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            Chapter one
   

         

         Lucy
       stepped out of the lift into the red-carpeted corridor, and the liftman directed her to a short flight of stairs at the end of the corridor.

         “Up those, miss, and you’ll see Mr. Lestrange’s door immediately in front of you. He’s right on the top; you can’t go any farther. I always tell him he won’t get much nearer heaven,” grinning as if the joke was particularly apt.

         Lucy smiled back a little uncertainly.

         “It is rather a long way up, isn’t it?” she murmured. “But the view must be wonderful when you finally arrive!”

         “Oh, it is, miss. Trust Mr. Lestrange to find that out before he signed the lease!”

         As she negotiated the final flight of stairs Lucy thought that she knew three things about Stephen Lestrange. He suffered from indigestion; he might find it a little difficult to get into heaven by the road he was at present pursuing; and he was shrewd. He considered all the advantages before he signed such a thing as a lease.

         As for the indigestion, she had the remedy for that under her arm. Dr. Phillimore had left it on his desk with a note: Please drop this in at Charrington Mansions on your way home. I promised to do so three days ago, but forgot.

         That was so like poor old Dr. Phillimore. He was getting a little past things, but he never forgot anything important, so the case was quite obviously not serious. Lucy recognized the mixture at once, white and soothing and sedative, and she knew that it could work miracles under certain circumstances, particularly when the circumstances involved over-indulged stomachs.

         On the top floor she stood outside a white-painted door and waited before she pressed the bell. Sunlight flooded the corridor, streaming through a window that was made up of many different panes of brilliantly coloured glass, so that the effect was rainbow and dazzling. Lucy’s short fair hair discovered a golden aureole, and her pale skin became flushed: with rose. Her pink cotton dress turned to challenging violet and the rest of her was an entrancing shade of green.

         She pressed the bell, but the result was so negligible that she had to press it again, after waiting perhaps half a minute. Then she waited a full minute before applying her finger to the glittering pushbutton, and this time she could hear the summons shrilling all round the flat. She was turning away, having decided that the sufferer was not actually sitting waiting for his medicine, and that the best thing she could do was hand it over to the liftman for delivery in the right quarter later on, when the door was whipped open, and a masculine voice said protestingly:

         “Don’t go! Not if you’ve some legitimate reason for wasting my time, that is!”

         Lucy turned back and regarded him in surprise. The only other thing she knew about Stephen Lestrange was that he was what is known as a fashionable portrait-painter, and she was prepared for a certain amount of eccentricity, but not definite rudeness. This man was most decidedly rude, exercising so little control over the impatience that obviously possessed him that his voice was harsh and imperious, and his eyes simply flamed with irritation. But they were such lustrous hazel eyes that she blinked for a moment as she stared back into them. His hair appeared to be full of burnished lights – unless it was the effect of the coloured fanlight immediately above his head – and lay close to his scalp like a metal cap, save where the ends turned back on themselves in an intrepid desire to curl crisply. He was wearing a white silk shirt filled in at the neck with a spotted handkerchief, and black corduroy trousers. The trousers were paint-smeared, and as explanation of why they were paint-smeared he waved a palette at Lucy.

         “Well! Hurry up, what is it? We can’t stand here all night, and, as you can see, I’m in a hurry!”

         “I rang three times,” Lucy remarked, somewhat unnecessarily as it turned out.

         “I’m all too painfully aware of it.” The hazel eyes gleamed menacingly. “When I think that you might have chosen any other time … any other night but tonight!” Then, looking hard at her: “In any case, you wouldn’t be the slightest use to me as a model. There’s nothing sufficiently unusual about your face, and your figure’s below average. That short fringe makes you look too young, and your bone formation is quite ordinary. Apart from your eyes …”

         He had another good look at her eyes, and then stood aside from the doorway.

         “Well, you can come in if you like!”

         “I don’t like,” Lucy replied, very firmly indeed, and handed over his medicine. “I’ve brought you this. From Dr. Phillimore,” she explained. “Three days ago you were apparently in need of it!”

         “What!”He stared at the bottle in his hand, and then his whole face crinkled up in laughter. It was a devastatingly attractive face, when he laughed, thin, dark, a little hollow about the cheeks, a little puckish about the way the intensely black eyebrows shot upwards at the corners. There were signs of dissipation around the mouth, but his teeth were as white as blanched almonds, and his eyelashes must have been at least half an inch long. Lucy knew instinctively that here was a much, much too attractive male creature, and that by rights he ought to wear a placard: Keep off! You have been warned! I am a menace to every susceptible female who comes within range!

