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Joan Parwood walked through the deserted lounge of the Great Friars Hotel, nodded good-morning to the yawning boy who was washing the stone steps outside the massive oaken door, and received the post which was delivered at seven o’clock every morning by a postman with a motor cycle and sidecar.

The sight of that red sidecar bearing the Royal Coat of Arms never failed to excite Joan. Not that she expected to hear from anybody in particular. But to her there was always something exciting about a postman with his mail bag. After all, one never knew what that bag contained, and it was fun imagining that there might be a love-letter, or an unexpected legacy; a thrill of some kind awaiting one in a small white envelope.

At this hour, Joan forgot to be the dignified manageress of an important riverside hotel. The ‘Miss Parwood’ on whose slim shoulders rested the responsibility of a big staff, and whose job it was to see that things ran on oiled wheels. The ‘Miss Parwood’ of whom the servants must go in awe, to whom the guests could complain and who must bear all the strain and stress of the management. And at the end, be able to satisfy her employer that she was running the place at a profit! A big job for a girl of twenty-four.

Joan carried the post into her office and began to sort it. She hummed a little under her breath. She had nothing much to hum about, but it was her nature to be philosophical and thankful for small mercies. It was really a feather in her cap to hold down a job like this, with a salary of £200 a year and all expenses paid. Besides, Great Friars was one of the most beautiful and historic houses which had ever been turned into a hotel.

It was packed for the week-end, nearly always full during the summer months. And this was a perfect June morning. The sun streamed through the window on to Joan’s desk. Outside, in the tangle of jasmine and honeysuckle creeping over the grey stone walls, the birds sang madly. It was the hour that Joan liked best. When the hotel guests were still sleeping, and except for the bustle of the staff, there was comparative peace.

The letters slipped through Joan’s hands. She sorted them ready for pigeon-holing. Ah! A familiar one for herself. How well she knew that blue notepaper with the big, round, untidy writing, the crest on the flap of the envelope, and the West End postmark. From Sally Vaughan, owner of the hotel and Joan’s ‘boss.’

The note was brief and characteristic of Sally.

‘Dear Joan,

Expect me for lunch on Saturday. Simon’s driving me down and will also be staying the week-end. Good news at last!

S.’        

Joan folded the note, put it in the pocket of the tussore smock which she wore over her dress in the mornings when on duty, lit a cigarette and began to walk up and down the room restlessly.

So that’s what the post had brought her this morning! The intimation of her employer’s arrival—with Simon Roxley—and the promise of ‘good news.’

Well, it was good news from only one person’s point of view. Sally’s. Joan knew what it meant. Simon had given way to Sally at last and consented to an early wedding.

There was no longer a song on Joan Parwood’s lips, nor a song in her heart. And the morning no longer seemed golden or peaceful to her. She was thinking:

‘How frightful! What on earth am I going to do? How am I going to get out of it all? Why must I go through all this pain?’

Somebody knocked on the frosted glass door.

At once the youthful, human Joan, full of warm impulses, sensitive, emotional, retreated behind the cool mask of the manageress. She took the cigarette from her lips and threw it out of the open window.

‘Come in,’ she said.

But it was not one of her staff as she had anticipated. A tall, fair man wearing grey flannels and a tweed coat thrust in a head and said:

‘Hallo! Don’t get the porter to throw me out. I’ll go quietly.’

Joan relaxed.

‘Oh, it’s you! Good morning, Ham. Have you come for an early morning cup of tea?’

‘If I can drink it with you and get it free of charge.’

Joan laughed and put a finger on the bell.

‘I daresay the hotel will stand you that.’

‘I want to be entertained by you, not the hotel,’ he grumbled.

She sat down at her desk and returned to the task of sorting letters.

William Hamley, more often known to his friends as ‘Ham,’ balanced himself on the edge of the desk and looked tenderly down at the dark, graceful head of the girl. He never could regard Joan Parwood as the hard, business-like young woman who ran this hotel so efficiently. To him, she was just a kid and a very lovely one—much too lovely to be wasted in a job which kept her inside an office, in a still-room checking provisions, or a linen-room, dealing out laundry. It was a fine job and a grand spot for her to live in, but in Ham’s opinion, Joan Parwood ought to be leading a more glamorous existence. There was so much glamour in her personality and appearance—for him, anyhow, and for a lot of other men, so far as he could judge.

