend
of Neil's.'

Neil didn't look too pleased at having this unexpddriendship wished on
to him. But there was nothing to do but acceptsiheation for the moment,
of course.



'How veryinteresting,' exclaimed Mrs Deane, giving a frigrithnd to Neil,
but continuing to look with respectful attentioni@spector Curtis. 'Do you
really solve murder mysteries and that sort ofgfaln

Inspector Curtis unbent considerably at this, axplagned that he did a
great deal of uninteresting routine work most o Lime and that the
solution of murder mysteries represented only thghlights of the
profession.

Mrs Deane then tried very hard to make him tal& lier favourite detective
of fiction in the last chapter, while her husbananpathetically helped

Inspector Curtis to keep things on a more senbies. This left Joanna and
Neil free to talk to each other and, although he Wwéhdrawn his arm and

was no longer sitting on the arm of her chair, &istude towards her

(possibly still for the Inspector's benefit) remadnattentive and almost
affectionate.

'Have you had a harrowing day or two?' he asked kimdly undertone.

'Oh, it—doesn't matter now." Joanna felt an unaltier fraud, but a
shamelessly happy one.

'I'm glad | arrived just when | did.'

'So am |." She smiled at him, and her eyes sparkiec than she knew.
'Was it—very difficult to get away?"

'‘No," he said briefly, and she sensed that perlshpshad better not ask
anything more about the circumstances he had éfinl him in France.

'It seems a shame to have brought you home, ndvevleaything has turned
out all right." She felt she owed him so mucheast.

But he smiled and said: 'You couldn't know thatauld.'

Joanna bent her head at that, and murmured sorgethintelligible. Then
she rallied and asked, as casually as she could:



'When do you have to go back?'

'‘Back? I'm not going back to France.'

You're not?' She concealed her joy with difficulty

'No, it isn't necessary. Vivien returned to Englaith me.’'

'l see,' .Joanna said, and her despair was evendifbcult to conceal.
'It seemed the best thing to do, since she wasemelligh to travel.’
'Of course.’

They were talking like casual acquaintances, aedelhhe was as far away
from her as though he were still in France.

She ought to be filled with gratitude, she knew,the mere fact that he was
home and because, by a miraculous arrangementcoihtstances, she had
not had to explain that unlucky telegram. But noh&er relief and joy in
those two things seemed to ring quite true aftdrddesaid: 'Vivien returned
to England with me.’

It was difficult to say why she had hoped in th&t lzalf- hour that the whole
situation might have changed. Perhaps the releasedll anxieties about
the Simon Gray inquiry, and the sudden reprieverfh@aving to explain the
inexplicable to Neil, had made her somehow feel gwverything must be
happy and right by now.

At any rate, it was sadly disillusioning to findathife still had its prime
anxiety and problem. Neil still spoke of Vivien @mugh his actions were
largely dictated by hers. And all Joanna could @s w0 smile and say, 'Of
course.'

'l was sorry you were not able to come to Aurielsiding, Mr Gilmore--'
Mrs Deane turned at last from the fascinating takkross-questioning
Inspector Curtis.



'l was sorry too, Mrs Deane. But I'm sure she ldokeautiful and that
everything went off splendidly.’

'Oh, it did. Largely thanks to Joanna.' Mrs Deamdexi approvingly at her
stepdaughter. 'She manages everything so well. Evels difficult
relations, and that's the test of any manager.’

Neil laughed, and glanced almost affectionatelyoanna.

While Inspector Curtis—to show that he was theranrentirely unofficial
capacity—smiled and said:

'Well, | suppose Miss Deane will soon be "managihgl own wedding.
When is it to be?’

There was a short silence, for unquestionably lctspeCurtis was looking
at Neil, as though he would naturally be the auth@n this topic.

'‘Oh'—Joanna gave a breathless little laugh, reglisuddenly that, in all the
explanations, neither she nor Neil had thoughtxjgaen to the Inspector
that their engagement was purely fictitious—'olgt'tha point which the
future will have to take care of.'

The Inspector looked momentarily surprised. Buindp@ised to interpreting
the vaguest of hints, he obviously sensed thatwlas not a topic to be
pursued, and changed the subject immediately.

Soon after this, he said that he must go and, stakew Joanna's
disappointment, Neil declared that he must too.

It was getting late, and there was no real reasohdr to expect Neil to stay
longer. Only—she longed to know when she wouldhsereagain, what his
plans were for the future, if this were, virtualtiie last she was to see of
him.

As she stood there, smiling and saying goodnightas impossible to ask
him any of these questions. Instead, she had thibida cheerful goodbye,
and turn to receive Inspector Curtis's final teggidmonition:



'Now remember, next time—the truth and nothingthattruth.’

"'l remember," Joanna promised, and somehow neghtginfuse an air of
light-hearted gaiety into her manner.

As soon as the two men had gone, she announceshihatas going to bed.
But her stepmother, rather unexpectedly, came upstéh her and into her
bedroom, with the obvious intention of asking sdmrej important.

'Is d\at nice Inspector a close friend of Neil'sadna?' she inquired, as
Joanna bent to switch on the fire, because of tiseasonable chill of the
evening.

'‘Not—very close.' Joanna did not straighten upraeopand when she did,
she was slightly flushed—possibly from her exesidivhy?’

'Well, didn't you notice that he was obviously isil'$ confidence?’

'In Neil's confidence?' Joanna looked justifiahlymsised. 'Really, I—don't
think that's likely.'

Her stepmother laughed indulgently.

