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            Chapter one
   

         

         MRS. DUPLESSIS gathered together the letters which were strewn over the satin top of her eiderdown, and then reached for her breakfast-tray.

         ‟You can go now, Melanie,” she said. ‟But remember you’ve a great many things to do this morning, and it’s important that you should get started on them without delay. But before you go you can hand me that new face-pack that’s on the dressing-table, and I can be studying the instructions. And if you meet Jeakes in the corridor tell her I shall want her half an hour earlier than usual. If my brother’s coming I shall have to be dressed to receive him, I suppose, although it’s a considerable effort, seeing that I have to keep such late hours.”

         She concealed a yawn behind her hand, and Melanie crossed the thickly carpeted space between the bed and the dressing-table, and then handed over the face-pack. She could feel that her employer’s eyes were following her a little critically as she moved, and then realized that it was the tailored slacks and the white polo-necked sweater she was wearing that were about to come in for a little adverse comment.

         ‟Whatever you do, Melanie, don’t go and meet my brother in that outfit,” Mrs. Duplessis implored. ‟It would bring down the wrath of the gods not only on your head but on mine, for of all things he most deplores a woman in trousers. Next to that he dislikes nail-varnish, so don’t wear any this morning, for I can’t stand his endless criticisms — they bring on my migraine quicker than anything.”

         Apparently it didn’t matter that her own nails were as scarlet as if they had been newly dipped in blood, thought Melanie, inwardly however, a trifle amused.

         ‟Very well, Mrs. Duplessis,” she said, acquiescing at once. ‟I’ll see to it that you are not upset on my account.”

         ‟Good girl!” Mrs. Duplessis approved, rewarding her with a bleak smile while she started to butter a wafer-thin piece of toast. ‟It’s a nuisance that we’ve got to have him at all, but he isn’t likely to stay long, that’s one thing, and then we’ll be back to normal again. These famous men, you know, are always a bit trying. I don’t know why it should be so, but they have such uncertain tempers, and Richard was always a little autocrat, even in his schooldays.”

         ‟Was he?” Melanie murmured, and Mrs. Duplessis, lying back against her lace-edged feather pillows, started to reminisce.

         ‟I can recall how he once refused to allow my mother to wear a black evening-gown because he said black did not become her, and she was too sallow for pearls. Of course, he was probably right, but in her place I would have worn what I pleased.”

         ‟But your mother took his advice?” Melanie inquired, with interest.

         ‟My dear, she couldn’t very well do anything else! He hid the pearls, and he gave the black evening-gown away to her maid, and it was all very unpleasant and awkward while it lasted. But Richard, of course, got away with it, as he always got away with everything — and still does!”

         ‟He must have a most forceful personality,” Melanie observed.

         ‟Forceful?” Mrs. Duplessis gave vent to a hollow laugh. ‟He’s altogether exhausting! If he’s going to buy Wold House I hope he’ll hurry up and make up his mind and then go away back to London while it’s being got ready. I just couldn’t endure him about for long.”

         ‟In that case I hope he will for your sake,” Melanie remarked, and thought, with a sinking of the heart, that that was the man she had instructions to meet at the station in a little less than an hour’s time!

          
   

         Outside, in the corridor, she encountered Potch, her employer’s poodle, who was lying on a white sheepskin rug in the sunshine.

         Potch fitted in so well with his surroundings that Melanie felt she could forgive him his absurd ‟lion-cut,”  and as he came trotting eagerly to meet her, intent upon entering his mistress’s room — where he would certainly not be welcome, with a facial treatment ahead of its occupant — she stooped and picked him up under one arm and carried him downstairs to the library.

         This library, like every other room in this exquisitely compact, beautifully proportioned small Georgian residence, was very elegantly furnished. The deep midnightblue carpet disappeared into every nook and cranny, and there were midnight-blue velvet curtains at the windows, and a vase of shaggy golden chysanthemums on the kneehole desk at which she usually worked.

         Melanie stooped to inhale their curious tangy perfume before she started to get on with her correspondence, working at top speed because time was short and she had to make an alteration to her dress before leaving the house. Normally Mrs. Duplessis had no objection to her wearing slacks in the morning, and even encouraged her to do so because it was a type of informal costume she liked to indulge in herself. But today she would undoubtedly appear as only Bond Street could turn her out, and Melanie exercised her mind as to what she herself should wear.

         In the end she decided on a grey accordion-pleated skirt and a primrose yellow jumper. It was not cold enough to wear a coat, for as yet the threat of autumn was merely in the early mornings, when the lawns were all spangled with gossamer, and the evenings, when a wood fire was most comforting burning in the little Adam fireplace in the drawing-room.