He counted himself amongst her greatest admirers. He had proposed to her twice and been rejected, but that did not deter him. He was the owner and proprietor of ‘Hamleys,’ the biggest garage in the town, and did all the repairs for Great Friars, so he saw a great deal of the young manageress. Nothing suited him better. She had told him firmly that she could only be a friend to him, and like that things remained—not that Ham intended they should do so permanently. He was much too much in love. He was thirty and Joan was the only girl he had ever wanted to marry.

She finished sorting the mail, leant back in her chair and looked at him.

‘What are you doing here at this ungodly hour?’

‘Mr. Mathews wanted the Bentley. He said he was leaving here before breakfast on his way to Wales, so I thought I’d bring it round myself.’

‘Well, as soon as our tea comes, I must leave you, Ham. We’ve got a crashing week-end in front of us. Full to overflowing.’

‘Miss Vaughan coming down?’

‘Yes.’

‘Roxley with her?’

‘Yes.’

Joan’s head went down again. She busied herself by filling her fountain-pen. She was not anxious that Ham should see the colour which rose in her cheeks at the mention of Roxley’s name. But the eyes of a lover are quick, and Ham saw that wildrose pink creep up under the girl’s golden tan. He frowned and kicked a leg against the desk.

He was pretty certain that Joan was in love with Roxley. And what the hell’s use was that when he was going to marry her boss? Of course, Joan had never said anything. But he was ready to stake his life that she was keen on the fellow. She always gave herself away by colouring at the mention of him. Ham didn’t like it. He knew and admired Simon Roxley. He had had dealings with him several times over a car and had always found him a most charming, entertaining fellow. But there were rumours that he wasn’t as much in love with Sally Vaughan as she was with him. Rumours, too, that it was half on account of the money behind Sally that he was marrying her. It might or might not be true, but everybody knew that the Roxleys were broke. And Simon’s father, old Sir George, wanted him to save the family fortunes by marrying someone with cash.

Ham said abruptly:

‘When are those two getting married?’

Joan’s face remained hidden.

‘Shortly, I should think.’

‘Good job when they are.’

Then up came Joan’s head quickly.

‘Why?’

Ham’s clear blue eyes—the redeeming feature in his blunt, boyish but unhandsome face—looked straight into the bright hazel of hers.

‘They’ve been engaged long enough, haven’t they?’

‘Only six months.’

‘That’s long enough. I think the thrill is apt to go out of a marriage when a couple hang round months and years before they’re tied up.’

‘Maybe.’ Joan’s reply was non-committal.

Ham continued almost aggressively:

‘And I shouldn’t be surprised if the thrill hasn’t gone out of theirs. On his part, if not on hers.’

Again the hot surge of colour to Joan’s face and throat, try as she would to destrain it. But the subject of that engagement was one that touched her so very deeply. So much more deeply than it ought to. She was thankful that one of the waiters interrupted them at this point by bringing in a tea tray.

But as soon as Ham received his cup of tea he harped back on the engagement, as though it was on his mind, too.

‘Everyone who knows them seems to think she’s much more in love with him than he is with her. I have a pal who knows the Roxleys very well and …’

It isn’t really our business, Ham,’ broke in Joan rather sharply.

He slid off the desk.

‘I’m getting the bird this morning.’

‘Not really.’ She was quick to mollify him for she was fond of Ham. A woman couldn’t help it. There was something so nice and friendly about him always. And Joan knew in her heart that he must suffer over her at times. He was far from ready to accept her on platonic terms.

Sally Vaughan had told her last week-end that she was a little fool not to marry Ham. He had a big business. He was putting up other garages along the river. He came from a good family and had a Public School education. She would have a good time as his wife. There would be none of the slavery that she had to face here. And slavery it was in the busy season, for she was conscientious about her job. But she could not marry Ham, because she did not love him. And more than that. It was because she loved somebody else. And that somebody else was Simon Roxley.

The whole thing was a muddle and she had never felt more confused or miserable. She thanked heaven for the philosophic streak which was in her, and for hard work. When she was immersed in her job, it helped her to forget. But there wasn’t much chance of forgetting when Simon Roxley came down and stayed in the hotel.