         “A bottle of old Phillimore’s prize stomach settler! But it was three days ago that I needed it.”

         “All the same, you might possibly need it again quite soon.”

         “Too true.” He grinned at her. “As a matter of fact, I’m going somewhere tonight …” And then he changed his mind, and tried a coaxing note to induce her to come inside. “Come in and get your breath after being whirled up in that lift. It’s rather like an American lift, and travels fast. And then you had the stairs to climb.”

         “It will be easier going down.”

         “But only if you allow me to offer you a tiny spot of refreshment before you even think of making the descent.”

         “I don’t want any refreshment, Mr. Lestrange,” she told him very clearly – a soft clarity of tone that was already beginning to intrigue him a little “And I wouldn’t dream of wasting your time.”

         “As if a pretty girl like you could be in any sense of the word a time-waster!”

         Somehow he managed to insinuate himself behind her, and before she properly realized what was happening she was inside his small hall, and the door was closed. She both looked and sounded annoyed.

         “A few moments ago you told me that my bone formation was all wrong!”

         “Ah, but that was because the light was poor – those bits of coloured glass overhead can create the most extraordinary illusions. And, in any case, I was in a very bad humour, and I wanted to get on. I was temporarily inspired, and I knew that the inspiration might desert me and not return again for another forty-eight hours. But now that I know you come on an errand of mercy I feel distinctly ashamed of myself.” He led her into a huge and beautiful room, carpeted in plain gold, with several deep divans, low coffee-tables, and a dais at the far end where his models posed. All around the room canvases stood either with their faces to the wall, or in a position to be admired. From the enormous window there was, as Lucy had known there would be, a superb view. “And in that Quaker-like dress, with that wide white collar, you might be a little Florence Nightingale yourself!”

         But Lucy had walked straight to the window and was almost gasping with pleasure. It seemed to her that the whole of London was spread out for her to gaze at, London with its spires, its grey roofs, its distant dome of St. Paul’s. And close to her was the river, molten gold in the evening light, slipping beneath its bridges, with the gardens on the opposite bank also picked out with little gleaming golden threads where the rays of the westering sun fastened like a magnet on everything that flowed or was static in an ornamental basin. Battersea Power Station was huge and black against the light, but the delicately greening trees in the Embankment gardens, the shapes of tugs and barges on the river, were all touched with the evening’s gold. In fact, everything seemed to swim in it.

         Lestrange crossed the room to a corner cabinet and then put a glass in Lucy’s hand. She looked down at it.

         “But I – ”

         “It’s only sherry – quite innocuous. The usual thing at this hour of the day, when somebody drops in.”

         “But I’m not dropping in. I merely brought you your medicine.”

         “True.” But he insisted on putting her into a chair, and then perched himself on the arm of another chair facing her, and sat openly studying her.

         In a good light – particularly that swimming golden light – it would have been quite wrong to say that she was merely ordinary. He had been quite right about her figure, because it was as slight and undeveloped as a schoolgirl’s, but her complexion was as pale and clear as a pearl, and her eyes were a strange dark gold, like honey. He had never seen eyes quite like them before, so singularly straight-gazing and unwavering, and so unaware. The white eyelids didn’t flutter, as he was accustomed to seeing feminine eyelids flutter, and the sweeping eyelashes remained upraised. Her mouth was too large for beauty, and she hadn’t learned to wield a lipstick with dexterity – or she was chary of using a really bright and vivid lipstick, which would have suited her. And her nose had one or two freckles on the tip of it. Oddly enough, they suited her.

         She was plainly very young indeed, and he thought, looking at her unawakened eyes, and her mouth that would one day be capable of quite a lot of ardour:

         “Eve with a berry halfway to her lips!”

         “I thought you said you were inspired,” she reminded him, looking round for an easel. But it was at the far end of the room, and she couldn’t make out what it held. “Aren’t I driving the inspiration farther and farther away?”

         “It doesn’t matter,” he replied, offering her a cigarette from a fine platinum case. “The reason why I was so bad-tempered was that I have already been working for too many hours at a stretch, and I shan’t put in another brush-stroke tonight. Now tell me how, and in what way, you come to be involved with Dr. Phillimore?”

         “I work for him,” she answered. “I’m his secretary.”

         “I shouldn’t have thought old Phillimore could have afforded a secretary.”

         “All doctors have to have someone to help them,” she replied sedately. “And Dr. Phillimore is old! That’s his trouble. He’ll have to retire soon.”