         Melanie’s dark hair, powdered — or so it seemed in the sunlight — with gold-dust, went well with a yellow jumper — or the jumper went well with it. Her brown eyes, likewise full of strange little golden lights under the shadow of their long lashes, peered carefully at the road ahead as she piloted the low-slung, silver-grey sedan car, which was one of Mrs. Duplessis’ most recent purchases, in the direction of the station. Away from her employer and the house and the duties which she sometimes found a bit trying, to say the least, the sense of exhilaration which she always experienced at the wheel of a car rose up in her, and she felt suddenly tempted to sing.

         Her voice was light and gay like the morning, the wind whistled past the windshield, and the sky overhead was blue and unclouded. The magnificient moorland scenery around her was begining to be tinged with the first triumphant colors of autumn, and the distant line of hills stood forth boldly, which meant that the weather would probably change before afternoon, but at the moment it was utterly perfect, and that, she felt, was enough.

         Potch, on the seat behind her — for she could never resist the appeal of the button-like eyes to be taken for a drive in the car — put his grey, well-manicured paws on her shoulders and light-heatedly nibbled at her ear, and she was quite content that he should do so, and in fact for the time being she was supremely content.

         It was true that she was no longer her own mistress; that she no longer had a home of her own, or a father of her own who, despite his dreamy, unpractical ways, had never neglected to spoil and appreciate her; that the future was uncertain and the present frequently left much to be desired. At the moment she felt that she had enough and to spare, and she sang all the way to the station. But when she reached the station her singing stopped abruptly.

         The London train had not only arrived, but had deposited its few passengers, and most of them had already dispersed. In fact they had all dispersed except a tall and obviously impatient man who was pacing up and down in front of the bookstall.

         Melanie took one look at him and felt her heart do a kind of uneasy descent into her stomach.

         There could be no doubt but that this tall man was Richard Trenchard, author of at least half a dozen successful plays that were running in London and the provinces at the same time. He had the same unmistakably arrogant expression as his sister, the same faintly aquiline nose, tight-lipped mouth, and in addition his chin jutted ominously. He wore no hat and his hair was as sleek and black as a raven’s wing, and he was so unostentatiously welldressed that it was obvious he considered the cult of sartorial elegance a cult worth following in addition to merely writing out cheques for his tailor.

         Melanie, after one swift glance at him, realized that that suit of Scottish tweed, that chaste silk shirt and the old school tie which accompanied it — to say nothing of the hand-sewn brogues and the light military-style raincoat which was draped across his shoulder — had cost almost certainly as much as the dress allowance she permitted herself for a single year.

         Beside him, also in front of the bookstall, was a pile of pigskin suitcases, and for a short visit the number of them seemed a trifle excessive.

         Melanie scrambled out from her seat behind the wheel of the car and approached him a little diffidently. He gazed at her with a kind of well-bred, if chilly, astonishment.

         ‟Mr. — Mr. Trenchard?” she got out, in her soft, shy, uncertain voice.

         Richard Trenchard elevated an eyebrow.

         ‟Quite right,” he agreed. ‟But I don’t think I have the pleasure of your acquaintance, Miss, er—?”

         ‟Brooks,” she answered hurriedly. ‟Melanie Brooks is the name.”

         ‟Indeed?” The other eyebrow ascended to a level with its fellow. ‟How do you do, Miss Brooks? If by any chance you’ve been sent by my sister to meet me here you’re a little late, to put it mildly. I’ve been waiting for at least ten minutes — possibly a quarter of an hour! Do you know anything at all about time-tables?”

         ‟Oh, of course.” But she sounded abject. ‟But I think there must have been a mistake in ours. I thought I had heaps of time—”

         ‟You should never think,” he informed her, with an edge like chipped ice to his voice. ‟You should always be quite sure.”

         Melanie flushed up to the very tips of her eyebrows.

         ‟I’m so sorry—”

         ‟And being sorry doesn’t make amends!” And then all at once she thought there was something glimmering in his eyes — grey as roof slates with the frost upon them — and although he was regarding her with the utmost severity it was unmistakably a twinkle that softened their expression. ‟I’m a very bad person to keep waiting.”

         Melanie was strongly inclined to agree with him as she made an attempt to pick up one of his heavy suitcases, with the intention of bestowing it in the trunk of the car, but he stopped her with a quick hand laid upon her wrist.

         ‟My dear girl, those are far too heavy for you! Don’t be absurd,” he said, and she felt that once again she had blundered with both feet.

         He lifted an imperious hand and the only porter on duty came hastening up to them. The cases were stowed away promptly and without incident, and then for the first time he noticed Potch sitting up rather doubtfully in the back of the car. He put out a hand and encircled the small black muzzle with his lean, bronzed fingers, and Potch responded by wagging a surprisingly eager tail.

         ‟So Eve still has this ridiculous creature!” he observed, regarding it with a kind of half quizzical contempt, and then he ran his eyes over the svelte lines of the car, and obviously approved what he saw. ‟The best is always just about good enough for my sister,” he remarked, with an odd smile on his lips.