Ham was making things no better for her by voicing what she knew in her heart to be true. Simon was not so much in love with Sally as she was with him. Joan almost wished that it were not so. Had she known that he was utterly devoted to Sally, she could more easily have conquered her own feelings for him. But to conquer them, knowing that Simon was not altogether happy about his engagement, remembering a certain moment, two weeks ago when she had danced with him at a party here, and that look in his eyes which no woman could mistake, was much more difficult. Of course it was madness to think about him at all or to remember anything. He was going to marry Sally. He couldn’t possibly be interested in her, Joan. He mustn’t be. That dance, that look … it had all been fleeting madness. A man’s momentary reaction to feminine allure. Not that she flattered herself that she was so alluring. Neither had she meant to awaken his interest—that way. But she did attract men. There had been others besides Ham who had wanted her. And Simon Roxley found her sympathetic and had told her so. He liked to talk to her. That was always dangerous—to be the sort of woman a man likes talking to!

Sally wasn’t that kind. She was much too voluble herself. She liked to do the talking. She was always gay and on the top of her form. A little overpowering at times, perhaps. Beautiful, spoiled, exacting, and out to get what she wanted in life. A man wouldn’t find it easy to get away from Sally.

Did Simon want to get away from her? Had he regretted his proposal after that cruise down the Dalmatian coast with Sally and her father?

Joan did not know for certain, and did not want to know. It was much better that she shouldn’t. It was too awful to be in love with somebody else’s future husband. Especially when one had never been in love before. Joan had never found it easy to give her heart to anybody. But it had been wrung out of her by Simon Roxley; by something intrinsically appealing in his eyes, his smile, the tilt of his head, the lilt of his voice, the elusive, fascinating personality that was Simon’s.

He had had a mesmeric influence on her from the very first day she had met him. A day to remember, when Sally had come back from her cruise, proudly bearing her fiancé with her. Proud, because she had got what she had schemed for, Simon, his future title, his fine old family name, his pride, in return for her money. She was in love with him, like most women who knew him. He had that effect upon them. But Joan Parwood was horrified because she, too, had allowed herself to be affected.

It had not disturbed her seriously until a month ago. For the last four or five months, Sally had come down at regular intervals with Simon to stay at Great Friars. The hotel was her hobby. One of the ‘toys’ that her father had bought her. And she had put Joan in to manage it because Joan was an old school friend. One of the few members of her own sex whom Sally really liked and admired. But the Parwoods were not well off and Joan had been left an orphan and had taken up hotel work while Sally was still doing a ‘deb’ season in town. It had been a lucky ‘break’ for Joan when her old friend had bought this place and got in touch with her and offered her the management.

Today, Great Friars meant less of a toy to Sally than in previous years. Her father gambled recklessly in a big way. The Vaughan fortune had received a few shocks this last year. A good deal of Sally’s money was tied up in the hotel. Therefore, the profits were now of importance to her. She was delighted with the way Joan managed the place and looked after her interests. And until old Sir George died and Roxley Hall became Simon’s and hers, Sally intended to live at Great Friars after her marriage.

It was a glorious old house, the glorious grounds with green lawns sloping down to the river. In Tudor times it had been a famous monastery. But today, in the great hall where once the monks had eaten, simply and sparingly, looking out of the mullioned windows at the river, fashionable crowds from Mayfair lunched and dined and danced.

Joan had grown attached to the place. The last thing she wanted to do was to hand in her resignation. But if she did not feel better about Simon once he was married to Sally than she did now, she would have no alternative.

She heard Ham’s voice:

‘You’re doing a lot of thinking this morning.’

She wrenched her mind away from Simon.

‘Well, my main thought now is to see the chef about menus for the day,’ she said briskly.

‘What a wise head on those little shoulders,’ said Ham, and although he smiled, his heart ached a bit. He wished he were not so much in love with her. There was so much candour and sweetness in the hazel depths of Joan’s large eyes, set exquisitely in the pure oval of her face. She wore her smooth, dark hair parted in the centre and knotted in the nape of her slender neck. She was not the ordinary ‘pretty girl’, but so much more, in Ham’s estimation. She had a fine, tranquil beauty. And Ham knew there was fire and passion behind that serenity. It was there, in the warm red curve of her mouth. (If only it had been his lot to rouse that fire, he thought.) Except for a touch of lipstick, Joan used no make-up. She needed none, with those sweeping black lashes and pencilled brows.

