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         Janie Dallas bore a striking resemblance to the beautiful singer Vanessa Brandt, but when Vanessa suggested that Janie should impersonate her for one vital week, only the thought of having the constant company and support of the world-famous conductor, Max Veldon, could tempt her.

      

   


   
      
         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter one
   

         

         Old
       Hermann Brandt lifted the violin out of its case and touched it tenderly.

         ‘This was not made yesterday, no,’ he murmured, as he so often did. ‘Not the creation of one of the master craftsmen, but a fine instrument.’ He ran the bow across the responsive strings, and his whole face lighted with pleasure. ‘Did you hear that, Janie? That is music, yes?’

         Janie agreed with him, and looked almost as enthusiastic.

         ‘Play something,’ she begged, but he shook his head and put the violin away again in its case, and returned the case to the shelf.

         ‘No, there is much to do, and I cannot spare the time.’ He sighed as he contemplated the array—or rather, the disarray—in front of him. ‘Why is it that we collect so much junk, Janie, and only a very little of that which is truly valuable?’ He picked up a battered mouth-organ, and then cast it aside to join company with a selection of flutes, trumpets, accordions, etc. The whole tiny shop seemed to be full of the discarded accompaniments of a musician’s life. ‘Even a poor violin gives me pleasure, but I have never yet attempted to play on a mouth-organ!’

         He turned away, suddenly very businesslike, and a little peevish.

         ‘Those lists, those lists,’ he demanded petulantly. ‘That latest consignment of records? Pick of the Pops!’ and he actually snorted. ‘Have you got them all sorted, and on display to our customers?’

         One of the customers, a youth in too-tight trousers and an amazing sweater, came in and bought a couple of the latest records, and Janie put his money inside the till, and gave him the right amount of change. When he had gone away, and the shop door-bell had stopped quivering, she returned to her employer’s side and watched him flicking aimlessly with a feather duster ať a bust of Beethoven that stood on a pedestal in a corner.

         ‘You had good news this morning?’ she asked him, very softly, because she knew that he had received a letter. ‘Your daughter is well, Mr. Brandt?’

         He shook his head, staring owlishly at the bust of Beethoven.

         ‘Not so well, child. She has a bad throat… a tired throat, she calls it. She is coming home on a visit. Just a short visit.’

         ‘Oh, but that’s wonderful!’ Janie exclaimed, amazed that he didn’t appear to think so. ‘Even a short visit will mean that you will actually see her, and be able to talk with her. And I expect a good many famous singers suffer from tired throats occasionally. And after such an exhausting tour —’

         ‘She says that it went off well,’ the old man remarked, as if it was of little interest to him. ‘She says that every time she sang the audience rose to its feet and cheered her until they were hoarse. In Vienna there were so many bouquets that her dressing-room was like a corner of an enchanted garden.’ He studied Janie as if there were certain aspects of her appearance that were striking him for the first time. ‘You have hair the same colour as hers… so very fair! Your eyes are grey, and hers are as blue as a summer sky, but otherwise you are much alike. I am surprised that I haven’t noticed it before.’

         Janie smiled at him.

         ‘You flatter me,’ she told him. ‘I’ve seen photographs of your daughter, don’t forget, and there can only be one Vanessa Brandt in the whole wide world.’

         He sighed again.

         ‘She was christened Sophia,’ he remarked. ‘I do not know why she should call herself Vanessa.’

         ‘For publicity reasons, I expect. Because it sounds good.’

         ‘Sophia is a family name,’ he muttered obstinately. ‘To me it also sounds very good indeed, and how are my neighbours to know that I have a famous daughter if she calls herself by some other name?’

         ‘Ah,’ Janie accused him, as she took her feather duster out of his hand before he could flick most of the objects on an upper shelf off it and on to the floor. ‘So it’s your vanity that is suffering most this morning, it it? Because you can’t boast of her, and stick a notice in the window informing everyone that Sophia is coming home! But you can prepare for her coming and bake a cake. Or your housekeeper can….’ She turned him gently towards the door to an inner room, and then gave him a push. ‘Go and tell her to kill the fatted calf, and we’ll put the flags out afterwards!’

         Old Hermann mumbled to himself.

         ‘Sophia will not want that. Sophia will come back here like a thief in the night and wish that no one shall see her! She always hated this street, and how will such as she appreciate one of my good Flora’s cakes?’