         Melanie went round to open the car door for him, but somewhat to her surprise he slid into the seat behind the wheel and started to inspect the gears.

         ‟You do wish me to drive you?” she inquired, wondering a little doubtfully whether her employer would approve of him taking over the control of her precious new car.

         ‟Certainly not,” he responded, looking up at her for the first time with a smile that revealed his hard white teeth, and a flash of undoubted humor in his eyes. ‟When I feel that my life has lost all its savor, and there is no longer anything in this world which has for me the slighest interest, then I will consent to be driven by a woman,” he told her. ‟But not,” he added, ‟until then!”

         And Melanie subsided on to the seat beside him, and allowed Potch to scramble over into her lap with the feeling that, whatever she or any other daring human being might ever say in opposition to his wishes, he would always have his way, and therefore it was best merely to submit.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         THE distance from the station to the White Cottage, which was the name of Mrs. Duplessis’ small Georgian residence, was about five miles. The road to it led diagonally across the moor, and there was never a moment of the car journey when a view that was calculated to arouse the keenest admiration was not constantly before their eyes.

         To Melanie, by this time thoroughly accustomed to it, it had so much charm that it never failed to have the effect of both lifting her spirits and making her want to exclaim aloud at its beauty. Where some people might find it slightly monotonous, she saw the allurement of constantly changing colors, and the splendor of the loneliness which spread for so great a distance on all sides of her. To her there was miracle in a darting beam of sunlight examining its reflection in an unexpected watercourse, and the cool hollows where the wildflowers bloomed in profusion were the hollows frequented by fairies who brushed them with a magic paintbrush. The distant line of purple hills, which turned to rose at sunset, marked the boundary of some unknown but exciting kingdom — or so she, rather childishly, liked to pretend.

         But Richard Trenchard, apart from bestowing upon his surroundings an occasional half glance which was too inscrutable to yield any clue to his innermost feelings, was too intent on putting the new car through its paces to have very much interest in anything else. The speedometer crawled from forty-five to fifty, and then from fifty to sixty, and sixty to seventy, and even eighty miles an hour on the white stretch of moorland road. Melaine lay back and watched his hands on the wheel — brown hands, firm and capable, and with long and sensitive fingers which made it easy for her to believe that his success as a playwright had been well earned. And the determined jut of his chin and the concentration of his dark brows both convinced her of one thing — that nothing he attempted would be easily set aside.

         There was very little about him which suggested the artistic temperament — at any rate on the surface. She imagined him a keen business man, and one whom it would be disconcertingly difficult to defraud.

         He did not attempt to make conversation, and in fact very few words passed between them during the early part of the drive back to Eve Duplessis’ house. Potch put a tentative paw on his knee occasionally, and Melanie carefully removed it in case he might object, and once he looked down with a dark, unsmiling glance at the bundle of grey fur.

         ‟Why do women always prefer an apology for an animal instead of the real thing?” he inquired. ‟Why doesn’t Eve get herself a recognizable dog?”

         ‟And get rid of Potch?” Melanie sounded shocked. ‟The poor pet would break its heart if Mrs. Duplessis made up her mind to part with it.”

         ‟You women and your broken hearts!” he remarked, rather cuttingly. ‟Do you honestly think hearts break so easily? — and that a curious creature like that thing on your lap possesses one?”

         ‟Why, of course,” Melanie answered, with complete conviction. ‟All animals have the capacity for intense devotion, even white mice. I know, because I once kept white mice.”

         ‟You would,” he observed, and for the first time shot her a sideways glance that was really filled with amusement.

         Melanie looked a little surprised. What was there about her, she wondered, that made it easy for him to believe that she had once kept white mice?

         ‟Tell me,” he commanded, his voice almost friendly, ‟how long have you been with my sister? You weren’t here when I came to visit her last, and that was about eighteen months ago. And what, actually, are you supposed to be? What kind of duties do you perform?”

         ‟Well—” Melanie hesitated before enlightening him—‟I’m really supposed to be her secretary, but I think she likes me as a kind of companion as well. I drive the car, too, and sometimes I do shopping, and even gardening, when I feel like it. I’m quite a good gardener, because my father was always interested in horticulture, and exhibited at shows. He won prizes for roses.”

         ‟Who and what was your father?” he asked.

         ‟He was an historian, but I’m afraid he was rather sunk in a rut for most of his life, poor lamb! And he certainly never made any money! We were always quite distressingly poor, but I think we were rather happier than most people,” speaking with a faintly wistful, ruminating inflection in her voice. ‟He’s dead now,” she added quietly.

         ‟I see,” he said, and there was a note of quite human understanding in his voice.

         ‟I trained to be a secretary,” she explained. ‟I do shorthand and typewriting, and I can keep accounts, and deal with correspondence on my own initiative. In fact I answer most of the letters Mrs. Duplessis receives without bothering her much about them.”