He would like to have stayed talking, but she was not to be coerced away from her duty. So, a few moments later, he drove away back to his garage, and Joan, with pad and pencil in hand, went forth to her first job of the day, her interview in the big kitchens with the head chef.

But while she listened to suggestions for soup, fish and entrée, it was not the thought of Ham that kept creeping between her and her job, but the thought of Simon Roxley. Simon, who was coming here today with her employer. Simon whom, she felt sure, she must congratulate on an imminent marriage. She was certain that the wedding date had been fixed.

Her heart kept repeating that cry of an hour ago:

‘What am I going to do? Why must I go through all this pain?’
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At one o’clock, a black and silver Mercedes-Benz rolled through the wrought-iron gateways leading into the grounds of Great Friars, and pulled up at the hotel entrance. The driver was a tall, thin girl dressed somewhat theatrically in white, with white fox furs and a flowered hat set jauntily on the side of a head which gleamed with platinum-fair curls.

She stepped out of the car, drawing off white leather gloves. Her companion, an uncommonly tall, graceful young man in grey flannels, his black head uncovered, waited to light a cigarette before he got out.

‘We have certainly arrived on a heavenly day, Simon,’ said the girl. ‘But am I longing for a drink? I’ll say I am.’

Simon Roxley yawned. He disliked Sally when she used American slang and dressed herself like a Hollywood film star. Indeed, he was in one of his bad moods today. He was not one whit fired by Sally’s looks, although she was lovely enough with her enormous blue eyes and dazzling fairness. She was nice, too. Gay, kind and generous. Oh! There was no limit to Sally’s generosity. She had plenty, and all that she had, she wanted to give him. No girl on earth could be more anxious to help save the Roxley estates, put Simon on his feet, make it easy for him to live the extravagant sort of life he had always lived until taxation, falling investments, death duties, and one thing and another had brought his family to penury. And at moments, certainly, he was physically stirred by her. Or had been. Quite in love when he had asked her to marry him. He need not label himself as a swine who was merely after her cash. That cruise down the Dalmatian coast had been a glamorous affair. And he had found glamour in getting engaged to Sally Vaughan. Besides, it was a case of ‘fifty-fifty’. She was in love with him and he had a title coming and a position which she coveted.

But that was all six months ago, and since then he had met Joan. …

Simon Roxley’s dark, narrow, brilliant eyes roved in utter discontent from his fiancée to the blaze of scarlet and yellow wallflowers fringing the drive, and on to the lovely grey Elizabethan house. A house which he had always felt was much too individual and romantic to have been turned into a modern hotel.

Joan was there … He would see her today, as he always saw her, much occupied, conscientiously performing her numerous tasks, doing a job as Sally herself could never possibly do one. Sally was born lazy.

Darling Joan! …

Why the devil had fate ordained that just when he had settled his life nicely with Sally, he should meet the one and only woman in the world?

Joan was that woman. He knew it. He had known it for several weeks now. Ever since that dance they had had together, when he had suddenly discovered the fragrance and allure of her and she had ceased to be the capable Miss Parwood and become just the girl of a thousand dreams.

He had tried ceaselessly to banish the thought of her. To deny her strong attraction for him. To remind himself that she was a penniless young woman in a job, who would never be suitable for him. Added to which, he had not even spoken to her on the subject. For all he knew, she might have turned him down flat had he proposed to her. Yet, when he allowed himself to think about her, he was half-ready to swear that she was interested in him. Not only as the future husband of her employer, but as a man.

‘Come on, Simon,’ Sally called from the doorway. The head porter and a boy, touching their caps respectfully, ran forward to lift the suitcases from the back of the Mercedes-Benz.

Gloomily, Simon greeted the men and followed Sally into the hotel.

He didn’t look forward to this week-end. In one way he wanted to see Joan. He had been haunted by the memory of her even more than usual since their last meeting. He was restless by temperament, but lately he had been half-crazy with nerves and repression. His engagement was a frightful mistake. It wasn’t Sally whom he wanted with all her charms and her money. Neither did he really enjoy the ceaseless pursuit of pleasure in which Sally liked to indulge, and carry him with her. There was a devil of discontent in his soul. It was Joan whom he needed. With her calm friendliness, her wisdom, her capabilities, so amazing in one of her age.