         “And what will happen to you then?”

         “I’ll work for someone else.”

         “Another doctor? Another dispenser of soothing bismuth?”

         “My father was a doctor, so I seem to fit into that role quite naturally. I assisted my father for five years after I left school.”

         “Good heavens,” he exclaimed. “Then how old are you now?”

         “Twenty-three.” She seemed to smile demurely down at her hands. “You obviously enjoy putting a lot of questions, Mr. Lestrange; but since I’m drinking your sherry I don’t mind answering them. I don’t I even mind volunteering a few bits of information about myself in order to prevent you from asking further questions.”

         “Go on,” he said, smiling in a jaded one-sided fashion. “I don’t mind admitting I thought you were about eighteen, but now I know you’re somewhat older the questions had better be a little less probing. Or you can be less informative, whichever you prefer.”

         “I don’t think there’s any real question of preference.” She took a sip at her sherry. “You asked me inside, and I’m endeavouring to be polite – which, incidentally, you weren’t when you first came to the door!”

         “I’m seldom polite,” he told her, “unless I’m in a very amiable mood. Now, to begin with, whom would. I ask for if I decided I needed another bottle of medicine, and telephoned Dr. Phillimore’s house.”

         “Dr. Phillimore.”

         His lustrous eyes expressed sleepy approval.

         “That’s bright, but not helpful, and shows you don’t appreciate the sherry.”

         “But, as a matter of fact, I do. It’s sweet, and not dry, and I hate dry sherry.”

         “And I would ask for Miss – ?”

         “Martin. Lucy Martin.”

         “Are you quite sure it’s not Lucille, or Lucinda?” “Quite sure.”

         “Pity,” shaking his head. “Lucia would suit you, with those eyes.”

         “I’ll fill in the rest,” she said. “My father died six months ago, and Dr. Phillimore, who was one of his oldest friends, offered me the job with him. I have a tiny one-room flat not far from here, and I’m only just beginning to get used to London after the heart of the country.”

         “Which part of the country?”

         “Lincolnshire.”

         “Very rural,” he commented. “And of course you find London exciting?”

         “Not particularly.”

         “Many friends?”

         “One or two.”

         “Boy friends?”

         “None.”

         His eyebrows arched.

         “Not in twenty-three years?”

         “I’m dull, aren’t I?” she remarked, and gazed at him with her honey-gold, still pools of eyes. Still, tranquil pools, he decided.

         “But truthful. Very truthful!”

         “I wonder how you know that?” she asked, mildly perplexed; but he merely stood up and started to drift rather aimlesly about the room, as if already she was beginning to bore him a little, and his attention was wandering from her. He came to a halt in front of a canvas that was one of those exposed to view, and he stood looking down on it with a brooding look on his dark face – a brooding, cynical, frustrated look.

         Lucy came up behind him and admired the canvas.

         “Oh, but that’s, wonderful! She’s absolutely exquisite, isn’t she?”

         “Is she?” He didn’t remove his eyes from the canvas, which was propped up on an easel, so that it was on eye level. “You don’t by any chance think that I’ve flattered her?”

         “I shouldn’t think so. Unless you’ve given extra depth to her colouring, which seems a little unbelievable. That wheat-gold hair is it really wheat-gold? And her skin has a golden tinge to it, too, as if she likes lying about on sun-soaked beaches. And her eyes … are they blue or green?”

         “Blue in some lights, green in others.”

         “A sort of kingfisher blue?”

         “You could call it that.”

         “She’s exquisite,” she repeated, with a sigh. “Of course, I don’t know who she is, but she’s exquisite!”

         “Her name is Helga – the Baroness Helga – and she’s Austrian.” He turned the portrait to face the easel with an economical, decisive movement. “Well, that’s enough of her for one evening! Exquisite women are like everything else that is heady – they have to be absorbed in small doses! Otherwise you find yourself driven to people like Dr. Phillimore, who can’t always dish out the right sort of corrective medicine!”

         He put his hand on her shoulder and drew her towards the door.

         “Well, young woman, you’d better be running along now. I’ve got to get changed.”

         “I didn’t ask to come in,” she reminded him, setting down her half-finished drink on the first convenient little table they came to. “And I’ve got my own evening ahead of me.”

         “Good.” But his voice was absent. “Don’t let it be too hectic. You’re only young.”

         He had forgotten altogether that she had confessed that she hadn’t a single man friend.