         ‟And she can trust you to do that?” he inquired, his dark eyebrows arching a little.

         ‟Why of course,” looking considerably astonished.

         ‟You don’t send a note to the Vicar’s wife telling her you can’t possibly attend the village fête, but you’ll let her have a cheque for the new church organ, without first making sure Eve will sign the cheque? If you did it might turn out to be a little awkward for you.”

         ‟Naturally I wouldn’t do anything quite as stupid and as irresponsible as that,” she replied, with so much youthful dignity in her tone that he temporarily forgot the road ahead and even turned his face a little towards her.

         His lips twitched. What an unusual, composed little thing she was, he thought, and those enormous eyes of hers made him think of a doe on a hillside, peering round at him as if suspicious of his somewhat peculiar brand of humor. Apart from that she was not particularly attractive — not, at any rate, according to his standards, and he was used to every variety of beautiful female — but she had a good complexion freed from the use of overmuch make-up, and she was as slender as a willow wand. Actually much too slender. She needed fattening up on good country produce.

         ‟Well, I’m quite sure my sister must find you most efficient, otherwise she wouldn’t have kept you for as long as a week,” he told her soothingly. ‟Eve always demands her money’s worth, and like Shylock she expects her pound of flesh. So long as you don’t permit her to exact more than the pound which is her due.”

         ‟Mrs. Duplessis is quite a reasonable employer,” she replied to that — unable to state truthfully that she was a considerate employer — with a touch of stiffness, for she did not regard criticisms of a relative as becoming in one who was to stay as a guest.

         ‟Good!” he exclaimed, and suddenly swung the car through the main gates and on to the broad gravel sweep before the White Cottage. ‟She seems to be lucky, too. Or she evidently knows how to pick her employees!”

         But she could not be absolutely certain of his complete seriousness as he made that remark, and she more than suspected a faint twinkle in his eyes.

          
   

         His sister was awaiting them in the hall when they entered it. She was wearing a fine grey woollen dress which fitted her perfectly, and her greying hair had been treated to a delicate blue rinse which emphasized the curious flawlessness of her complexion — unless it was the effect of the new face-pack! Seeing them together it was easy for Melanie to decide that Richard was at least ten years younger than Mrs. Duplessis, and that he was probably somewhere in the neighborhood of thirty-five or forty.

         There was no effusion in their greeting. Eve offered him her cheek, which must have struck even him as remarkably cool and pleasant to the touch, and which smelled delightfully of some subtle perfume. Then they repaired to the library, where a tray of drinks were set forth on a handsome buhl table, and Melanie accepted a glass of orange squash in preference to anything stronger, while her employer and her guest drank martinis.

         Richard Trenchard looked tall and broad-shouldered but rather elegantly spare as he stood there in front of the flower-filled fireplace, and his flinty grey eyes barely smiled as he acknowledged his sister’s uplifted glass.

         Lunch was served very soon after that, and the shining table in the dining-room was decorated with some gorgeous spiky mauve dahlias in a bowl of beaten Burmese silver. Richard appeared to wish to concentrate on his meal and not to indulge in conversation — not idle conversation, that is, for which he plainly had little time — and his sister’s polite questioning drew forth only monosyllabic responses.

         She asked him about the success of his current play, his recent visit to Italy, and how long he had stayed in Paris on the way back. About friends and relatives in London, including a certain Great-Aunt Amelia who resided, apparently, in a little house in Hill Street, and was remarkably hale for her age, which was close upon a hundred. She it was who was to leave Richard all she possessed when she did eventually depart this life, although Richard was in the fortunate position of being able to care little when, if ever, that event occurred.

         ‟And Noel? How is she?” Mrs. Duplessis inquired at last, when she seemed to be running out of conversational openings.

         Richard Trenchard frowned. Watching him secretly while she crumbled her bread Melanie thought that a muscle at one corner of his tightly compressed lips became tautened and twitched a little, as if he was suddenly possessed by a feeling of irritation, although his voice was quite level as he replied, ‟I have been requested to remove her from her school. She is not, apparently, doing very well.”

         ‟Really?” Eve’s eyebrows were upraised. ‟You mean her work is not good?”

         ‟No,” shortly, ‟I mean her health.”

         Mrs. Duplessis stared at him across the table, and since like her brother she seldom betrayed complete astonishment she merely, on this occassion, looked rather more interested than surprised.

         ‟In what way is her health affected?” she asked.

         Richard Trenchard refused the sweet course, but finished the remains of the excellent but very dry white wine with which his sister had regaled them during the meal, and which remained at the bottom of his glass.