Sometimes, he gave himself up uncontrolledly to the mad dream of holding her in his arms, of feeling those cool, clever little hands stroking his head, allowing the soothing quality of her personality to drive the devil out of him, and make him sane and whole again. He wasn’t quite sane at the moment. He couldn’t think straight. And now that Sally had made him fix the date of their marriage for the first of August, he felt driven beyond endurance.

He could not let her down. He did not wish to let his father down, either, nor the estate which would be ruined if he altered his plans. But there was his point of view, and feeling about Joan as he did. …

‘Simon, for heaven’s sake come along. What are you dreaming about?’ Sally’s high, gay voice broke in on his reflections.

It was a good thing she didn’t know, he thought dryly. Then, exercising his usual control, he wandered with her into the bar. It was already full of people, laughing, smoking, drinking. Sally liked this bar. She had designed it. But Simon hated it and he knew that Joan did, too. They both felt that it was a crime to put those chromium and red leather stools, and all that ostentatious, ultra-modern decor in a room which must be at least four hundred years old. A room where the massive beams were grey with age and the mullioned windows works of art. The monks had once done their writing and reading here. How their ghosts must shudder, thought Simon, if they could see these people perched on the gaudy stools, tossing down one mixed drink after the other, eating potato crisps, telling racy stories, wasting time and money. But Sally like to see it, of course. After all, it was ‘business’ and it all meant more profit for her.

Moodily, Simon tossed down his gin and It, and leaving Sally in conversation with an acquaintance, walked into the lounge. He liked it so much better than the bar. The huge open fireplace was unspoiled and so were the plastered walls. Old oak tables and chairs, and the cool green and white chintzes were in keeping with the spirit of the place. There were huge bowls of flowers everywhere. One particularly artistic bunch of lupins, blue lavender and pinks stood on the long refectory table in the centre of the room. He knew who had arranged those flowers. Joan.

Where was she? The hotel guests and odd arrivals were moving toward the vast dining-room which, with its tapestries and gallery, was one of the famous sights of the hotel. She might be there, having an early lunch.

Then he saw her, hurrying through a green baize door which led into the pantries. His heart leapt as he hailed her, and leapt again when he caught what he was sure was a flash of welcome for him in those beautiful eyes.

‘Oh, hallo!’ she greeted him.

‘How are you, Joan?’

She was close to him now. The overall of this morning had been discarded. She might have been one of the guests. Attractive, charming in her pale grey linen dress with its yellow patterned scarf tucked into the neck, and wide yellow leather belt. He fancied that deep rose in her cheeks was for him. She was usually rather pale except for her tan, like so many dark-haired women.

‘I suppose you haven’t got time to come and have a drink?’ he asked her.

‘Gracious, no. I’m desperately busy.’

‘I’m never done telling your employer how damned lucky she is to have somebody like you running this place.’

‘Thank you very much.’

Joan spoke in an odd, stilted little way, but she was utterly thrilled by Simon Roxley’s praise. She had had a tiring morning. It was a hot day for work. But fatigue fell away from her at the sight and sound of Simon.

It was hellish (she could only use that word), being in love with someone who belonged to someone else. Her pulses never quickened at the sight of any other man in the world. He was marvellous. So absurdly tall, he was, so devastatingly attractive the grace and vitality of him, the sloe-darkness of his eyes, the slight cynicism in the twist of his well-shaped mouth. He was a bit of a cynic was Simon. A little spoiled and sure of himself. What man wouldn’t be, with women rushing after him the way they had rushed for Simon. Yet there was something very young and unhappy about him. That went to Joan’s heart. He had by no means found the right milieu for him, and she knew it. Knew that Sally Vaughan could never make him happy.

‘I’ll see you later,’ she murmured, and moved away.

He called after her:

‘Let’s have a talk some time?’

She wanted to answer ‘yes’, but dared not. What good would it do, talking to Simon? Why allow herself to be unnecessarily hurt? She made the excuse that she would be too busy. He looked after the slim figure in grey and yellow almost despairingly.

Then, shrugging his shoulders, he rejoined Sally in the bar.