'Really, darling, you ought to be more observanemghyour own interests
are concerned,' she protested. 'When InspectorsQuede that not very
tactful inquiry about your wedding date, he looksdNeil. He evidently
knew whatNeil'swishes were in that respect, but didn't realis¢ lile hadn't
got as far as trying his luck with you. | thoughtvas all rather transparent
and clumsy, really. But | expect they both belietteely covered it up quite
well.

'l expect so,' Joanna said helplessly.
'‘But | don't think you need worry about any rivelsere Neil is concerned.'
'Don't you?' Joanna knew she ought to make thatcsmore interested and

excited, but just now she simply could not managg more cheerful
camouflage.



Her stepmother looked at her speculatively.
"You mean that | haven't got the situation quightiyet?' she suggested.

‘Not quite.' Joanna smiled at her, but a little lyathhaven't either, come to
that. But | shouldn't go too much by what Inspe&airtis said, if | were
you.'

'Wouldn't you? Such a nice man. But married, | eeé.' Mrs Deane looked
regretful.

'Mother dear, really! He's middle-aged and not latngy type." Joanna
laughed with some genuine amusement that time.

‘To be sure. But it would be such fun having otteiflers right in the family
circle, so to speak.’'

Joanna, who had had more than enough of 'thrillerie family circle,
made a slight face and said: 'No, thank you!'

And then Mrs Deane bade her goodnight and went au@iier own room.

The next day was Sunday, which Joanna spent quetipme—pleading,
with some reason, that she was tired after the imgdahd the general upset.
But, more pressing than any fatigue, was the fgdlat she wanted to be
within easy sound of the telephone, just in casérisieg up.

There was no telephone call from Neil. And, white $old herself that there
was no special reason why there should be, thenebs# any word from
him depressed her sadly.

By Monday morning, however she had pulled hersaifether and told
herself that no girl with any pride went mopingdihgh life because of a
man who loved some other woman.

"You aren't the first this has happened to, by g lavay,’ she insisted,
addressing herself in a mood of self-condemnatibichvwve all adopt when
everything else has failed. 'You'll get over tHisisn't as though you'd



known him for years, or even as though he ever nadeto you. You're

being rather silly and illogical, really. Be thankfyou came out of that
ridiculous telegram business so well. At least laue your pride and your
self-respect intact.'

Such sensible words—such excellent advice. Adddetssanyone else they
should have carried conviction. But addressed &selfi—how little thfey
altered the picture.

During the morning, Lady Gilmore telephoned, to $hgt her husband
showed signs of having caught another chill.

''ve persuaded him to stay at home, Miss Deahe,'ssid, 'because he's
prone to bronchitis, and it worries me when he sdieerties with his health
at his age.’'

'Of course,’ Joanna agreed sympathetically. 'Tahh Wil see after
everything, Lady Gilmore.'

'‘But it isn't only that, I'm afraid. He is worryirabout some recent contract.
Something to do with Burwood & Crane.'

'l know. The plans and specifications came in thagning.’

'Oh, they did come in? Miss Deane, if it isn't toach to ask, | wonder if
you would be so kind as to bring them down here--?'

Joanna glanced at the unusually large pile of veorker desk, some of it,
she knew, urgently in need of attention.

'Would this evening do, Lady Gilmore?"

'Oh, yes, certainly, my dear.' Lady Gilmore unbeatly charmingly. 'Only it
seems rather an imposition to take up your own.time

‘Not at all. | haven't any engagement this everang, | should like to come.

‘Then please do stay the night. It's a long joutvesgk, except by car.’



Again Joanna hesitated a moment. She had the lodteeling that, if she
were out of town, she was out of touch with Neilt Biere was something in
Lady Gilmore's tone which told her that this wasbadnamende honorable
for any unfortunate impression which might remaithvier after her earlier
visit. To refuse, without good reason, would bedect a kindly-meant
gesture.

‘Thank you, Lady Gilmore. That's very nice of yahgé said. 'If | can catch a
reasonably early train in the morning..."

'Oh, yes, of course! Or, if Sir Henry is betteruyean both travel to town by
car.'

So it was settled and, when Joanna had rung doff refhected that, if she
would in strict fact be putting a few extra milestlween herself and Nell,
she would also be strengthening her connection kvgtiamily.

Her final instructions had been to arrive in tinoe dinner, so, leaving the
office a little early, she hurried home to colladew necessities for the night
and to let her stepmother know where she was going.

'Poor child," was Mrs Deane's comment. 'Such &dire journey. Why
couldn't one of the nephews have run you down by ca

'Oh, |—they don't even know I'm going, and it igmtich of a journey in
actual distance.’

"You could ring up Roger. He'd be delighted to taée if he's free.
'N-no, | don't think I'll bother Roger."’
'He wouldn't consider it a bother, dear.’

‘No, | know. But after what you said about himphtt want to—to make use
of him, or put any ideas into his head.'



Her stepmother laughed, but indulgently, and sa lextraordinarily
different Joanna was from Auriel. Which was so phlp true that Joanna
made no comment.

She hastily packed an overnight case, glad thasteemother had not gone
on to suggest that she should telephone Neil aktliasto drive her down
to the Manor, for she felt just now that she contit bear any further
discussion about him.

Lady Gilmore had given her the time of a conventesih and, glancing at
her watch, Joanna saw that she would be just ie tincatch it, if she
hurried. But, as she came through the hall, thepteine bell rang and,
unable to resist this very, very last-minute hopeanna caught up the
receiver, her other hand still clutching her caseshe stood there.

'Hello," Neil's voice said. 'Is that you, Joana®d the clouds parted and the
sun shone.