         ‟I don’t quite know,” he confessed. ‟But from the information I have received she is always catching colds and running high temperatures, and it is thought that the air of the East Coast is not entirely suited to her. Or at any rate the matron has decided that she would rather be rid of her responsibility. That’s why I’ve made up my mind to buy Wold House, if it’s at all worthy of purchase.”

         ‟I see,” his sister commented. ‟Well, probably it’s a good plan for you to have a more permanent kind of home than the flat which you now occupy in London—although I imagine you’ll keep that on as well?—but it seems a little hard that the responsibility for Andrew’s child should rest upon you, more especially as you happen to be a bachelor. I know,” rather more hastily, ‟that blood is thicker than water, and so forth, and poor Andrew naturally expected one of us would either take her or make arrangements for her welfare——”

         ‟I don’t suppose for a single instant that Andrew ever imagined you would take her, my dear Eve,” Richard interrupted her coldly, looking at her—or so Melanie imagined—almost disdainfully.

         Eve’s delicate color rose slightly in her smooth cheeks.

         ‟Well, Andrew could hardly expect it,” she said clearly, in her cool voice. ‟After all, my house is quite unsuited to a child—for one thing it is not large enough—and from the child’s point of view it is much better that she should be sent away to school and have the benefit of young associates. If the East Coast doesn’t suit her there are plenty of other excellent schools in more sheltered parts of the country.”

         ‟And in the holidays?” Richard queried. ‟What do you suggest she should do in the holidays?”

         ‟What she has done for the last few years, if a healthy spot is chosen for her—remain at school!”

         ‟As simple as all that!” Richard murmured, and helped himself to a peach from the piled-up basket of fruit on the table. He prepared it very carefully. ‟At the same time I think I should like to acquire what you are pleased to describe as a more permanent home of my own, and that being so there is no reason why Noel—Elaine’s as well as Andrew’s daughter!—should not come to it during her holidays. I have no aversion to children as such, although I admit I have little time for them, and if someone is found to take charge of her while she is with me the matter becomes quite uncomplicated. I naturally do not wish to have her thrust upon me during my working hours, but I am not altogether inhuman.”

         ‟Which, at the bottom of your heart, you consider I am?”

         ‟Not at all, my dear Eve. You are responsible to no one for your actions, and why should you be? You have your own income—quite a sufficient income!—and you are naturally rather set in your ways.”

         He lifted his eyes from the peach and something glimmered in them a trifle mockingly as they took in the outward perfection of her appearance.

         ‟This is excellent fruit,” he pronounced, as he tasted it. ‟Those are home-ripened peaches,” Mrs. Duplessis informed him, and she still looked almost completely composed. ‟And naturally the fact that Noel is Elaine’s daughter does make a difference—to you, at least!” she murmured.

         Richard Trenchard allowed the shaft to pass off him.

         ‟Quite,” he agreed, without embarrassment. ‟For, if Elaine had married me instead of Andrew, Noel might so easily have been my own daughter!”

         ‟That was what I was thinking,” his sister informed him very gently, smiling with great amiability as she pushed the decanter towards him. ‟By the way,” she added, ‟how old is Noel now?”

         ‟She will be sixteen in a few months’ time.”

         ‟Rather a difficult age in a girl. I hope you will find someone satisfactory to take charge of her during the holidays.”

         ‟I hope so,” he echoed smoothly, and rose and pushed back his chair. ‟In the meantime I should like to borrow your car this afternoon and go and look at Wold House.”

         ‟Of course,” she answered immediately. ‟And you can have Melanie to drive you.”

         ‟Thank you, but I do not require your Miss Melanie. I made that quite clear to her this morning!”

         Eve looked amused, and Melanie, glancing up at him, saw that he meant what he said.

         ‟Melanie is quite a good and careful driver,” her employer spoke for her. ‟And in any case I wish you to take her with you so that she can tell me what the house is really like.”

         ‟Why not come yourself?” he suggested reasonably.

         ‟Because I simply couldn’t summon up the energy! I was playing bridge with the Baxters until three o’clock this morning, and I haven’t fully recovered even yet. Late nights have a kind of devastating effect upon me, but I can’t resist them just the same.”

         ‟You hardly look devastated,” he observed, studying her with a kind of disinterested criticism.

         ‟Thank you, Richard,” a little drawlingly. ‟You’ll be telling me next that I wear well! Also I have some friends coming in for tea this afternoon, so I am not free.”

         ‟Very well.” He turned abruptly to Melanie. ‟Then if you won’t take longer than ten minutes to get ready I will take you with me, Miss Brooks,” he said. ‟But I shan’t wait longer than ten minutes!”

          
   

         Melanie joined him on the drive beside the car in a little under eight and a half minutes. She was wearing a light coat over her primrose jumper, for the mists sometimes swept down over the moor towards tea-time now that the summer was practically over, and had run a hasty comb through her soft brown hair so that it curled attractively back from her face.