Joan rarely took her meals in the restaurant while the first big rush was on. She ate her food hurriedly at a little corner table reserved for the ‘management’. She had already seen Sally and been asked to lunch with her and Simon. Making the excuse of ‘too much work’, Joan had refused. Somehow, she did not want to be a ‘third’ in that particular party.

After lunch Sally sent for her.

The owner of the hotel always had the same room—the largest and most luxurious, windows looking down on to the stone terrace with its tables and gay umbrellas arranged for tea beside the river. It was one of those rooms, innumerable in England, in which Queen Elizabeth is reputed to have slept.

Sally Vaughan, in a flowered China silk wrapper, lay on the four-poster bed, conscious that the peach chintz hangings made a charming background for her fair beauty. She greeted Joan not as an employer greets one in her pay, but as her old school friend. She was always very nice to Joan and appreciative of her services.

‘Quit the job and come and hear my news, honey,’ she said.

Joan sat on the edge of the bed and listened to the ‘news’, which was exactly what she had anticipated.

For some time, Simon had been reluctant to fix a date for his wedding, because, Sally said, he did not feel he could take her and all her money unless he felt sure he was pulling his weight in a job of some kind. Now he had got that job. A firm of Insurance Brokers, anxious to have the use of his father’s title, were putting Sir George on their Board and Simon in their offices. He wouldn’t have to work very hard, but it would be something with a salary. They would be married in six weeks’ time.

‘It’ll just be time for me to get my trousseau,’ Sally finished, locking her hands behind her head and gazing dreamily upwards. ‘Isn’t that grand, Joan?’

Joan, her lashes drooping, answered:

‘Grand.’

‘We’ve decided on Budapest for our honeymoon. I’ve always longed for the Hungarian nights and gipsy bands and the rest of it. So has Simon.’

Joan, fingers clenched, nodded without answering but she thought:

‘Simon—and a Hungarian rhapsody! Could any woman want more?’

‘Then,’ continued Sally, happily oblivious of the other girl’s state of mind, ‘we shall come back here to live, because I adore Great Friars and so does Simon. We shan’t go back to London until the winter.’

Joan gave a noncommittal answer, but she was thinking:

‘I shall have to resign before then. I couldn’t stand it.’

‘How’s Ham?’ Sally asked her.

‘Very well.’

‘No relenting on your part?’

Joan stood up.

‘I shall never marry a man whom I don’t love, Sally.’

‘You’re so difficult, darling. I don’t believe you’ll ever fall in love.’

Joan did not reply. Aching to get out of the room, she invented a pressing appointment with one of the hotel guests and fled. Fled, before she gave herself away to the last person on earth who must never know what sort of man she could and did love with all her heart.
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In the early hours of that morning, Joan, who slept in a little oak-panelled room with turret-windows over the old disused chapel, was awakened first by the barking of dogs and then by a banging on her door.

‘Miss Parwood! Miss Parwood!’

Joan switched on the light and sprang out of bed. She opened her door to a scared-looking pantry-boy who wore trousers over his pyjama suit.

‘Miss, come quickly. There’s a fire broke out in the staff dining-room.’

Fear clutched at Joan’s heart.

The one dread of her existence was the outbreak of fire in this old place. With all its lath and plaster, it would burn like paper.

‘Has somebody telephoned the Fire Brigade?’

‘No, Miss. Chef and some of the others think they can get the fire out as it isn’t very big.’

Joan put on a dressing gown and rushed down the corridor and back staircase after the boy. She hoped to God she could avert both a serious fire and a panic among the guests.

She found some of the male staff rushing with fire extinguishers and pails of water in and out of the staff dining-room. It was acrid with smoke and the smell of burning. She was quick to see that the outbreak was not serious. Dogs barking had wakened the pantry-boy who had smelt smoke and gone downstairs just in time. The supposition was that the trouble had been caused by one of the staff leaving a lighted cigarette near the curtains.

Joan assisted the men actively for a few moments, then stood by, issuing orders until she was certain the fire was out. Unfortunately, a stupid chambermaid had set the rumour going in the hotel. Lights were switched on, heads were thrust out of bedrooms. Nervous women, clutching their jewel cases, prepared to panic. The one person who slept through it all was the fair owner of the place who was always hard to rouse.

But Simon Roxley was up. He had had a restless night. The ashtray beside his bed was piled with cigarette ends. The lamp beside his bed had been burning when he heard the first alarm.