         Janie stared at him in a certain amount of surprise. She had only worked for Hermann Brandt for six months, but the one thing she really knew about him was that he adored his daughter… his only daughter. She was beautiful, and at twenty-six she was a well-known coloratura soprano. She had escaped from the little world of narrow streets and unpretentious houses in which she had been born and brought up and became a star that twinkled in a brighter world… a more expensive world, where some of the houses that offered her hospitality were near-palaces, and their owners people with titles who would look down on little men like Hermann Brandt as very ordinary little men indeed. In spite of his ability to recognize a Stradivarius even if it were about to disintegrate into dust, and his fine long-figured hands that could restore it if restoration were possible.

         She had escaped… and apparently she wasn’t eager to return!

         That was another thing Janie had just learned about her, although somehow she couldn’t believe it. She tried to reassure Hermann.

         ‘But of course she’s just longing to get back and see you and her old home. I don’t suppose she’s had much opportunity until now. She watched him start to climb the staircase that led to the flat above the shop. ‘When do you expect to see her?’

         Hermann shrugged.

         ‘It could be any time now. She said that she was flying home, and aeroplanes travel quickly.’

         She actually arrived that afternoon, when Janie was still busily engaged in listing the latest consignment of records. She pushed open the door of the shop and the unharmonious bell jangled so harshly that Janie looked up, almost startled. A taxi was gliding away from the kerb, and the rain was slanting downwards and making the roads glisten. Vanessa Brandt was so beautifully dressed, and so much more than beautiful herself, that Janie knew at once who she was. She stood up, pushing back her chair.

         Vanessa directed a glacial blue look at her.

         ‘Who are you?’ she demanded curtly.

         Janie explained.

         ‘I’m Mr. Brandt’s assistant…. Your father’s assistant?’ she queried, certain she could not be wrong.

         Vanessa didn’t condescend to answer. She merely walked right in and started looking disdainfully about the shop.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         Janie
       put away the lists of records. She watched Vanessa studying the contents of the shop with curiosity, that strong suspicion of contempt that was in every line of her features.

         She had astonishingly delicate features, and for one with humble beginnings, remarkably patrician ones. They suggested a pale and flawless cameo with curling lips and sensitive nostrils, and her eyes were very large and cold and blue. Her hair was pale guinea gold, and was trained to wind itself smoothly about her elegantly poised head, and to lie in a knot on the nape of her neck. The hat she wore, which was very captivating, had a wisp of some sort of veiling which emphasized the porcelain delicacy of her appearance.

         ‘So my father has not conquered his weakness for acquiring rubbish,’ she remarked, as she spurned the battered musical instruments with a solitary glance.

         ‘It’s not because he admires rubbish,’ Janie felt forced to reply, ‘but because he always feels so sorry for the people who want to sell it to him.’

         Vanessa’s eyes rested on her thoughtfully.

         ‘And you, no doubt, work for him for a pittance because you are in sympathy with his philanthrophic ideas of how to run a business,’ she stated rather than asked. Then: ‘Where is he?’she wanted to know.

         ‘Upstairs,’ Janie told her. ‘At least, so far as I know.’

         ‘Preparing to welcome me home?’ with a kind of brittle dryness.

         ‘I’ve no doubt he’s fairly actively concerned with a certain amount of preparation for your homecoming,’ was the careful response to that.

         Vanessa whipped the captivating little hat from off her head, and cast it down on the counter with a sigh of relief. She ran slim fingers through the soft gold of her hair, loosening it, and then sat down in the only available chair and opened her handbag. She produced a toy of a cigarette case of gold and tortoiseshell and selected a cigarette and lighted it.

         ‘I’m not in any hurry for that sort of thing,’ she confessed. ‘And if I won’t be in your way I’ll sit here for a bit.’ She closed her eyes, as if she was mentally and physically exhausted, while she drew abstractedly on the cigarette; and then, when she opened them again, there was a curious alert look in them as she fixed them upon Janie. ‘You’re pretty,’ she observed. ‘You’re very pretty for a backwater like this.

         Why do you work here?’

         ‘Because I like it here,’ Janie replied with simplicity.

         ‘You mean you actually enjoy working in all this muddle?’

         ‘I try to straighten it up sometimes,’ Janie informed her, with a smile. ‘But I honestly believe your father prefers a muddle, because he soon sees to it that we’re in a state of chaos again! However, he’s a musician, and you can’t expect a musician to be orderly.’

         ‘I’m a singer, and I love order,’ Vanessa corrected her sharply. ‘I escaped from this kind of life because I had a superior voice, and I can’t remember a single moment of my life when I was happy here. Does that surprise you?’

