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         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
   

         

         Far 
      below her the sea crooned slumbrously, and Valentine remembered that it had always been like that on a warm day in summer. Siren voices, she and Roxanne had called that lazy enticing murmur …

         She looked back at the house, and as always it appeared to be slipping slightly. The grey, crenellated edge of the tower they had called the watchtower was definitely out of alignment with the blue of the sky behind it, and the massive front door, which she could see as she approached slowly up the path, had a slightly drunken appearance as it leaned in its stone supports with the three stooping falcons above the crumbling arch.

         The three stooping falcons were part of the Bladon coat of arms. They reappeared constantly in the stonework of the building, and were even included as a kind of talisman in the present-day furnishings. Or they had been when the house belonged to the Bladons.

         Valentine looked about her at the neglected gardens as she drew nearer to the house. At one time they had been smooth with lawns and deep and dark with shrubberies. There had been a rose garden that was always heavy with scent at this season of the year, and an orchard famous for russet apples and Jargonelle pears. There had been glasshouses and forcing-houses and a vast kitchen garden. And all right on top of the sea, filled with the sound of it by day and by night, the high rooms of the house lit by the reflected light of the sea.

         Valentine paused at the foot of the flight of steps that led up to the front door, and decided there was no point in knocking. The house was empty, she knew. Mrs. Duffy had told her that a new pair of caretakers were expected the following week, and it would be part of their job to get the place in order for the return of Richard.

         Valentine wondered what he would be like after two years of wandering in the forests of Brazil. It was strange, she thought, that a man like Richard—who had everything except Roxanne—should be unable to settle down and extract some sort of pleasure from that which was indisputably his. Bladon’s Rock, for instance—and Valentine loved every stone of the old house—should have had some power to console him. He could have written here, got on with plays he had intended to write. He could have cultivated tomatoes in the quarter of a mile of glasshouses, grown raspberries, strawberries, lettuces.

         Surely he would have liked to see his own produce being loaded on to lorries for the local market? The London market! The locals would have been glad of the chance of employment.

         The trouble was that Richard was too rich to need to do anything. It would have been like playing at doing things, and he knew it. It had always been necessary for him to have some justification for whatever he did. A walk was undertaken because it led to the river, and he had an old boat tied up there. The cliffs were scaled for birds’ eggs, and not for the fun of scaling the cliffs. Marriage, when the time was ripe for him to marry, was a good idea because it would enable him to spend the rest of his life with Roxanne. Only unfortunately Roxanne herself had other ideas, and they didn’t include marriage.

         She was a great success in Richard’s first play, and she saved his second play from being torn apart by the critics. After that she grew tired of being a success, and went off on some lonely European journey by herself, writing a book about her experiences afterwards. She lived with gypsies and became involved in politics, and was reported to have had an affair with a doctor behind the Iron Curtain. Valentine often wondered whether she married him, but Roxanne was not the type to admit to marriage or anything else if it amused her to keep silent. Just as Richard liked justification for what he did, Roxanne liked to be thought unorthodox, and was extremely unorthodox.

         The last time Valentine saw her she was as lovely as ever, however. Perhaps lovelier than she had ever been. And that was two years ago.

         What had happened to Roxanne in the interim?

         Mrs. Duffy had tea ready for Valentine when she got back to the cottage. It was quite a small cottage in the centre of the village, but her Aunt Kit had filled it with some costly treasures. There was the ivory elephant someone had brought her from Bangkok, a whole series of Satsuma bowls and vases, a collection of jade cats that was kept in a Buhlfronted cabinet. Apart from that the furniture was shabby, the rosewood writing-desk—although Sheraton—in the sitting-room too badly chipped and scarred to be of interest to an auctioneer. And every time Valentine entered the cottage she wanted to strip off its faded floor coverings and the smothering folds of drapery at the windows.

         But all in good time. She didn’t want to disturb things too soon. Her Aunt Kit had only recently died and left her the cottage, and it wouldn’t look like an act of gratitude if she started obliterating the old lady’s personality before the lawyers got down to the business of submitting the will for probate.

         As she poured herself a cup of tea and helped herself to a slice of soda bread she told Mrs. Duffy what she intended to do when she did get down to the task of digging herself in.

         ‘I’ll have a studio built on to the house, overlooking the sea. I’ll be able to work there.’ She felt her spirits rise, and some of the depression that had settled on her as a result of seeing Bladon’s Rock that afternoon evaporated. ‘I’ve decided to give up my London flat.’