He caught sight of Joan, calm and poised, going from one room to another putting the guests at ease.

‘The fire is right out and there is nothing whatsoever to worry about. Please go back to bed,’ she kept repeating.

Gradually doors were shut and silence descended upon the hotel once more.

Dawn was breaking. White mists curled over the river and wreathed sinuously through the trees. Half-awakened birds were piping. Great Friars was filled with eerie shadows, heralding the morning.

Simon Roxley walked out of his room, down the main staircase into the lounge. He found Joan standing by a lighted lamp, examining her left hand. At once he was at her side.

‘I say, you haven’t been hurt, have you?’ She looked up quickly and put her hand behind her back.

‘Heavens, how you startled me! I thought everybody had gone back to bed.’

She finished the sentence with a self-conscious little laugh, hardly daring to look at the tall, graceful figure of the man, yet swift to note how well that wine-coloured foulard dressing-gown suited him.

‘Your hand,’ he said. ‘Did you get burnt?’

‘It’s nothing. I helped beat out one of the curtains which was alight …’

‘Then you have been burnt?’

He pulled her arm and insisted upon looking at the injury. At the sight of three blistered little fingers, he gave an exclamation.

‘You must see to this at once. Some oil or something.’

She tried to pull her arm away.

‘It’s simply nothing.’

‘You were grand just now,’ he added, ‘Getting everything under control. I watched you. For one so young, you’ve got extraordinary poise and grip on things.’

‘Oh, it’s just that I’ve learnt to look after myself—and others.’

‘I wish you were going to look after me,’ he said impulsively.

She gave another laugh, feeling ridiculously embarrassed.

‘You’ll soon have a wife to do that.’

He let her arm drop.

‘Sally’s the one who’ll want looking after.’

‘Can’t Simon Roxley, six-foot-three, look after himself?’ Joan tried to be flippant.

He looked down at her with unutterable weariness in his eyes.

‘Ah! I’ve made a mess of things, Joan, and you know it.’

‘You mustn’t say that.’

‘Mustn’t! I’m perpetually having to say those words to myself. Mustn’t! Mustn’t! I’m sick to death of it. I mustn’t be myself, or live my own life, or make my own choices. There’s always a duty to others—others to be considered. My father, my home, my name, everything must be put before myself.’ Then he broke off and added: ‘Sorry! What right have I got to complain—to you of all people?’

She looked up at him, the woman in her stirred by his misery. She longed so to comfort him. She knew so well that he was chained by circumstances, that he had revolted and that he was panting to be free. That hunger for freedom—she knew so well. Didn’t she, too, yearn to say and do a thousand things that she must not? Things connected with him.

Simon looked down at the girl, torn with the hunger for her which had pursued him since their last meeting, when he had first realised what he felt about her. She looked very small and forlorn in the light of that single lamp. It was the first time he had seen her with her hair unbound. Curling like black silk to her shoulders. She looked like a little girl, in her rose chintz wrapper with short puffed sleeves showing her rounded, sun-browned arms. Yet he knew her to be a capable, resourceful woman. And the sight of her mouth, tender, compassionate, maddened him. In a sudden crazy moment he caught at her hand. She gave a cry of pain and at once he was filled with remorse.

‘That’s your blistered hand—darling—I’m so sorry!’

He had called her that name almost before he was aware of it. It had made her throat constrict. She began to tremble violently.

‘I must go—back to my room.’

But all that was real and passionate and sincere in Simon Roxley had broken through the mask which he presented to the world. The devil-may-care, insouciant Simon who liked being spoiled, and whose nature warred between the spoiling and his stern sense of duty, was nothing now but a boy in love. Honestly in love for the first time in his life.

‘For God’s sake don’t leave me, Joan,’ he said.

She went white, and her eyes looked enormous and afraid.

‘Simon—please …’

‘I can’t bear it, Joan. I’ve got to tell you. You know already. I love you. Madly, crazily. I’ve loved you and wanted you for weeks. I can’t go through with this marriage of mine. It isn’t possible, feeling as I do about you.’

She tried desperately to remain the conscientious and responsible Miss Parwood who managed this hotel. She succeeded only in being a woman, as weak and devastated by passion as Simon, himself.
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