         ‘No,’ Janie answered, looking at her. ‘Not really.’

         ‘Have you ever heard me sing?’ Vanessa inquired, with an arrogant tilt to her chin.

         Janie nodded.

         ‘We have several recordings of yours here in the shop. Your father is very proud of them,’ she added.

         ‘So he should be,’ the other commented, looking mildly pleased. ‘I’ve climbed a long way since the days when he tried to teach me the piano. Actually, I never did learn to play very well, but my voice… my voice has been described as the voice of a nightingale!’ Her blue eyes remained triumphantly fixed on Janie’s face. ‘That’s something, isn’t it?’

         ‘It is indeed,’Janie agreed.

         Vanessa crushed out her cigarette in the ashtray. She swallowed, as if something was hurting her throat, and then coughed a little.

         ‘I shouldn’t smoke,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve been ill… or rather, I’m very tired, and I’ve got to undergo an operation. Oh, nothing to worry about, but it’s a nuisance… a particular nuisance just now.’ She seemed quite fascinated by the girl in the pink overall, who was automatically doing things with her hands all the time that she was talking. Neatly clipping thin strips of paper that looked like invoices together, and then tucking them away in a drawer. Sorting the disorder in the drawer, ‘You know,’ she remarked suddenly. ‘you’re not at all unlike me.’

         Janie stared at her.

         ‘That’s the sort of compliment I hardly feel I deserve, Miss Brandt.’

         Vanessa made a gesture with her hand.

         ‘I’m not complimenting you, I’m merely remarking on something that’s a little extraordinary. If you and I were sisters the world could accept it that I’m the beautiful sister, and you’re the slightly plainer one. But with grooming and so forth you could probably look ten times more attractive. And if someone took away that pink overall, and dressed you in some fabulous creation of Balmain…’ Her voice trailed away, but her eyes were full of speculation. ‘Do you know anything at all about music?’she asked.

         Janie replied with a somewhat dry note in her own voice this time.

         ‘I’m not a singer, Miss Brandt, if that’s what you mean. In addition,’ she added, ‘to bearing a slight resemblance to you!’

         ‘It’s not slight,’ Vanessa told her. ‘It’s remarkable! The only serious difference is in the colour of the eyes.’ She lighted another cigarette, as if she needed it. ‘And of course I didn’t mean can you sing. You’d hardly be likely to have a voice like mine, even if you did,’ with lofty disdain. ‘But if you know something about music… if you can talk to people who make it their life, for instance; if you are familiar with the various operas, could identify a passage from some obscure symphony, as well as being perfectly familiar with all the well-known composers—well then, you’re a find indeed!’

         ‘I go to the opera whenever I can afford it, and I love Chopin,’ Janie told her, with a little smile that had in it the merest hint of a form of contempt. ‘Is that any use?’ she inquired flippantly.

         ‘I think it could be of amazing use,’ Vanessa said slowly, as if she could hardly believe in her good fortune. Once more she crushed out a partially smoked cigarette. ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘this is the set-up. This is the “inside story,” shall we say? I have to undergo an operation—a throat operation—as I told you, and according to the surgeon the whole thing shouldn’t take longer than a week. But by some unfortunate stroke of ill luck it happens to be a very vital week for me… a week when I simply have to be seen and heard and mix with people. I’ve been offered something quite wonderful in Vienna that calls for a tip-top bill of health, and the very maximum of energy and vitality—to say nothing of endurance! —and the man who is making me this offer wants to see me in New York in a few days’ time. I’m supposed to be on my way there now, but I’m actually on my way to the hospital… I daren’t postpone this operation any longer if my voice isn’t to fail me altogether! And I’ve been at my wits’ end trying to think up something that could save the situation for me.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Janie said sincerely, ‘if the situation is as bad as that.’

         ‘And you’ll help me?’ Vanessa demanded quickly, her whole being revitalized because an idea had dawned at last. ‘You’re so like me no one would guess… certainly not anyone who hadn’t really seen me very well before! And Abraham Winterton has never seen me before. He’ll throw parties for me, introduce me to his friends… and offer me a fine fat contract!’ She was fairly bubbling over. ‘And you won’t have to sing a note, only talk!’

         Janie looked, and felt, aghast.

         ‘But you must be mad, Miss Brandt!’ she protested. ‘Such a piece of deception is impossible. It wouldn’t get by for a moment——’

         ‘Don’t be silly, my dear, it’s a wonderful idea! And I’ll have you fitted out with a whole new wardrobe…. As a matter of fact, we’re much of a size, so you can wear some of my things. And Max Veldon will be at your elbow… give you all the support you’ll need.’