'Yes!' She tried to keep the hit of happiness afidfrout of her voice.

'I'm so glad | caught you. Aunt Helen phoned meady that you're going
down to the Manor this evening. If you wait twemtynutes, I'll be round
with the car and drive you down. It will save ytat rotten journey on the
local line.'

Joanna would have waited hours, but she felt booisdy:

'Don't make the journey specially for me, Neil.'

'I'm not. I've been meaning to go down and see therd if Uncle Henry
isn't too well, this is the time. Besides, it vgl’e me a chance of a talk with

you.'

She hardly dared to believe her ears. Buthhd really said that. And
somehow she managed to answer with impersonatifinesss.

'‘Well, that will be delightful. I'll wait here urityou come.’



When she had rung off, she stood there in the baliling into space,
savouring the sweetness of actually having him'#ayill give me a chance
of a talk with you.'

Then she went to find her stepmother, and tellthat Neil was going to
drive her down to Sir Henry's place.

'Very nice, dear. And such a pleasant evening fotob,"” Mrs Deane
observed, with supreme tact. Though she could et &dding: 'Did he
make the suggestion, or did you ring him up?'

'Oh, he did! Lady Gilmore let him know that | wasirgg down there, and
he—he said it would give him a chance of a talkhwaite, if we drove down
together.’

'Well, so it will. Have a lovely time, darling.’
'Oh, I shall' cried Joanna, and hugged her stepenacstatically.
In less than the promised twenty minutes Neil aadiv

He came in, to say a pleasant word or two to Mrarige—even nobly
responded to a query about 'his nice friend IngpeCurds'—and then said
to Joanna:

'Well, shall we go? We have quite a long driveront of us.'

She knew that all too well. Had they not doneggtitver once before? But in
such different circumstances. How sore and angeyhsd felt with him
then. How badly he had been thinking of her.

Now it was all quite different. They were on fridppd- even
intimate—terms. It was to her he had written sokia when he had gone
abroad, because, as he had said, he preferretl tetehe truth. Now he
was looking forward to a long talk with her. It wast unreasonable to
believe that he was going to confide some of msast thoughts and ideas
about Vivien and his future to her.



Had he been disillusioned?—rebuffed?—disgusted?

At any rate, she was to be admitted to a leveliséussion, presumably.
Otherwise, why should he wish to talk to her?

She felt happy and confident, as she had very selikfore had a chance of
feeling in Neil's company. She looked at him, asliteinto the driving-seat

beside her, and she thought: 'He's the dearediestdooking man I've ever
seen. Howuckythat it was his flat | chose to burgle!

The thought made her laugh, and at that he glamtetogatively at her.

'‘Oh'—she coloured a little—'l don't know why, buivés just thinking that
I'm rather glad | chose your flat to burgle.' «

He smiled slightly.
'Well, it certainly started something, didn't it?'

'Y-yes." She was not sure that his amused reawtasquite all. that she
might have expected. He smiled, it was true, butwith the complete
sharing of a joke which she was used to with him.

'I'm imagining things,' she thought. 'As soon asevieee of the traffic, he'll
begin to talk, and tell me what he has on his mind.

But, even when they had threaded their way thrabhghmaze of the outer
suburbs and were beginning to have long stretchepen road, he spoke
very little, except for an occasional conventiorehark.

Uneasiness, which had touched the fringe of hes@onsness from the first
few minutes of their drive, began to take possessibher. Again she
glanced at him, and his sombre, almost stern esimeslisquieted her
indescribably.

For a few minutes more she bore the weight of heriety. Then,
hesitatingly, almost timidly, she asked: 'Is theoenething worrying you,
Neil?'



'Worrying me? No—puzzling me, rather.’
'‘About—Vivien?'
'Oh, no, about you.'

'‘About me?' She was startled, and could not qude h. 'What's puzzling
you about me?'

'I'm wondering," Neil said, almost conversationalyhy you sent me that
telegram calling me home.’

Joanna felt as though something had caught heherchin. Something
which she should have expected and against wheklsbuld have guarded.

'l—but I told you.' She tried desperately to keepvoice steady and natural,
but it shook a little in spite of her efforts. 'Thevere—questions—from the
police. | needed you. It—was only a coincidence évarything was cleared
up the very day you arrived home. If you rememties,police only found
out the explanation themselves a few hours befouveayrived.'

'Yes, | understand about the coincidence.' He spolte tone of a man who
had all the time in the world in which to arrivetla¢ truth. 'What | don't have
clear is the bit about the questioning beforehand.’

'Well—you see---' She passed the tip of her tengwer dry lips. 'l
got—scared. Unnecessarily, perhaps. But it seenseané that they
even—suspected me in some way. | —wanted you home.'

"You mentioned Curtis in your telegram, Joanna.'

'Yes. It seemed so sensational to mention thegblic

'l see. But when you wrote that he was asking awd#wpiestions, you
meant literally that Curtis himself was doing thesgtioning?'



She sought desperately for a way of avoiding cotimgiherself to a name.
But if she said it had not been Curtis, then sheldvbave to invent a purely
fictitious member of the pohce force, and that w@sdangerous.

'Yes. Yes, he did the questioning.'

‘That's the bit | don't understand, my dear.'

'‘But why not?"

'‘Because,’ Neil said rather deliberately, ‘wheeftl your house with Curtis
on Saturday night, | took the opportunity of sayiti@t, even though
everything appeared to have ended well, | stillemésd your being
frightened and distressed by previous questioning--

'Oh!" Joanna seemed to see the ground openingnndf her.