         Mrs. Duffy, plump and amiable, beamed at her.

         ‘Fancy you having that exhibition in London, and having it written about in the papers! I’ve put the cutting away in my dresser drawer for safety. I couldn’t get over it: “Miss Valentine Shaw whose lovely models are fetching high prices …” Children’s and animals’ heads, or so they tell me. Will you be working down here, Miss Val? I used to think you wanted to be an artist.’

         ‘I can’t paint. Duffy. Not really well. But of course I’ll have a few shots at the sea out there—sunsets and dawns, and so on—now that I’m living right beside it.’ She walked to the window and thrust aside the shrouding draperies. The lovely light on the sea—the lovely, soft, golden, westering light—put a light into her own eyes.

         ‘I’ll have a wonderful time now that I’m back where I belong. You know, Duffy, I always enjoyed my visits to Aunt Kit. I always felt that this was much more my part of the world than Harrogate. If my father’s practice hadn’t been there, and if I could have persuaded him to give it up and come and live here, I’d have done so! As it is, I’ve had to wait until I’m twenty-six to settle down where I really want to live!’

         Mrs. Duffy regarded her as if she either couldn’t, or wouldn’t believe her.

         ‘You don’t look twenty-six, Miss Val. You don’t look a day older than twenty.’

         Valentine walked to a mirror and studied herself.

         ‘If you want my opinion, I look much older than twenty-six,’ she said sombrely. Would Duffy understand, she wondered, if she explained to her that, although very little experience of life as it ought to be lived had come her way, she felt like a woman of vast experience? As if fate had singled her out to be taught a lesson early in life!

         ‘It’s no use looking at my hair,’ she said, touching the golden beauty of it. ‘It’s my only attribute, and hairdressers can always do a lot with it. My eyes are neither green nor brown, and as I crinkle them up when I concentrate, and that puts wrinkles into my forehead, I’ve lost the carefree look of youth. In addition I now have to wear glasses when I’m working. My skin is sallow, because I hardly ever get any real fresh air—’

         ‘You’ll get lots of it now,’ Mrs. Duffy interposed placidly.

         Valentine wheeled on her and looked at her fixedly.

         ‘Do you remember what a gorgeous, paper-white skin Roxanne had? Roxanne Bladon! And her eyes were really green, her hair no silly compromise, but red, red as fire!’

         Mrs. Duffy went round collecting together the tea things, and making a noisy rattle of crockery as she did so.

         ‘Miss Roxanne was a beauty all right,’ she admitted, ‘but what good did it do her? If you’re twenty-six she must be thirty-two now. She was a good six years older than you. And although we all thought she’d make a wonderful marriage she didn’t marry anyone that we’ve heard about.’ Her voice grew cagey. ‘Of course, she had those two or three years on the stage, but I’m not struck on stage folk.’

         ‘She left the stage a long time ago,’ Valentine said quietly.

         ‘I know. And after that … what?’

         ‘Did you ever see her?’ Valentine asked, still more quietly. ‘I mean, have you seen her recently?’

         Mrs. Duffy dropped the honey spoon, and picked it up, grumbling because every time she bent it gave her rheumatism an opportunity to torment her.

         ‘She came here about three months ago. Spent a night at my cottage. She wanted to see Bladon’s Rock.’

         ‘And do you think she also wanted to see Mr. Sterne?’

         This time it was Mrs. Duffy who whirled on Valentine. Her elderly face looked quite indignant, her eyes angry.

         ‘And why should she want to see Mr. Sterne?’ she asked. ‘All those years ago, when she might have married him, she turned him down. She caused him to go off wandering about the world, when he might have settled down. And now, when she’s lost her looks, why should she come creeping to him?’

         Valentine gasped.

         ‘I’ll never believe that Roxanne’s lost her looks!’

         Mrs. Duffy shrugged.

         ‘You can’t have everything all the time. I’d say she hasn’t merely lost them, she’s got little to offer any man now. The night she spent with me she looked thin and half starved, her clothes were shabby, her purse empty. She borrowed ten pounds from me. She hasn’t returned it.’

         ‘She will,’ Valentine said, in a shaken voice.

         Mrs. Duffy shrugged again.