         ‘Max Veldon?’ Janie queried weakly. ‘The conductor?’

         Vanessa smiled.

         ‘To me he is something rather more than a conductor… although he is, of course, one of the most famous conductors in the world. He and I…’ Then she decided to say no more.

         Janie twined her fingers together agitatedly.

         ‘Miss Brandt,’ she pleaded, ‘please forget this absurd notion. It wouldn’t work—it couldn’t work!—and in any case, I couldn’t have anything to do with it.’

         But Vanessa’s blue eyes had a strangely hypnotizing effect.

         ‘If you won’t do this thing for me, you’ll do it for my father, won’t you?’ she said. ‘I can tell you’re very fond of my father, and he made a lot of sacrifices for me when I was young. I want to do a lot of things for him’—she sent one of her contemptuous glances round the shop—‘remove him from this hovel, and I can do that if I get the Winterton contract.’ It was on the tip of Janie’s tongue to ask why she hadn’t done anything for her, father before, but the words wouldn’t frame on her lips. And Vanessa went on with unnatural persuasiveness: ‘And besides… think what an interlude it will be for you! You must lead one of the dullest lives of any girl I’ve ever known, and I’m offering you a chance to escape… a chance to see something of a world you know nothing about. A world of brilliance and music.’

         Janie shook her head.

         ‘I’m happy here.’

         ‘But you love music,’ coaxingly. ‘You go to the opera whenever you can afford it, and you love Chopin. In New York, for one brief and memorable week, you’ll be caught up in a world of music… you’ll have it for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, if you want it. And you’ll meet people… all sorts of exciting new people. There’ll be glamour—the glamour of smart clothes, cocktail parties, night-clubs….’

         ‘No,’ Janie said.

         Vanessa spoke deliberately.

         ‘Have you ever seen Max Veldon conduct?’

         ‘Once,’ Janie answered, and felt her knees grow weak. She had never forgotten the night she watched Max Veldon conduct, and heard a famous orchestra give of its best.’

         ‘He’s quite devastating, isn’t he?’ Vanessa murmured, with a slow and understanding smile. ‘Some people won’t have it that he’s handsome, but I think he’s much more than that… almost frighteningly handsome. The devil’s halfbrother, I once heard him called. Think of having him at your elbow for a week, supporting you, advising you! For my sake he’ll do that.’

         ‘No,’ Janie repeated—but it was a weaker ‘No’ this time. I couldn’t.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter three
   

         

         Max Veldon
       frowned as a tap came at his door. He was the occupant of a very large suite in a very impressive London hotel, and when the interruption came he was at his desk, and had just put down the telephone receiver.

         ‘Come in,’ he snapped. He had a quiet voice —a deadly quiet voice—and underlying it was a continuous note of impatience. It also had a very faint Austrian accent.

         A liveried hotel porter stood aside for Janie to enter. She had lost herself in the maze of thickly-carpeted corridors once she left the lift behind her, and the porter had come to her rescue. He looked at her pityingly when he saw the way in which the musician regarded her as he stood up reluctantly to greet her.

         ‘Sit down.’ He thrust a chair towards her. It was a spindly-legged chair covered in satin damask, and Janie sat down on the edge of it. The man resumed his seat at the desk. ‘You are Miss Dallas?’ he said. ‘Miss Jane Dallas?’ His inscrutable dark eyes made her feel cold and unacceptable as they roved over her. ‘I’ve just been talking to Miss Brandt on the telephone, and I’ll confess I don’t quite understand why she is taking such a risk. Such an appalling risk!’ His voice hardened, his eyes grew bleak and cold as arrow-heads. ‘Have you anything to do with it, or is this notion all hers?’

         ‘It certainly isn’t mine.’ Janie found it impossible to prevent her voice from trembling, but part of the unsteadiness was due to indignation on her part. ‘You surely don’t imagine that I thought of such a dangerous piece of deception? For one thing, I don’t really look in the least like Miss Brandt——’

         ‘You look sufficiently like her to deceive some people if they haven’t already met you,’ he cut her short brusquely. ‘Or Miss Brandt, of course! Anyone who knows Miss Brandt as I do wouldn’t be deceived for a moment.’

         ‘No, of course not,’ she agreed, moistening her lips. ‘But Miss Brandt thought… when I’ve had my hair re-styled, and I’m wearing different clothes….’