         As she went running down the short flight of stairs to the lift she heard his door close firmly behind her. Well! … she thought. What an extraordinary man! Rude, fascinating, friendly, inquisitive. And his hair really was burnished! Very dark in the main, with coppery gleams where the ends sought to curl. And his eyes were a greenish-grey … not greenish-blue, like the woman in the portrait!

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         A few 
      evenings later she saw him again. She had been having tea with one of the few friends she had made since she came to London, who had a little house off the King’s Road, and as it was a very warm evening, and her duties had concluded at twelve that day, and she had absolutely nothing to do with her free time, she had decided to saunter back to her own microscopic apartment.

         All day the London streets had been giving back unexpected May warmth, and now that the night was near the air was soft and caressing as a velvet mantle. Scent stole out from window-boxes, and Lucy found it vaguely exciting, and the tall chestnut candles whispered above her head as she cut through the comparatively noiseless squares. When she reached the main thoroughfare lights were appearing in the windows of the popular restaurants, and waiters were rearranging the flowers on the gay checked cloths. Lucy glanced at those windows for an instant, and thought it would be fun to eat out tonight, and then remembered that she had no one to eat out with, and concentrated on a twinkling, far-away star instead.

         A long cream car drew up beside her, and Stephen Lestrange reached across to open the door.

         “Get in, Lucia,” he said.

         Lucy obeyed him, overcoming her surprise, and subsided on to the seat beside him. She was wearing a pale linen suit, and no hat, and she looked a little like a ghost in the gloom.

         “How are you doing, Lucia?” Stephen asked, smiling at her one-sidedly.

         “I’m doing very well, thank you, Mr. Lestrange,” she replied. “And my name is Lucy.”

         “Yes, I remember, but it doesn’t suit you. Lucy is a name for a housemaid.”

         “Thank you,” she said.

         She was a little overawed by the size of the car, overcome by the comfort of the superbly sprung seat, and not in the least familiar with the man who sat beside her. Tonight he was attired in an elegant lounge suit and a flowing tie – later she was to recognise it as Old Etonian – and his linen was almost painfully immaculate. His hair gleamed in the early starshine.

         “Where shall we go?” he asked, driving very slowly, his shapely brown hands resting almost negligently on the wheel. “Since we’re neither of us dressed it had better be somewhere quiet, I suppose.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “Dinner,” he responded. “What else? Unless you’ve already been fed?”

         “No, I haven’t. But I don’t expect you –”

         “Don’t talk,” he said, patting her knee as if she was a child whom he had suddenly decided to reward with an unexpected treat, and whom as a consequence he expected to be good. “Leave it to me, and I’ll think of somewhere.”

         “But – ”

         “I said don’t talk’! If you do, I’ll call you Lucy for the rest of the evening!”

         She lay back against the seat, getting the better of an uprush of amusement and vexation. He was full of whims, and he was taking her out to dinner, and only a few nights ago he had practically pushed her out of his flat after inviting her into it. Well, let the wind blow where it listeth … for tonight, at any rate! She had been wanting to have a meal with someone, in surroundings that were different, and now she was going to have a meal with Stephen Lestrange, fashionable portrait-painter! He had decided upon it. Why, she wouldn’t attempt to ask.

         He helped her out of the car, when it stopped at last, and inside the restaurant he was as attentive as if she was someone special he was taking out for the evening. The head waiter and the wine waiter were both deferential, as if they knew him very well indeed, and he consulted the latter about a suitable wine for Lucy, who hadn’t a very experienced palate. Lucy said afterwards that water would have done quite well for her, and he frowned at her rebukingly.

         “When I take a young woman out to dinner I don’t regale her with water! What sort of response would I get from her if I did?” He smiled at her crookedly, attractively. “I’m very glad I caught sight of you on the pavement, Lucia. I was feeling definitely at a loose end, even downright bored and dissatisfied with life; and then there you were, walking along with that will-o’-the-wisp air of yours, wearing a pale green suit that might have been part of the new spring foliage! You’re rather like a dryad, you know, Lucia. You ought to live in the greenwood and peep out at unsuspecting travellers with those enormous eyes of yours that are exactly like the eyes of a fawn.”

         She smiled, and toyed with the roll on her plate.

         “What has happened to your ‘inspiration’?” she asked. “Haven’t you been seized by it any more?”

         “No, you drove it finally away. I haven’t done a thing since I saw you last.”

         “Oh, I’m sorry!” she exclaimed, and looked so genuinely sorry that he laughed aloud, showing all his beautiful white teeth.