'He replied that he had neither questioned nor geesince he first came to
inquire about the letter. So you see, Joanna, sidestis told a lie--'

He paused so long that she was forced to whisper:
'‘N-no, he didn't tell a he."

‘Then your telegram becomes quite inexplicable. \didyyou send it?'



CHAPTER TWELVE

JOANNA wondered how long they had been driving in silente hour
would not have been too long for this accumulatedhit of unhappiness
and despair to settle on her. And yet perhapsstamdy a matter of minutes
since Neil had asked that question, made thats&ate

And now he was waiting for her answer.

She sought for an explanation—any explanation.gsbpeed for words, just
to hide the silence, even if they meant very litBat nothing came to her.
While she seemed to totter on the edge of the alygedh had opened before
her, her mind remained an obstinate blank.

At last he said, quite pleasantly:

'‘Aren't you going to tell me, Joanna?'

And, unalarming though the tone was, she was flyreEminded of that
other time, when he had found her rifing his deskd had, not
unreasonably, demanded an explanation.

'l wanted you—home,' she said huskily, 'at all 6st

'‘But why, my dear? Were you frightened about somgth

'‘Not—for myself.' She hardly knew why she had shat, and would have
recalled it, if she could have, the moment it waisl.s

'For Auriel?' he suggested, but he sounded puzadaah.
'No." She locked her hands together. 'For you.'
There was another of those short, incalculablegmukhen he said:

'l don't quite understand.’



'‘No," she said desperately, 'l don't entirely ustgrd myself. Sometimes
one acts on—on a crazy but irresistible impulseth&t time it seems the
best—the only thing to do. One hardly even judifieto oneself—there
seems no need to do so. But it's—nearly impossibéxplain afterwards.'

'Well'—he negotiated an awkward corner with metiasl care—'1 think |
know what you mean. But you still haven't told meywou were afraid on
my behalf. Of what you were afraid?'

'Of your—your being unhappy again—spoiling youelifoy going back
to—her.’

'Do you mean'—to her dismay, she saw an increduldtle frown
appear—'that you deliberately interfered in my atévaffairs? Cooked up
that story about Curtis, simply to make me leava@ér?'

‘That's—what I'm trying to tell you.'

She thought at first that- there would be a quieklent outburst of anger.
There was nothing of the sort, however. Only, aiteroment, he said coldly
and flatly:

'Don't you think that was damned impertinence our yaart?'

'Yes,' Joanna said.

He gave a short, angry laugh at that, and exclaimedtiently:

'Why don't you even attempt to defend yourself?'

'‘Because there's nothing to defend,’ she retastettienly almost as angry as
he. 'You told me yourself, in one of your saner reats, that you'd made a

fool of yourself over Vivien--'

'l did?' He challenged that hotly.



'Certainly you did! When you chose to regard meuadesirable, you
courteously informed me that you didn't want Rogaking a fool of
himself over me, in the way you had over someose. el

'Oh--' He was suddenly cool again.

'Exactly. And then, when you wrote to me, telling gou'd decided to join
Vivien in France, you said yourself, quite frankllgat you hardly knew if
you were going because you felt she needed a fri¢rglich a time or
because you just couldn't keep away. In other wgmis didn't know if you

were acting on ordinary friendly impulse, or jusgaring to make a fool of
yourself again. Well, | did know.’

'‘But, Joanna--' He was half amused, as well asyamthby the violence of
her attack—'one just doesn't interfere in othempjpes affairs like that.’

'Well, I did." She sounded sulky suddenly, and anobildish, because she
knew that her position was quite untenable, andfngistened to see what
feeble arguments remained to her, once the forbem&nger was spent.

He didn't reply to that. Perhaps he thought it lyanderited a reply. And,
glancing round her, Joanna recognised, to herseteelief, that they were
nearing the end of their journey.

The ordeal was not quite over, however. As thegedrinto the lane which
led to the gates of the Manor, he said:

‘Joanna, what made you think that you hadraght to do this extraordinary
thing?'

'l didn't argue to myself about rights.' She pudback a strand of hair with a
distracted little gesture. 'Strictly speaking, oficse, | know as well as you
do that one has no right to interfere in the a$fairsomeone else, like that--'

'Well then?'

‘Neil, a lifetime of regret is a high price to pdgr avoiding the
unpleasantness of appearing to be interfering rmpeitinent.'



'‘By which | suppose you mean,' he said, as theyguethrough the gateway
to the Manor, 'that the interference might be ypilmst the lifetime of
regret—mine?’

'Well--' for a moment a fleeting smile crossed taee, though she was still
pale with the strain of this conversation—'l shoulidve done some
regretting myself, if I'd have to see you unhappyg &now that I'd done
nothing to prevent it.'

'You extraordinary and impossible girl" he exclaoh on a note of
impatient incredulity. But, before she could askhust what he meant by
that, they drew up outside the house.

Lady Gilmore welcomed them both kindly and, undestrtive though she
usually was, she kissed not only her nephew buinkb#oo.

'I'm very glad to have you here again, my deaeg'ssid.
To which Neil added, readier teasingly:

'My kind Aunt Helen means that she is ashamedind thow completely her
black-sheep nephew spoilt last time.'

"You didn't spoil it," retorted Joanna with spititenjoyed most of that visit
very much.'

‘Thanks to Roger, | feel.'

‘Well--'

'l did telephone Roger, to see if he could bring gown this evening,' Lady
Gilmore explained, taking no notice of Neil's te@si'but he evidently was

not in. | couldn't get an answer.’

'l made quite a satisfactory second-best, Aunt ijeldeil assured her.