         ‘I’m not worrying. I’m not all that hard up. My cottage is my own, and I’ve a little bit in the bank. Mr. Sterne adds to it from time to time.’

         ‘Do you know when he’s coming back?’ Valentine asked.

         Mrs. Duffy’s face grew contented and placid again.

         ‘Oh, yes, I know! On the twenty-fourth … Midsummer Day. The house is being got ready for him, cleaned and repainted from top to bottom. I’ve even heard that some of the old furniture is being sent away, and some new stuff will be arriving. He’s bringing a lot of people with him. The new caretakers will act as cook and houseman, and I’m to get a couple of girls from the village to help out—if I can.’

         Valentine felt the blood begin to pound heavily in her veins.

         ‘Mr. Sterne pays good wages. It shouldn’t be so difficult.’

         ‘Girls don’t like housework nowadays. They prefer the new canning factory at Little Hardstone.’

         Valentine turned away. She walked back to the fireplace. It was absurd, she thought, almost frightened by the turmoil her whole being had been thrown into by the simple announcement that Richard was returning on the twenty-fourth. After all these years she ought to have got Richard so well and truly out of her system that even if they came face to face tonight it shouldn’t upset her. She should be able to feel simple pleasure in seeing him again, greet him with calm eyes and a ready, welcoming smile.

         ‘Richard, Richard!’ she should be able to exclaim, her whole face lighting up with the enthusiasm of an old and tried friend. ‘How wonderfull! I’ve often thought about you, hoped we would meet again soon, and that you would tell me about all the exciting things you’ve been doing!’

         Whereas the very thought of meeting Richard made her legs tremble. If his eyes were quizzical, as they so often were, she would feel that he was amused by the secret he read in her face. If there were a lot of people with him, and some of them were women, she would know that she had never been of any more importance to him than the hound he left behind, and who had been cared for by the local veterinary surgeon, the stable cat, whom he permitted to have kittens in his dressing-room.

         In fact, she knew that already. He would ask after the stable cat much more quickly than he would ask after her, Valentine. And as for the hound, it would once more spread itself out on his hearth, and he probably had a handsome new collar for it somewhere among his baggage. Mrs. Duffy looked across at her and spoke gently.

         ‘I should go to bed early, Miss Val. You look tired. That was a long walk you took this afternoon right out to the headland. I’ll be in in the morning to get your breakfast.’

         Valentine’s face twisted wryly as soon as she was alone. She looked tired! Which meant that she looked every one of her twenty-six years, and could no longer scramble about cliff paths as she had done years ago. She was out of condition … a city dweller. And both she and Roxanne, apparently, were a part of the past … Richard Sterne’s past, as well as the local past.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         She
       sat for a long time with the curtains drawn back, watching the sea before she went to bed. She found the noise of it soothing, as she had always done, and the sight of the moon’s path on the gently heaving water reminded her of other moons and other warm and starry nights full of sound and the smell of the sea.

         Nights at Bladon’s Rock when lights streamed from the windows and couples danced in the long room at the side of the house. Music and laughter and gaiety, cars streaming away at the dawn, and those who were left eating bacon and eggs on the scrubbed kitchen table while an angry cook protested in her dressing-gown from the back stairs. Nights on the cliff top, lured by the sweetness of the wind, feet deep sunk in wild thyme and tiny trefoil flowers; nights in little boats with softly chugging outboard motors, nosing into secret coves, discovering secret worlds.

         Moonlight picnics, bathing parties, racing on the sand. Nights when the local fishing fleet allowed them to accompany them, and they had fresh caught mackerel for breakfast and slept the clock round afterwards.

         All those things happened while Roxanne’s parents still owned Bladon’s Rock, and they also happened after the Sternes became the owners of it. Mrs. Sterne was as party-minded as Mrs. Bladon had been, and she had a lot more money to make things go with a swing. She tried to entice Roxanne to the house whenever she possibly could, for Roxanne was Richard’s choice from the moment he set eyes on her.

         Roxanne at that time could not have been more than fifteen. She was long-legged and coltish and fantastically beautiful. Richard, an elegant young man who drove a cream-coloured Jaguar and was trying to kill three years at Oxford, devoted all his free time to her and became a kind of happy slave.

         Valentine was always certain it was Roxanne’s eyes, brilliantly green like the eyes of a snake, that had him mesmerized. They could command him, antagonize him, infuriate him, and make him wretchedly unhappy.