         “You needn’t be, little one! It was on the point of drying up when you arrived, and that was partly why I was so angry. I’d been working very well for weeks, and then suddenly I knew a barren period was approaching. Short of a miracle happening the immediate future held nothing but starvation!”

         Her golden eyes grew very serious as she studied him.

         “There is nothing about you that suggests that you even know what the word starvation means,” she told him.

         He grinned.

         “Well, as a matter of fact, it isn’t as hopeless as all that. I’ve enough money to pay for this meal tonight, and breakfast tomorrow morning … and after that we’ll see!”

         But she knew very well that he was merely enjoying himself at her expense, having almost certainly a very comfortable bank balance that permitted him such luxuries as his flat in an ultra-modern block, his car, and his impeccable style of dress … or the impeccable style he had adopted this evening. But even when she had first seen him his white silk shirt had looked heavy and expensive, and his black cord trousers had merely been a trifle ill-used.

         “What sort of salary do you earn, little Lucy?” he asked.

         “Enough to live in one room, and keep myself respectable. That’s about all,” she admitted.

         “But you’re happy?”

         “Oh, yes … yes! Yes, I suppose I’m happy.”

         “You could be a little more definite about it.” He put his head on one side and regarded her. “When you said that your father died six months ago, did you mean that that left you without any parents at all?”

         “Yes, I’m afraid it did.” He could see the shadow that crossed her face.

         “But I expect, like me, you’ve got hordes of relatives?”

         “No, as a matter of fact, I haven’t.”

         “No one near and dear?”

         “No one near and dear.”

         “Poor little Lucy!” His thin brown fingers slid across the table and covered hers. “I’m sorry about that. So you’re really and truly alone?”

         She nodded. She couldn’t trust herself to speech, for she never really stopped to think about the loss of her father without experiencing an appalling sensation of desolation. And tonight, for some reason, the desolation, as it rushed upon her, was very acute. Stephen Lestrange sat watching her, thoughtfully. “Really and truly alone in the world,” he murmured.

          
   

         But when he drove her home she was no longer aware of desolation. She had been expensively dined and wined, and it had been an unexpectedly pleasant evening; in fact a very pleasant evening. Her eyes were luminous with pleasure as she looked up at him through the dimness that filled the inside of the car, and he could see the pearly pallor of her skin, and the soft scarlet shape of her mouth. She must have been feeling a little reckless tonight, for she had used more lipstick than usual, and the outline of that mouth fascinated him.

         “Did I say there was nothing unusual about you?” he remarked, as he lighted a cigarette. “I think I was wrong there. You’re not precisely unusual, but you’re not altogether usual.”

         “Does that mean that when I feel the need to make some extra money and come knocking at your door to be taken on as a model you’ll engage me?”

         “No.” He shook his head quite decidedly. “I shall never paint you.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because I only paint – a certain type of woman!”

         “Beautiful women?”

         “They’re mostly beautiful.”

         She sighed.

         “And I’m not in the least beautiful.”

         He patted her hand, that was delicate and sensitive like the rest of her.

         “You’re very nice.”

         Suddenly she laughed a little wryly.

         “That sound like assuring a plate of cold custard that it’s almost as good as ice-cream.”

         But he didn’t smile.

         “Will you be free tomorrow afternoon?”

         “Oh, no! I shan’t be free now until Saturday.” “All right, Saturday will do. I want to take you to meet my aunt, whom I think I can safely promise you’ll like. She’s one of those comfortable Victorian survivals who lives in an atmosphere of pet lapdogs and potted palms, and although she never thought a brilliant thought in her life she’s kindly and charitable. She’ll almost certainly take to you.”

         “But why should you want her to take to me?”

         “Simply because I do want her to do so. And you’ll probably meet my Uncle Joe.”

         “Your Uncle Joe?”

         “Sir Joseph Lestrange. He’s her brother. One of these days, when poor old Joe shuffles off this mortal coil, I’ll be Sir Stephen Lestrange.”

         “I see!” she said.

         “I don’t think you see very much beyond that small nose of yours. It’s tip-tilted, and it probably gets in the way.” He gave her a hand out on to the pavement, and she once more looked up at him with her luminous eyes. There was no doubt about it, a glass and a half of the right sort of wine, plus one very small liqueur, had lent them an extraordinary depth and brilliance, and he knew she was wondering whether he expected her to permit him to kiss her as a reward for taking her out for the evening. He smiled with amusement and laid a long index finger along her cheek, and warned her not to keep him waiting on Saturday afternoon.