And Joanna had to smile and murmur something p@i¢ because there
was no possibility of explaining that Neil was nard never would
be—second-best in this respect or any other.

At dinner Sir Henry joined them, looking very haodse and rather sorry
for himself in a velvet smoking jacket, with a whgilk scarf wound round
his throat. For the first time, Joanna saw an etusind almost amusing
likeness between him and Neil, and she was spgéialtl and sympathetic
to her employer in consequence.

Like all handsome old men, Sir Henry liked beingdea fuss of when he
was ill, and responded to Joanna's attentionsawdalistic impression of a
very sick man who had left his bed only at the oaliluty.

This led quite naturally to the matter which hadught Joanna down to the
Manor, and she was rather afraid that her wholeatimour was to be given
up to business discussion.

However, Lady Gilmore intervened presently with:

'‘Let Joanna have her dinner in peace, dear. | hoey call you Joanna,’ she
added to her young guest.

'Please do." Joanna was secretly a good deal réditeOnly once
before—and then almost by accident—had Lady Gilmesed her first
name. This formal acceptance of her on Christiamenéerms marked a
distinct step in their relationship.

Sir Henry, who was no doubt feeling a little pebvisecause of his chill,
looked rather annoyed at having Joanna's attedii@rted from himself.
He glanced round for further interests, and hisleyged on Neil.

'‘By the way, what were you doing, gallivanting affroad last week?' he
demanded, with considerably less than his usualeadple charm.

Neil's eyebrows went up.

' went to France.'



‘They didn't seem to know anything about it at yoffice.'
‘No, | went on private business.’

Until that moment, Joanna had never imagined adticdlon between her
employer and Neil. Now she saw that, in the wroropd) Sir Henry could
take a very highhanded manner to his nephew, atd\iil resented it.

'It's a mistake to put private business before ydficial affairs. At any rate,
to the extent of not even letting your office stafbw where you are.’

Sir Henry's tone was that of a guardian to an grsichoolboy, rather than
one for expressing a difference of opinion betwegmals.

'I'm quite aware of that. There were special cirstances in this case.’

'Special circumstances!" Sir Henry retorted scdinfahen he coughed
unfairly, to show that he was a sick man, and floeeeat a disadvantage in
this discussion. 'l suppose you were running dfftar woman again.’

'Henry!" Lady Gilmore's tone of shocked protestvebd how unusual it was
for her husband to talk like this.

He waved her protest aside, however, apparentlyyerg this departure
from his usual discretion in the way a child enjaygudden breakaway from
authority.

‘All right, Helen, Neil knows we have enough ingdince to put two and
two together. There's no need to pretend we're foofish than we are.’

'‘Aunt Helen is not at all foolish, and never prekeito be," said Neil coolly,

with a little too much emphasis on 'Aunt HelenhdAf you want the truth, |

certainly went- to France to see Vivien Norton.y&sl know, her husband
had just been killed and she injured in an air . It was not an

extravagant gesture of friendship, surely, to gede if one could be of any
help.'

'Quite unnecessary--' began Sir Henry.



But Lady Gilmore said peaceably and firmly:
'It was your own business entirely, Neil. But I'tadyyou didn't stay long.'

'Hm! She sent him off again, | don't doubt," SimHeinterjected crossly.
'She wouldn't need him now.’

'On the contrary.' Neil spoke with a sort of proatiee defiance. 'She was
very glad to see me.'

‘Then why did you come home again?' his uncle vebiaédnow.

You'll hardly believe it—Neil was completely amdolly himself again
now—'but | came home because Joanna sent for me.'

'‘Joannal’
'Miss Deane!'

Both the Gilmores turned and regarded Joanna anisstiment—Sir Henry
as though he had only just remembered that shehees.

Joanna, already distressed by the dispute whictstdvadddenly arisen, was
horrified to have the limelight turned on hers&he felt herself flush and
then pale unexpectedly, but any words of casualaegtion once more

refused to come.

'‘But how did—I mean, what did you say, dear, to enaknm come?' Lady
Gilmore looked at Joanna, with a mixture of doubtl aomething like
admiration.

'She invoked the police, Aunt Helen," Neil explaineith a touch of amused
malice.

‘The police!" Lady Gilmore was shocked.

'He's teasing you, Lady Gilmore. |—I--'



She looked helplessly at Neil, but he said unkindly
'‘Go on. This is your cue, not mine.’

'Very well, then," Joanna said slowly. 'When Itfirget Neil, | was involved,
as a quite innocent party, in a—in a police cashkichv has recently
been—settled. | wired to him, saying that I—wasihguwdifficulty with the
police and—needed him. To his credit—her tone eunbtid became
firmer—'he came. And | refuse to think that it iasny discredit that | sent
for him.'

'‘Bravo!' said Neil, softly and a little mockingly.

'Very sensible and ingenious,’ commented Sir Heving would, at any
other time and in any other circumstances, haveghbJoanna's action
most questionable.

As it was, Lady Gilmore could not hide her disapaloof the means,
however much she might applaud the end.

'I'm sure you—meant it for the best,’ was all shela achieve, as she rose,
to indicate that dinner was at an end.

'Oh, no, Aunt Helen.' Neil pushed back his chaithwinwonted violence.
‘Joanna meant it for the future. She doesn't waigeRto have any trouble
with his relations in future. Joanna is going toldafter us all.'

'What has Roger to do with this?' inquired Sir Herooking tiresomely
bewildered.