         He would drop everything to take her to the circus, to the cinema in Whitehaven, or on a shopping spree. Roxanne liked unsuitable clothes, and he encouraged her to buy outrageous evening dresses and dizzy-heeled brocaded shoes. He himself bought her jewellery … costume jewellery, he called it, but Valentine knew it didn’t come from the sort of shop that sold costume jewellery.

         He taught her to drive, ride, fish, and swim like a seal. He named a smart little blue-painted motor launch after her, and took her for excursions along the coast. They discovered an island and called it their island. In time it, too, became known as Roxanne’s Isle, and they were marooned on it for twenty-four hours when the motor launch developed a fault, and no one knew where they were.

         Everyone expected an announcement of their engagement long before Roxanne was twenty-one, but on her twenty-first birthday—although Mrs. Sterne gave her a wonderful party—no announcement was made. On her twenty-second birthday Roxanne was the hope of a drama school in London, and she celebrated it with her fellow pupils. When she was twenty-three she starred in Richard’s first play, and Richard gave her a diamond necklace. By the time she was twenty-five no one knew where Roxanne was, and Richard was escorting a blonde about London, and having her down at Bladon’s Rock for weekends.

         Valentine, nineteen, and staying with her aunt, would have given anything, even her hope of happiness, for one noticing glance from Richard. But she never received it. To him she was always ‘the funny little thing who was a pallid reflection of Roxanne, and followed her about like a kitten’.

         He was always nice to her, in a big-brotherly kind of way. He told her to cut her hair when her aunt wanted it to remain long, intervened when she was left out of a party and insisted that she came along, and even bought her a present once when he remembered her birthday. It was a crocodile handbag with expensive gold trimmings, and she was still using it and was unlikely to discard it altogether while it could still be put to use.

         He also thought she was clever with her fingers, and bought one of her earliest models, a delicate replica of Roxanne’s head, which he kept on the desk in his London flat.

         The last time Valentine saw him he was preparing to leave for Brazil. He was giving a theatre and supper party, and Valentine had been presented with a ticket for the same show. She was waiting in the foyer for the crowd to disperse and the rain to cease before darting out to try and find a taxi when Richard and his party suddenly swelled the throng, and Richard caught sight of her head and insisted that she allowed them to give her a lift. As a kind of afterthought he asked her to go on with them to supper, and as once before in her life he refused to take no for an answer.

         Valentine found herself whisked away to his Chelsea flat, and she remained there until the early hours of the morning. She watched the dawn rise over the river from a balcony outside his big sittingroom window, and wished she was clever enough to capture in oils the saffron pinkness as it spread and melted into blueness, and the black shapes of the tugs and Battersea Power Station on the farther bank, and in particular one enormous star that remained caught up in the blueness. The man who was with her, and who had kept her provided with cigarettes and a weakened version of the concoction Richard dispensed to his guests, also leaned on the balcony rail, and he seemed amused by her ambitions when she should have been yawning and thinking longingly of bed.

         He was a slender dark man whom Richard had introduced as Dr. Something-or-other … she hadn’t quite caught his name. She was unwilling to let him know that she hadn’t caught it and at the same time she was certain he was a very clever man, for he had alert dark eyes and exceptionally shrewd lines at the corners of his mouth. It was a strong mouth, but humorous; his eyes—with feminine eyelashes—were humorous, too.

         ‘I thought you had already made a name for yourself as one who did wonderful things with bits of clay,’ he observed. ‘One can’t do everything in this world, you know, any more than one can have everything.’

         She glanced at him sideways with interest.

         ‘So you caught my name,’ she said. ‘I’ll have to admit that I didn’t catch yours.’

         He flicked ash from his cigarette over the balcony rail.

         ‘You’ll be just as happy if you go away from here not knowing it, I’m sure,’ he said quietly. ‘People one meets at affairs like this hardly ever loom up on one’s horizon again. They’re just ships that pass in the night.’

         ‘Still, we might meet.’ She felt mildly provoked by his calm acceptance of the fact that they were nothing more than a couple of passing ships—after all, it depended on the quality of the impression one made at meeting whether it was likely to become a necessity that one should be met again—and he turned and studied her between his black eyelashes.

         She was wearing a very unspectacular evening dress, but her hair was a honey-coloured halo in the increasing light. She was afraid that her make-up needed replenishing, but she was not yet too old to be personable without layers of make-up.