         She looked at him to see whether he realized she had a minute and a half to spare, and he nodded and actually smiled at her in approval.

         ‟Good girl!” he remarked. ‟Eve could never have managed that. You certainly are a little unusual.”

         Melanie felt curiously pleased. Once more she lay back in her seat beside him at the wheel of the car while he let in his clutch smoothly, and once again they were out on the wide, white moorland road. But the sun had gone in and the afternoon looked grey and still. The distant hills were shrouded already in a kind of haze, and a heron winged its flight overhead.

         The car leapt forward like a live thing. Melanie watched the hills draw nearer.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter three
   

         

         WOLD HOUSE had stood empty for nearly a year, and as it was full of oak beams and sombre panelling its atmosphere was ever so slightly forbidding upon immediate entry. But one single shaft of sunlight pierced the gloom of the late September afternoon and found its way into the library, which was lighted by diamond-paned windows at either end, and the shadows dispersed, and the place was full of charm.

         Melanie felt the charm strongly as she sat waiting in the wide window seat for her employer’s brother to finish his inspection overhead. She herself had already examined every room with interest, and had even wandered in the neglected wilderness which was the garden and traced with her finger the time-worn message on the sundial:

         
            ‟Gather ye rosebuds while ye may. …”
   

         

         And now, with the hush of the house around her, she listened to those purposeful footsteps moving above her head, and when they started to descend the stairs she drew herself slightly more erect because any moment now, she felt, he would appear in the doorway to the library. And when he did he had to bend his head because of the lowhanging beam just inside it, and he glanced across at her rather quizzically because she looked like a pale and watchful wraith now that the sun had suddenly disappeared.

         ‟I’m sorry I’ve kept you waiting,” he said, ‟but I’ve made up my mind to buy this house, and I wanted to discover its secrets.”

         He crossed the room and sat down beside her in the window seat, giving a hitch to his carefully creased trousers before he did so; then he produced his cigarette-case and offered it to her, preferring, however, to smoke a pipe himself.

         ‟If you don’t mind?” he inquired, with detached politeness.

         ‟Of course not,” she answered.

         She watched him as he stuffed the bowl full of tobacco, pressing it down with the tips of those extraordinarily sensitive but sure fingers of his. Then he puffed it alight and a most pleasing aroma stole all about them, and a faint haze of tobacco smoke circled their heads and then drifted behind them to the window which he had opened to throw away his match.

         As he closed it his eyes lighted upon the garden, and he observed that a great deal would have to be done to the place before it was really habitable.

         ‟But it’s a perfectly genuine old house, and some of the panelling is quite remarkable. And apart from that I like its atmosphere. Do you believe in the atmosphere of old houses, Miss Brooks?”

         ‟Well—” Melaine hesitated, not quite sure what he meant. ‟You mean that they have a ‛lived-in’ feeling? That they are quite different to modern houses because, even when you know you’re alone you are not quite alone—not always alone, that is—but it isn’t in the least frightening …?”

         She paused, expecting to see him smile in an amused way, but he was merely watching her with something a little more disconcerting in his eyes—something thoughtful and appreciative.

         ‟That’s precisely what I do mean,” he told her. ‟Old houses have souls. They sometimes seem to be actual living things, and if the people who have once dwelt in them have been happy people you soon get to know about it. Happiness leaves its mark just as surely as unhappiness. If this room in which we are now sitting is filled with ghosts, probably watching us two very closely at this particular moment, they are happy ghosts. I have already decided that.”

         She shivered a little, for the dusk was deepening moment by moment, and he could feel her move instinctively nearer to him along the seat.

         ‟Oh, don’t!” she said. ‟It—it sounds a bit eerie.”

         ‟Does it?” He laughed, and there was a teasing note in his voice. ‟But I thought you said there was nothing in the least frightening about it!”

         ‟Neither there is,” she defended her weakness, ‟in the daylight!” she added.

         He smiled and stowed away his pipe, and then he stood up and started to move restlessly about the room. She felt that he was occupied by a problem, for his shoulders were bowed a little and with bent head he appeared to be studying the floor boards, as if seeking some sort of inspiration from them. And then abruptly he came back to her and stood in front of her, looking down at her from his superior height with rather a grim expression on his face.

         ‟Miss Brooks,” he said almost curtly, ‟from our conversation at lunch-time you have probably gathered that, as a family, we Trenchards are not sentimental. But whereas my sister is a complete egoist I have certain weaker sides to my character which will not permit me, for instance, to neglect to fulfil a promise. And I made a promise in connection with my niece Noel, the daughter of my halfbrother Andrew.”

         Melanie looked up at him as if amazed that he should open up a conversation of this sort with her, and holding her wide brown eyes with his own he continued:

         ‟My brother and his wife were both killed in an accident while their daughter was no much more than an infant, and I promised my brother before he died”—he paused, and Melanie felt that although he mentioned his brother he was thinking almost exclusively of his brother’s wife—‟that I would do all I could for the child. And I did send her to school, and I’ve spent quite a lot of money on her in one way and another, but my sister Eve is like that—completely absolutely self-centred!”