         “The one thing I won’t put up with from any sort of woman – beautiful or plain – is unpunctuality! I decline to be kept either waiting or dangling.” Many weeks later she was to remember those words very clearly. “And now run along in and see that you don’t miss your beauty sleep. Until Saturday, Lucia mia!”

         On Saturday afternoon, far from keeping him waiting, Lucy was on the steps when his handsome cream car slid to a standstill at the foot of them. She had been ready for at least half an hour, and she had a queer fluttery feeling of excitement inside. It was a bright sunshiny afternoon, the bells of the church round the corner had been pealing joyfully because a wedding was taking place inside the church, and it seemed to her that there was a queer sort of magic and excitement abroad. Rather like in the old days, when she was still a schoolgirl, and a rich uncle who spent most of his life wandering abroad turned up and she knew he was going to present her with a whole pound note to take back to school.

         Unfortunately now that uncle was dead, and he hadn’t been in the least rich when he died, and there was no one to present her with a pound note, or even a fifty-pence piece. But that didn’t matter. The sensation was the same; the eager flowing of her blood, the slight catchiness of her breath, the trembling of her hands.

         Stephen looked up at her from behind the wheel of the car and smiled. She knew how to dress, he thought, this slight, willowy young woman who wasn’t either pretty or plain. Today she wore navy blue and white, and it emphasized her slimness and made her appear poised. Her hair was shaped like a bell, and as sleek and shining as a golden silk, and she hugged a huge white handbag under her arm. As she stepped into the car he made a joke about the handbag and the number of knick-knacks that were scattered about his aunt’s drawing-room, and he saw the colour rise in a lovely tide to her face.

         He stared at it for a moment as if frankly amazed.

         “I must make you blush more often,” he said.

         But Lucy was in a mood to be teased, and a mood to blush, without minding very much. Why should she mind, when it was such a brillinatly fine afternoon; and when they slid out of the square the newly married pair were emerging from the church, and everyone was throwing confetti over everyone else. Flower-like frocks were blowing in the breeze, and dainty head-dresses were being threatened by that same stiff breeze that was coming straight off the river where the tugs and the barges were idling away a Saturday afternoon. The bride was all in white, and clinging to her very new husband’s arm, and Lucy felt her whole being leap in sympathy with her. She was so radiant … surely nothing would ever dim that radiance?

         Lucy swallowed, but Stephen smiled cynically.

         “To have and to hold, from this day forward!” he quoted, his voice as cynical as his smile. “They’ll probably be divorced in about a year from now.”

         “You have to stay married for at least two years before you can get a divorce,” she remarked.

         “Oh, do you? Well, that’ll give them time to ponder, won’t it? And when the two years are up they’ll be so delighted to see the back of one another that they won’t have room for a single regret!”

         “I think that’s – a horrible thing to say!” Lucy got out, in a choked voice.

         He sent her a quizzical sideways look, and then his fingers closed over hers for a moment and gave them a tight squeeze.

         “All right, my cherisher of illusions – which you obviously are! – I take it all back! I’m sure they’ll be living blissfully together fifty years from now, and their children and grandchildren will be thick as morning mist before the sun gets at it.”

         But Lucy wasn’t capable of smiling until a full five minutes later, and then she relaxed against the seat and once more told herself that this was a lovely afternoon. London was always attractive when the business crowds had deserted it, and particularly that extremely salubrious corner of once very fashionable London which she didn’t enter very much herself – an oasis of big squares where the houses now served the purpose of impressive embassies, and that sort of thing, but were still linked together by one or two houses that even in these difficult days were privately owned.

         The London home of Stephen’s Aunt Miriam was just such a one, and beside the front door there was even an empty link-holder that made Lucy think swiftly of the days when liveried footmen had helped powdered and patched beauties to alight from sedan-chairs. Nowadays young women like herself were casually assisted to reach the pavement by detached male escorts like Stephen Lestrange who didn’t always bother to get out first themselves, but reached across them to swing open the door.

         But Stephen didn’t do this today. He went round and held open the door for Lucy and told her not to be afraid of Aunt Miriam, because she was as meek as a lamb.

         “As a matter of fact, she purrs like a kitten when she’s pleased. I’m expecting her to purr this afternoon, because you’re right up her street.” His eyes glinted lazily into Lucy’s. “Right up her street! And it’s a one-way street!”

         Lucy had no idea at all what he meant by that.
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