         ‘It’s Gaston Lamoine,’ he told her, a little curtly. Her eyebrows went up.

         ‘Gaston? Lamoine? That’s French, isn’t it?’ ‘Clever girl,’ he observed coolly. ‘But don’t get it into your head that I’m wholly French. I was born in this country, and my mother was English.’

         ‘I’ve a friend—Roxanne Bladon—who traces her descent from the Sieur de Blaidoun, who annexed the monastic house that became her family home,’ she told him.

         ‘Interesting,’ he observed.

         She smiled wryly.

         ‘You’re bored,’ she said. ‘It’s been a long night, hasn’t it?’ And then, as if the subject was one that obsessed her: ‘It’s Richard’s home now. Perhaps you’ve stayed there?’

         ‘No,’ he said.

         Richard came out and joined them.

         ‘Val,’ he said, ‘I’ve got to send you home. I’ve got to begin packing in earnest today, and this time next week I’ll be thousands of miles from here.’ Despite the long night he was looking comparatively fresh and particularly elegant in his well-cut dark dinner jacket. Richard was the type of man who usually contrived to appear elegant even when he was wearing nothing but bathing shorts, or old slacks and a pullover. He had sleek brown hair like a mother blackbird’s plumage, and his eyes were grey … almost as thickly lashed as the eyes of Dr. Gaston Lamoine. He had much more regular features than Lamoine, and looking at him in the rosy dawn, with the tugs beginning to hoot on the river, and his handsome apartment still softly lit behind him and full of his chattering friends and satellites, Valentine found herself wondering how many feminine hearts had ever proved really resistant to him.

         Not merely was he an exceptionally wealthy man, but he had already, written two successful plays, and he was shatteringly good-looking.

         Yes, that was the word, she thought, her heart giving an uncontrolled leap as if she was a doe that had been startled by something on a hillside—shatteringly!

         Richard smiled at her, putting his hands on her shoulders.

         ‘You’re looking charming, Val. You’ve discovered the way to dress, and I’ve always thought yours was the most beautiful hair I’ve ever seen.’

         Except Roxanne’s, she said to herself.

         He bent forward, laughingly, and sniffed at it.

         ‘It smells good,’ he said. ‘You smell good altogether … sweet and wholesome, despite all the cigarette smoke and the hot dust of London.’ He turned to Lamoine and addressed him whimsically. ‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘I knew Valentine when she was a thin little thing with brown legs and freckles. She was about ten, and there wasn’t much to commend her.’

         ‘Freckles only attach themselves to fair skins,’ Lamoine remarked rather shortly.

         Richard grinned at him lazily.

         ‘But Valentine was covered in them. She was one large freckle! I used to think we’d never have an opportunity to find out what she really looked like.’ He tweaked the pink lobe of an ear that was partly concealed by an end of the shining honeycoloured hair. ‘When I get back you must come and stay with us, Val, at Bladon’s Rock. My mother’s getting rather fragile nowadays, but she always liked you staying with her. I think she found you more useful than Roxanne,’ smiling with sudden tightness. ‘And now I’m going to send you home in a taxi. Gaston,’ appealing to his friend, ‘will you see Miss Shaw home? She lives somewhere not very far from here, I believe.’

         In the taxi Valentine referred to a matter that had been troubling her ever since she realized who her companion was.

         ‘You’re Dr. Lamoine, the neurologist, aren’t you? I know someone who was treated very successfully by you recently.’

         ‘Oh, yes?’

         ‘It was a woman. She had had a bad breakdown.’ ‘A lot of women—and men—have breakdowns nowadays. Life’s a bit of a strain.’

         Suddenly it occurred to her that he might be accompanying Richard to Brazil. They would need a doctor on the expedition, and if he was Richard’s friend he no doubt shared Richard’s interests.

         But he shook his head when she asked him if he, too, was leaving London the following week.

         ‘No.’ There was a slight smile on his lips. ‘We’re not all as fortunate as Richard. Some of us have prosaically to earn a living, and we also have our commitments. Richard is free as a bird, unhampered by ties of any sort, and I don’t blame him for going off into the blue when he feels like it.’

         ‘You don’t think it would be a good thing if he settled down? If he … married?’

         He shrugged.

         ‘Marriage is the prerogative of us all, but if a man doesn’t want to marry, why should he?’