‘Nothing at all,’ his wife replied calmly. 'Neil jast showing off. Will you
and Joanna have coffee in the drawing-room withis@ould you rather
have yours in the study, so that you can chat abflice affairs and get
them over?'

'In the study,’' said Sir Henry, as though he suljdigrought enough time
had been wasted already on unimportant matters.



And so Joanna—however much she might want to stagl, get to the
bottom of Neil's almost savage remark—had to goh# study with Sir
Henry, and show an intelligent interest in plang specifications.

Almost immediately, her employer's usual good hunveas restored.

At last the papers were gathered together agaimdies had been read back
to her employer and checked as correct, and, remengoonce more that he
was a sick man, he rose and said that he woulcdp e bed.

Joanna went into the drawing-room as soon as SiryHead gone upstairs,
though she hesitated a moment on the thresholdidaff she knew not
what.

She need not have bothered. Only Lady Gilmore wabe room, sitting

under the soft light of a tall standard lamp, cglahd peacefully doing her
tapestry work. Joanna stood in the doorway and heatder, wondering

how long it had taken her to achieve that calmf trere had ever been a
time when Sir Henry distressed or enraptured her. .

Lady Gilmore looked up.

'‘Come in, dear. Have you finished your talk?'

'Yes.'

Joanna came across the room, and sat down on stéoivby her hostess,
the fold of her green dress settling softly rourd &s she sank down, the
lamplight intensifying the sheen of the highligtaisd the depths of the
shadows.

'Sir Henry has gone up to bed now.’

'Oh, yes? The best place for him. He was tired attle out of sorts at
dinner.’'



Thus, without mentioning names, did she explairueg and dismiss his
unusual irritability with Neil, "Where is Neil, LgdGilmore?' Suddenly it
was quite easy to ask frankly about him.

'He went out for a walk ten minutes ago.'

'Oh." Joanna looked out into the darkened gartenafraid he's very cross
with me.’

"You mustn't take too much notice of that littletlmurst.' Lady Gilmore
smiled indulgently. 'He thought you went a bit tao, | daresay, in your
concern for Roger--'

'It had nothing to do with Roger, Lady Gilmore!'

Lady Gilmore drew a thread through her tapestrypigeghe replied. Then
she said:

'l don't want to force any confidences, Joannaabeitve wrong in thinking
that you and Roger are very fond of each other?'

'Entirely so!—if by that you mean, are we in lovéhneach other," Joanna
insisted earnestly.

'l think Roger is very fond of you.'

'I—know. I'm even afraid that he's a bit in lovaiwine. But | haven't given
him any real encouragement—particularly lately. iaping he'll get over
me fairly easily.'

There was a silence then. But a companionablecsemhich seemed to
spread around them in warmth and understanding.fidatly, Joanna said,
almost appealingly:

'Do you think | was very wrong to send that telegta Neil?'

‘Strategically or morally?' inquired Lady Gilmorejth an unexpected
niceness of distinction.



'l suppose | meant—both.' Joanna smiled faintly.

'‘Well, I'm old-fashioned enough to think that artruth is never really
justified,” Lady Gilmore said. 'Also, on principld, don't believe in
interfering in the lives of other people. But whieve said that, | must
confess that I'm extremely glad Neil came homefgrreason. Which only
shows, of course, that there is a touch of the byfwin all of us." She
smiled very charmingly at Joanna.

'‘And—strategically?’ Joanna pressed, rather ankious

Lady Gilmore pushed aside her work, and regardedwlde-eyed girl
before her with kindly consideration.

'l suppose, my dear, since you ask me the questiqust that tone, you
mean that you are in love with Neil, and do | thiydu've spoiled your
chances with him by doing something which has adjaim and made him
feel that you presumed on the limits of his privde®"

'Yes,"' Joanna said with a sigh, 'l mean exactly tecept that, in my more
truthful moments, | admit to myself that it proballardly matters what |
did, because I'm not of any real importance to lwompared with—her?"

'‘But he did leave this—Vivien Norton and come hotoeyou when he
thought you needed him.'

'No. She came with him," Joanna said flatly.

‘Came with him!" Lady Gilmore repeated in angrymhky. 'In what sense do
you mean that, Joanna?'

'Oh, 1 don't know! | just donknowanything real about the situation at all,’
Joanna cried wretchedly. 'Maybe he just bookedskat on the plane for
her, and looked after her travelling arrangememtdhée way he would for
any friend-in distress. Or perhaps they came hamgether, happy in each
other's company, planning hardly to be separatéatume. | just don't know,
Lady Gilmore.'



‘Then you'd better ask him,' retorted Lady Gilmevegh unusual briskness.
'‘Ask him? | couldn't possibly ask him. He'd resererribly.’'

'‘Well, | must say that your courage fluctuates \srgngely,' Lady Gilmore
declared, with signs of genuine amusement. 'Aftaiirig threatened him
with the police--'

'‘No, no!" Joanna corrected. 'Telling him that | ia®atened by the police.'
'Very well. But it seems strange to me that, hawnvgked the police, let us
say, you now hesitate before asking him for a gitborward answer to a

straightforward question.'

'‘But he doesn't think that I, of all people, shoalsk him questions,
straightforward or otherwise,' Joanna protested.

'Well, well'—Lady Gilmore's smile became indulgeahce more—'it
shouldn't be beyond your capacity to frame the tijuescceptably.’

Joanna looked doubtful.

"You mean—on the way back to town—tomorrow?"

'Dear child, | leave the timing to you.' Joannasthss covered her tapestry
frame, put her wools and threads away with meticsilcare, and stood up.
‘Tonight might be even better. A good night's slegght depend on the

answer." And she actually patted Joanna's cheek.