         Melanie was silent. He produced his pipe again and once more stuffed it full of tobacco, and once more he puffed it, but more violently this time.

         ‟I am a busy man—I am not even a married man, and a girl in her teens is a problem. I’ll admit that when I tackled my sister at lunch-time I had a kind of faint hope that she might, for once, come to my rescue, especially when she heard that Noel’s health is none too good. But—” with a sudden, almost angry sneer on his well-cut mouth—‟ might have saved myself the effort. I might have known that the leopard does not change its spots, and certainly the Eve Duplessis of this life do not do so.”

         Melanie found herself murmuring in a concerned way that she was very sorry—it was certainly a problem, a particularly awkward problem for a man, but surely there must be some way out?

         ‟There is,” he agreed, very shortly, and sank down beside her again on the window seat, looking at her so directly this time that for an instant her eyelashes wavered. ‟I have decided to buy this house, and at great personal selfsacrifice I have decided to put my own housekeeper in charge here and my niece in her care. But an elderly housekeeper is not enough for a young girl of sixteen, particularly one accustomed to the society of plenty of other young people. And that’s where you, Miss Brooks, if you have not become too devoted to my sister”—a little sarcastically—‟can be really helpful!”

         ‟I?” Melanie looked at him in astonishment.

         ‟Yes, you!”

         ‟But I don’t understand——” she got out, when he interrupted her impatiently.

         ‟Of course you don’t understand. You haven’t the faintest idea what I am about to suggest, but it is simply this: You will take over the charge of my niece—as her companion, or governess, or what you will—and Mrs. Abbie, my housekeeper, will look after the pair of you. I shall not be here because naturally I could not work at all in an atmosphere so thick with females, but I shall see to it that you have all the comforts you require, and from the financial point of view you will benefit rather than otherwise. I am in a position to offer you double the money my sister pays you if necessary.”

         Melanie actually gasped a little. How dared he imagine she was to be bought!

         ‟And my sister will find somebody else quite competent to write her letters and drive her car and so forth.”

         ‟I see,” Melanie said quietly. ‟You have worked it all out, Mr. Trenchard.”

         ‟To the last detail,” he assured her calmly.

         Melanie felt almost revolted by the calculating manner in which his brain worked.

         ‟Is that why you permitted me to come here with you this afternoon?” she asked.

         He shrugged slightly.

         ‟I am not at all sure. The germ of an idea concerning you may have been agitating my mind when we set off, but I think it is much more likely that I actually thought of you as a suitable companion for Noel when I saw you sitting here just now in the gloaming, and you struck me as being so exceedingly youthful—much too youthful for my sister Eve. It might flatter you a little if I say ‛to be wasted’ on my sister Eeve! At the same time Eve is a sufficiently sound judge of value to make me feel quite safe in putting my proposition to you.”

         ‟Thank you,” Melanie responded stiffly, standing up, ‟but although it may not have occurred to you I do have some consideration for my employer’s wishes, and I hardly think she would wish to dispense with me without any warning whatsoever.”

         ‟Meaning that you consider a reasonable notice necessary?”

         ‟I don’t consider giving notice to Mrs. Duplessis at all—at any rate, not at the present time.”

         ‟And you don’t think she owes anything at all to her niece?—an orphaned niece!”

         Melanie hesitated.

         ‟A child whose parents were killed almost at her birth, and who has known nothing but school life and school holidays ever since?” he got in swiftly. ‟Think of it!” He went a little closer to her. ‟Think of what you yourself would feel if, say, that child happened to be your sister—and her health was anything but good! Up here in this clear atmosphere she might be put right in no time. And Eve would be so thankful to know that she was not going to be asked for any further sacrifices that she would probably part with you almost gladly, to ease her conscience,” he urged persuasively.

         Melanie was silent, looking up at him. It was getting so dark in the room now that they could scarcely see one another’s faces, but she knew that he was watching her, and watching her very closely. She could smell the faint scent of the lavender shaving-soap he used, and that attractive odor of his tobacco hung heavily in the room. He placed one hand lightly on her shoulder, barely gripping it.

         ‟Think of it!” he urged again.

         Melanie could not reply immediately, she was so overwhelmingly conscious of that loose hold of her shoulder. He was not even seeking to detain her by forcibly imprisoning her to the spot, and it would have been the simplest thing in the world to have brushed his fingers away. Yet some curious sensation like magnetism, utterly strange and disturbing, seemed to speed from him into her, and for a moment she felt weak.

         ‟I’ll—I’ll think of it,” she promised.

         ‟Good girl,” he approved, and let her go, and Melanie thought his voice sounded complacent and satisfied.