         And he looked at her as if he defied her to supply an answer to that one.

         Valentine smiled wryly. She had the feeling that here was another hardened bachelor … or was he, too, in love?

         As he helped her out of the cab she looked up at him, surprised when they stood on the pavement to discover that he was quite as tall as Richard, and judging by the inflexible jut of his chin much less easy to reconcile to anything … even love, if he wanted to reject it.

         ‘I hope I see you again some time,’ she said, not knowing quite why she said it.

         He looked down at her, and that tiny smile touched the corners of his lips. His eyes were dark and deep and unfathomable. Even the gleaming gold of her hair, as the morning sun cast its light over it, brought no hint of admiration into them.

         ‘We may meet again,’ he said. ‘People blunder into one another sometimes. But I’m fairly certain you won’t have to seek me out professionally!’

         Which she accepted as a compliment to the level look in her eyes, the clear tones of her skin in the morning light. She was not neurotic, she was artistic, but she hadn’t an ounce of real temperament in her make-up.

         Perhaps that was one reason why she and Roxanne had always got on so well together.

          
   

         Before she went to bed she decided against doing anything about her curtains, and the moonlight poured unhampered into her room as she lay in bed.

         It was a big four-poster bed that Aunt Kit had picked up at a sale, and the mattress was superbly comfortable. She ought to have drifted off to sleep at once, with that lazy slap of the tide below her window, and the utter silence that otherwise lay over everything.

         But she didn’t. She lay thinking about her latest acquisition and her plans for improving the cottage. When the new studio was built on she would be able to do some wonderful work. Work was so allimportant, not only because it fed and clothed her, but because without it she would be lost.

         What would she do? No man had yet asked her to marry him. She wasn’t eager for marriage, in any case, and the fact that Richard was in the world made it impossible for her to fall in love with anyone else. She was quite sure Richard would be highly amused if he knew she was in love with him, but that couldn’t alter the fact that she was in love with him.

         She supposed there were degrees of love, shades and colours. There was the love that inspired, and the love that wrecked. She liked to think that her love for Richard had inspired her to use her hands … because he had once said she had clever fingers, delicate, sensitive fingers. She held them up in the moonlight and they looked pale and forlorn.

         The grandfather clock ticked loudly in the hall. She became aware of it for the first time. She tossed restlessly on her soft down pillows. All her life in this small cottage by the sea—this cottage that had housed her aunt, who had never married. Was that what was to happen to her? Miss Valentine Shaw, whose lovely models are fetching high prices. Well, for the moment they were, but at any moment she might lose her talent, or something might happen to her hands. She had no other talents. She was twenty-six …

         She lay and twisted and turned. She thought of Richard coming back to Bladon’s Rock. Would he remember that he had invited her to stay there? Would he remember her at all? Perhaps one day they would meet in the village street, and he would say, carelessly: ‘Why, it’s Valentine! You’re really growing up, Valentine! We’re both growing up. You’d better come and look after me when I’m an old and crusty bachelor surrounded by all the relics I’ve brought back from abroad … the battered ornaments and the flint-heads, the mummified remains. Be my housekeeper!’

         What a thought!

         She fell asleep at last, and then she wakened to the endless surge and swell of the sea. But it wasn’t only the surge of the sea. Something was stopping outside the house. It sounded like a car, and there was the hollow banging of car doors. There was a short murmur of voices, and then someone knocked at her own front door.

         Valentine leapt out of bed and crossed to the window. She could see nothing, save a red tail light disappearing in the distance. She threw on her dressing-gown as the knocking at the front door grew louder, there was a certain panic behind it, as if whoever knocked was in a state of desperate urgency.

         She switched on the light and made for the staircase. At the foot of the stairs she opened the front door.

         Roxanne stood there, clutching a suitcase. She would have known Roxanne anywhere, at any time, but she had never expected to see her looking like this. She was utterly colourless, and she appeared to be swaying slightly.

         ‘Please, let me in, Val. I’m horribly exhausted. It was a brute of a journey.’

         She stood swaying in the tiny entrance hall, clutching at the newel-post of the dark oak staircase. She was unbelievably pallid, but her green eyes could still mock.

         ‘So we’ve both come home to this!’ she said. ‘After all the fun and frolic, the acclaim and, the bouquets and the flashlights, we’re back where you started out—in your Aunt Kit’s front parlour.’
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