'‘But he's out." Like a child, Joanna raised obgectfter objection, because
she was frightened.

'He will come in presently,’ Lady Gilmore said eblya
'I might—be in bed—Dby then.’

'Well, that of course depends entirely on you.dbiwill excuse me, I'll go
and see how my husband is.'



Then she went away, leaving Joanna to take a bioakdom, and sit there,
trying to look relaxed and at ease, while her brdlattered ridiculously in

her throat, and the elegant French clock on thetet@ace ticked off the
minutes with a sort of gentle inexorableness.

‘There's no heed to be afraid," Joanna told hef$ékre isn't anything else
to confess. | don't need to ask him why Vivien cdrome with him, unless |
really want to. Unless | really want to.'

Did she want to? Did she long or dread to knowtthé? It was hard to say
which feeling was uppermost. At one moment, shiesfe@ could no longer
bear to go on in ignorance. But the next soft t€khe clock brought her
back to the realisation that, so long as she knetkimg, she could still

permit herself foolish but infinitely comforting pes.

'l shan't decide yet," Joanna thought. 'I'll waidl aee who comes in first. If
Lady Gilmore comes back, | shall stay and talktéelwhile with her, and
then | shall go to bed. If Neil comes in first--'

Suddenly her breath caught in a small gasp, atige iflock did not actually

cease to tick, at least she no longer heard it.tivene was another sound
which gripped and held her whole attention—the sloaina footstep on the

gravel path outside the french window.

Even when she heard the door open behind herefiiged to turn her head.
She felt the light stir of cool air from the gardemd then the door closed
again.

Although the thick carpet deadened the sound ofsheps, she knew,
through every sense she possessed, that he wdmgtanmediately behind
her. Then he leant his arms on the back of her,ciadl his voice said softly
and a little mockingly:

'Hello. Aren't you and | on speaking terms any rfibre



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

To her shame, Joanna found that she had not quotegé courage to turn
her head and see his expression. Instead, sheraalswe question as lightly
as she could, but without looking at him.

'Of course we're on speaking terms. Unless yoteatang too mad with me
to want to talk, that's to say."

'No, I've got over that stage.' He came round #rahstood in front of her,
so that she had to look at him. 'Now I've reaclmedooint of admiring your
single-minded devotion to my young cousin's fuiaterests.'

'Roger had nothing whatever to do with what | didanna said distinctly.

‘Then, for heaven's sake, who has? For whom diddgothis risky and
guestionable thing, if not for Roger?'

'Do | have to have done it for someone?' she coeaite

'Of course.' He stood looking down at her ratheodily. 'You have a
perfect passion for making yourself do unpleadaings for other people.’

' have?'

‘Certainly. Look at the ridiculous position you gaiurself into, all for your
pretty good-for-nothing young sister, if you wantexample.'

'‘Oh—that.' For some reason, she laughed, perhdys atnecessarily angry
and accusing tone. 'I'm quite glad | did that. Asld you, | shouldn't have
known you otherwise.'

'Yes, you would—through my uncle and aunt.’

'Oh, well, it's much more original to make one'swamtroduction, by way of
a burglary.’'



Suddenly she was the one who was mocking and gageemed uncertain
and curiously anxious, as he insisted obstinately,

'‘But that doesn't answer my question.'
'Which was?'

'Whose interests were you considering when you Heait—that bogus
telegram?’

'Yours, to a certain extent, as | told you. And tlog rest—a reckless and
mischievous gleam came into her eyes —'l hate tlecsive you, after the
touching degree of self-sacrifice which you tried foist on me,
but—simply, solely and selfishly, my own intere'sts.

'I don't understand.'

'Itisn't really necessary that you should," Jodotthhim. 'There's quite a lot
about you which I don't understand, come to that.'

The idea seemed to surprise him, and he askedt,Yéhanstance?'

She caught her breath, for there, suddenly, wasgpertunity to ask what
she really wanted to know, but, for a moment, she $0 much afraid of the
reply that she hesitated. Then she said, very galml

'Why, for instance, did you and Vivien travel backEngland together?’

'‘But | told you'—there was no mistaking his surgrikat time—'because |
went to look after her and see if there was angtiin

'Oh, I know, | know that bit!" Suddenly she spraodyer feet, and nervously
paced the room in an agitation she found impossdt=ontrol. 'l know all
the unimportant details. But that isn't what | ntesiviere you with her as the
useful friend who made the travel reservationstherdevoted lover who
accompanied her wherever she went, or the man shatrto marry as soon
as--'



'l made, the travel reservations,' he said coally eategorically. And she
stopped in her stride, dead still, with her bachita.

'‘Just—that, Neil?'
‘Just that.'

'You mean that, when you got there, you found shes-onger cared for
you?'

'No. Something much more fundamental and dismayifugind | no longer
cared for her. Why are you asking all this?'

'l just—wondered.’

‘Liar," he said, evenly and pleasantly, and caméalpnd her, so that she
could feel him there although he did not actuallyah her. 'Joanna, why did
you send that telegram?"

'—don't know.'

'Of course you do!" He caught her by the shoulde spun her round to
face him.

The touch—peremptory and possessive—did somethindnerr which
nothing else could have done. It released a pasditgeling that was half
anger, half remorse, and only to be expresseckieriide, simple truth.

'l was jealous!" she flung at him. 'l wanted youehat home, not there with
her. I'm not ashamed of it! She was no good to e didn't really love
you, or she would never have turned you down faresme richer and more
powerful. If she'd been good and decent and lovingpuld never have
interfered—I don't think I'd even have been jeateas least I'd have tried
not to be. But she was unworthyaworthy.She didn't love you, and |—I--'

'Yes, Joanna?'