          
   

         Two nights later his sister gave a small dinner-party in honor of his visit. It was a dignified and rather formal affair, with the oval Regency table in the dining-room ablaze with silver and cut-glass and flowers, and tall candles in Georgian candlesticks softening the hues of the women’s dresses.

         There were three feminine guests, and only one young one amongst them. Old Lady Vine, who wore a deaf-aid and was the local autocrat whom no one ever dared to leave out of any party, lest the omission recoiled on their heads, brought with her her nephew, a junior partner in a firm of local solicitors. Mrs. Gaythorpe was a faintly pathetic widow, and her only daughter Sylvia was taking a short cut to stardom in British films. The vicar was a bachelor and had been invited to help swell the numbers of the men.

         Sylvia Gaythorpe, in cloudy black net and a curious snaky gold necklace which fitted her white throat like a dog-collar, had long and smiling greeny-grey eyes beneath the most entrancing eyelashes, and her hair was exactly the color of autumn beech leaves. She had a complexion like new milk, and a mouth so scarlet that it positively drew the gaze.

         At dinner she had Richard Trenchard as her neighbor on her right hand, and since he was, after all, the lion of the evening, and certainly looked it in his faultlessly tailored dinner-jacket, and with his faintly disdainful and aloof expression, she sent many of her most warmly smiling glances in his direction. Sylvia had gone a long way towards success but she never believed in missing an opportunity to go a little way farther in the shape of a personable and much-talked-about playwright.

         Melanie had been approached by her employer in the most tactful way in the world and requested, since the seating accommodation at the table was limited, to join the party after dinner in the drawing-room, and it was not until coffee was being handed round that she had a chance to examine the company. And then she saw that Sylvia was already ‟well away,” or so it seemed, with Richard. While the others talked about bridge fours she slid her hand inside his arm and led him away to a chesterfield in a corner on the pretext of talking ‟shop,” which she declared she found more entertaining than any other subject.

         Melanie quickly grew bored with watching Lady Vine and her nephew, Mrs. Duplessis and the Vicar playing a solemn game of bridge, while Mrs. Gaythorpe turned over the pages of magazines because she frankly detested it. And after a while she stole away to the library with the intention of borrowing a book and then retiring upstairs with it to her room.

         But she caught sight of her typewriter on the desk and recollected that there was still an unfinished letter in her notebook, and decided to get on with it. And when she had finished that there were some accounts to add up, and she was frowning over a varying total when the door behind her was flung open almost with a flourish and Sylvia Gaythorpe and Richard Trenchard stood framed in the aperture.

         Sylvia’s eyebrows rose, and her glorious greenish eyes slid round humorously at Richard.

         ‟How lucky Eve is to have such a devoted secretary! Surely you don’t make it a practice to work as late as this, Miss Brooks?” she inquired in her cool, amused voice.

         Melanie swept up the little pile of bills and locked them away in a drawer. ‟Not usually,” she replied, and prepared to leave the room.

         Sylvia was still clinging to Richard Trenchard’s arm She looked like a graceful black-and-white shadow with a mane of brilliant hair, and her exotic mouth was curved mysteriously back from small and perfect teeth. Richard Trenchard, with her scarlet-tipped fingers detaining him so slightly, was very much taller, but also black and white and elegant, and his expression for once was relaxed and human. He seemed to be very much amused about something.

         ‟Go to bed, Miss Brooks,” he ordered her lazily. ‟Little girls who sit up late in order to improve their arithmetic not only lose their beauty sleep but risk losing their eyesight as well. Can’t you find something more interesting to do to while away an evening?”

         ‟That’s a polite way of telling you you’re not wanted, Miss Brooks,” Sylvia informed her, with a trill of careless laughter. Then she went forward to the fireplace and sank into one of the deep leather chairs, her red head a flame in the fireglow. ‟Give me a cigarette. Richard,” she commanded—already they were, apparently, on a Christianname terms—‟and tell me some more about this wonderful new idea of yours. …”

         Melanie struggled to get the door open, but for some reason the handle stuck in her grasp. Richard leaned forward behind her and encircled her hand with his.

         ‟Treat it gently,” he remarked mildly, ‟and you’ll get some results.  …” The door flew open smoothly. ‟There!” he observed, studying her abashed face with faintest of smiles. ‟What did I tell you?”

         Melanie said nothing. She went up the stairs with the sound of Sylvia’s second insistent ‟Richard!” in her ears, and his answering, casual ‟Coming, my sweet!” while her wrist tingled a little where his fingers had encircled it. She decided that she hated him to touch her, even when it meant coming to her rescue. She wasn’t at all sure that she didn’t hate him altogether, despite his consideration for his niece. Apart from that one weak spot he was iron-hard and self-sufficient, but susceptible, apparently, to flattery.
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