         ‘You most certainly will have to wear different clothes,’ he agreed, and the glance of contempt he cast at her neat grey suit and modest accessories made something inside her feel as if it was curling up after the assault of a whiplash. ‘Very different clothes!’

         She bit her lip.

         ‘I’ve never had occasion to wear anything but very simple clothes, Mr. Veldon,’ she told him.

         ‘Quite apart from the fact that I’ve never had the money to buy anything but simple clothes.’

         ‘Quite,’ he agreed coldly. ‘You do, in fact, belong to an entirely different world from the one which contains Miss Brandt,’ and he rose and started pacing about the room in his superbly tailored suit; a slim live-wire of a man with a debonair touch lent to his appearance by the flower in his buttonhole and his carelessly flowing tie, but with nothing else that was debonair about him.

         There was a kind of fluid grace to his movements which did nothing to detract from the impression of primitiveness which he exuded… and Janie knew why, when he took his place on a rostrum and lifted his baton, the women in the audience watched him with an almost suffocating sensation of excitement—as she had done once. For he was like an elegant caged tiger with music in his blood, and at a distance one didn’t see the bleakness in his eyes… the criticism. One only knew that his eyes must be dark, and that darkness predominated where he was concerned.

         Dark eyes, dark hair, an impeccable set of faultless dark tails, with a white tie highlighting his square dark chin.

         Exciting under the lights, with the orchestra swelling into a crescendo… but forbidding in a hotel room!

         ‘You work for Miss Brandt’s father?’ he asked, his tone as remote as a falling star.

         ‘Yes,’she answered.

         ‘He is, I believe, an antique dealer?’

         Janie supposed that that could be one description of old Hermann Brandt’s disgracefully cluttered junk shop in a corner of London where antiques were not much sought after, and nodded her head.

         ‘In that case you probably know a lot about antiques, but nothing about music?’

         ‘On the contrary,’ she replied, ‘I know practically nothing about antiques, but I do love music.’

         ‘So?’ he said, and sent her a long and curious glance. ‘A lot of people love music, but their knowledge of it is grossly limited.’

         ‘Try me,’ she invited, when he had seated himself again at his desk. ‘Put me through a sort of catechism, and I’ll answer you to the best of my ability.’

         ‘Then what do you know of Brahms?’ he asked.

         She gave him a concise but correct history of the life of Brahms.

         ‘Beethoven?’

         She sketched the life of Beethoven briefly but almost poignantly. His eyebrows ascended.

         ‘You have mugged all this up for my benefit?’ he asked.

         ‘Oh, no,’ she assured him. ‘That wasn’t necessary, because my father was Stephen Dallas, and he wrote a book called The Great Ones. It wasn’t, unfortunately, a great success, but it was a part of my reading when I was still not much more than a child.’

         ‘I know the book,’ he told her. ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve got it in my library.’ He stared hard at her. ‘So you’re the daughter of Stephen Dallas, and he no doubt passed on to you his ability to appreciate music. Is that why you say you love it?’

         ‘I suppose so.’

         His expression grew dry again.

         ‘Don’t tell me that, through the benignity of an understanding Providence, you also sing like the Brandt?’

         No, I don’t sing at all,’ she answered quietly. ‘And I don’t suppose many women have a voice like hers.’

         ‘You are quite right,’ he agreed, with brusque finality. ‘Not one in a million.’ He passed her a box of cigarettes, and she waited for him to light, one for her. His gold lighter had a severity which matched his personality, but it also had his initials in diamonds on one side of it, and she wondered whether it was the gift of a fan. ‘The trouble with Vanessa is that she works too hard, and becomes caught up by too many enthusiasms, with the result that she has acquired what is known as a tired throat. Is it because you are sorry for her that you wish to help her, or because she is paying you well?’

         ‘She is not paying me at all,’ Janie said curtly.

         He smiled unpleasantly.

         ‘And the gift of an entirely new outfit of clothes, visits to beauty parlours, etc., is nothing? Means nothing? You couldn’t possibly be tempted by trifles like those?’

         This time it was she who looked hard at him with her steady grey eyes.

         ‘No,’ she said.

         He smiled disbelievingly.

         ‘Not even the thought of a week in a luxury hotel? The sheer glamour attached to such an opportunity! Nothing like that has anything to do with your decision to play a part?—and a very difficult part at that! For Vanessa has personality as well as looks, and you will be required to put over Vanessa as she is at her best. Did you realize that?’
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