'l do," she said flatly. 'Now you can do what yixe labout it.’



'Exactly what | like?' he asked softly.

'Oh—yes.' She made a little gesture of puzzlemedtveeariness. And he
took her in his arms and kissed her over and ay&ina—on her hair and her
cheeks and then her lips.

'My darling, silly, quixotic little Joanna, didnyou even think, when "you
sent that telegram, that you were courting the strhaomiliation if | guessed
your real motive, and didn't return your feelings?'

'Yes. But | didn't think of that until after thelegram had gone,' she
confessed almost naively.

He laughed immoderately at that, but his tone wadédr as he said:

'Don't you ever count the cost when you do somgtlian someone you
love?'

'‘Not—really. | suppose that's what loving is,' Juasaid, at which he kissed
her again.

‘Neil'—she returned that kiss, with a sort of imtr®us rapture which he
seemed to find bewitching—'l don't really understarhat's happened, you
know. Only three minutes ago you were being pesfdirrid--'

' was?"'

'Of course. Pushing me around almost literally, spithg to make me say |
loved you, without so much as giving a hint thati yared for me.’

'Darling, I'm sorry! But | just had to know.'
'l should have liked to know about you too," shertered, smiling a little.

'‘But you don't know? Didn't you realise that | ldweou when | was jealous
about Roger?’



'‘No, of course not.' And then, with irresistibleriogity —'Were you
jealous?’

'Fiendishly so. That time in the garden, too, whigs nightingale did its
stuff. That's why | was so disagreeable.’

'Oh, no, it wasn't,’ Joanna reminded him firmlyotYwere disagreeable
then—and how disagreeable—because you thought Imasng up to
Roger.’

'We-ell, | suppose | wished you would make up to' fidéhile you were still
mad about Vivien?'

'‘Oh—Joanna'—He sat down on the arm of a chair, dred/ her down
against him—'it's been such a miserable, helliskrupi I'd been crazy—I
think your expression was "making a fool of mysel&ibout Vivien for so
long. | didn't recognise at first what you wererdpio me. Though | ought to
have known that very first evening,’ he added c#flely, 'when | found
myself telling the police a pack of lies, just besa |l couldn't bear to see you
cornered.’

‘Neil! You're not going to tell me it started thén?
'Must have, I'm afraid, darling. The fact was theben you came burgling,
you were determined to have something. There wdsttey to steal in my

flat, so you stole my heart instead. Isn't thaht?g

She laughed, and rubbed her head against him iafiattly, so that her
bright hair was ruffled and looked childish.

'l didn't do it consciously.’
'Well, you made an awfully good job of it unconsgty. | shouldn't have
been so abominable to you in the early stageskgow, if it hadn't hurt so

strangely, to have to think you a worthless litijeby-night.'

"You're not very good at judging people, are ysh®' said.



'‘Not very.' He dropped a kiss on the top of herdh&st least, not when I'm
angry and in love. But, though I'min love, I'm @aoigry now. And so | know
you're the dearest and sweetest girl in the warld, if you won't marry me,
I'll be a disillusioned bachelor for the rest of ogys.’

'Like Uncle Dick," she said, and laughed.

'Uncle Dick?'

'Oh, you don't know about him. It's all right.'

'Is he going to be one of my relations by marriade? inquired.
‘Yes.'

And then, as she realised that she had accepteapasal in the name of
Uncle Dick, that firm opponent of matrimony, shedaed so much that Neil
demanded an explanation.

But as we can none of us ever explain our oddioelato anyone else, she
made a poor job of it, and presently they changedstibject to the much
more satisfactory one of their own future.

By the time Lady Gilmore—that admirably tactful wam—returned to the
drawing-room, they were comfortably ensconced ine oarmchair,
completely absorbed in themselves and each other.

‘All right—don't move,' Lady Gilmore said with a 8ey as Neil lifted
Joanna from his knee and stood up. 'The only timam should never stand
up for a lady is when he has another one on his.kne

This was such an unexpected flash of humour in L@dyore, that they
both laughed and kissed her simultaneously, explgitne position, so far
as they understood it themselves, and demandinggbed wishes and
congratulations, which she gave with the utmosiar



They made her stay for a while and share in thiEng) but she said
presently that Sir Henry would be needing her. Whias palpably absurd,
but very tactful and nice of her.

As she rose to go, however, the first doubtful fnoeveased her forehead,
and she said, with a slight sigh:

"'The question of best man is going to be quiteodlpm. You can't very well
have Roger.’

They could not very well have Roger, and, in angecdhey were being
considerate enough to arrange their wedding atenvduld have returned
from leave.

'‘We'll think of someone,’ Joanna began. But Nedrimupted with a laugh.
‘There's only one possible choice, my pet. What yoother calls "my nice
friend in the police force"." 'In the police for¢d?ady Gilmore looked
excusably surprised.

'Inspector Curtis!" Joanna cried. 'Of course. luneshe'd love it. And
anyway, it was because of him that we first becangaged.’

'l don't understand,’ Lady Gilmore said.
'It's rather difficult to explain,’ Joanna agreed.
Neil smiled.

‘Just accept it as it is, dear Aunt Helen. Surggagsie keynote of every real
romance.'

And because Lady Gilmore saw that they were happy amused and
entirely immersed in their own mood of joyous abiéyr she said. 'No
doubt you are right, dear. Goodnight." And wenbéal a very happy and
satisfied woman.



