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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
   

         

         JANE was on her way to bed when she saw the light shining under the study door. She frowned, because the doctor had been most insistent about early nights and as much freedom from business worries as was possible for John Nightingale since his collapse in his London office; but now, apparently, he was working late, and it was all wrong.

         She had to see that he went to bed immediately.

         She went along the thickly carpeted corridor which led to the study door, and without tapping on it opened it and looked in at her father, sitting at his big walnut desk with the anglepoise lamp casting a concentrated glare all about him. In the light of the lamp his hair looked much greyer than it actually was, and his face looked grey, too. He did not appear to be working, for his handsome gold-mounted fountain-pen was lying disregarded close to his hand, and the folder of papers in front of him was closed.

         “Father, it’s much too late for you to be—” And then Jane halted, feeling as if a hand of ice had closed over her heart. A drawer of the desk was standing open, and in addition to papers she could see a small, neat, workmanlike revolver lying on top of them.

         She had never seen it before. She was quite sure it was not normally kept in the desk, and to her certain knowledge her father did not possess a licence to carry firearms. He was not the sort of man who, when circumstances were completely rational and within the scope of his control, was in the slightest degree interested in lethal weapons. He did not accept invitations to join shooting parties, and in fact he was slightly anti-blood sports. He had recently delivered a lecture on the cruelties of fly-fishing.

         He lifted withdrawn grey eyes to her, and she was quite sure it took him several seconds to recognise her.

         “Jane! What are you doing here? I thought you’d all gone to bed.”

         She walked round the desk until she was standing close to the open drawer. Nothing in the world could have induced her to touch that nasty but efficient little toy that lay there, but she indicated it with a shaking finger.

         “What is that doing there?”

         He seemed mildly surprised.

         “That? Oh, I bought it the other day. A fellow wanted to get rid of it.”

         “Someone I know?”

         “Someone in the office.”

         “Do you normally conduct transactions of that sort in the office?” Her voice was husky with fear, blatant with disbelief. “You know very well, Father, that it just isn’t possible. No one would sell you a revolver in the office!”

         “Oh, very well.” He turned round and faced her, a spark of unnatural humour lighting the withdrawn grey eyes. “I picked it up in a gunsmith’s … and in case you’re thinking I haven’t got a licence for it, I have. I thought of that, too. After all, someone did break in here about a month ago and got away with quite a lot of the dining-room silver. We don’t want a repeat performance of that sort, do we?”

         Gingerly she put out a hand and touched the handle of the drawer and closed it quietly. Then she walked across to a Jacobean cabinet, which was in actual fact a cocktail cabinet, took out a bottle of brandy and a glass, poured her father a stiff drink and carried it to him.

         “I think you needed that,” she said, as she dropped into a chair confronting the desk and watched him drain the glass greedily.

         “You’re quite right. I did!”

         A little of the greyness seemed to vanish from his face, and the expression of his eyes and mouth grew more relaxed. He put up a hand and smoothed his unnaturally silver hair back from his forehead as if he was also smoothing away a certain amount of the vagueness that had held him until she entered the room, and smiled at her rewardingly. She was, after all, his favourite child … his pretty Jane, as he called her. And now, and at long last, he could talk to her.

         “There was never much point in attempting to conceal things from you, was there, Janie?” he said. Despite the grimness of the occasion, and the bleakness of the outlook, it afforded him unspeakable pleasure just to look at her, as she occupied one of his big leather chairs. She had her mother’s small dark head and slightly shadowed blue-grey eyes, and her pale complexion made him think of a piece of porcelain … the kind he had collected for years, but was unlikely to go on collecting in the years that still might lie ahead. He wasn’t absolutely certain about that, because his heart had been groggy for some time, and the doctor had said— But never mind about that! Not now!

         Jane was sitting there in a soft black dress that must have cost quite a bit, and her complexion seemed purer than ever, and her mouth was such an exceptionally lovely mouth, although at the moment she was tearing hard at her bottom lip with an agitated, small white tooth.

         He sighed, lighted himself a cigarette after tapping it on the back of his fine, well-cared-for hand, then closed his eyes and sat back in his chair without even carrying the cigarette up to his lips after it had glowed for an instant and then gone out.

         “Where shall I begin?” he asked. “You want to know the whole story?”

         “Please, Father.”

         “Very well.” He opened his eyes, discovered that the cigarette was unlit, and cast it aside in disgust. “Things have been going from bad to worse for several months now, and at last they’ve got quite out of hand. There isn’t a single thing I can do about it any longer … although I’ve tried hard enough!”

         “You mean business is—?”

         “There isn’t any longer any business. The firm of Nightingale will have to put up its shutters!”

         She was aghast, but not stunned, for she had suspected this for some time.

         “But that can’t possibly be true, Father! … Not really true! We’re such an old-established firm … Nightingale’s Iron and Steel! We just couldn’t fail!”

         “Nevertheless, I’m afraid we have. Toby will have nothing to inherit when he comes of age, and it’s lucky for Conway that he has a profession of his own. We have, as they put it nowadays, been taken over, and that means we no longer own anything at all because our debts were astronomical and in order to get them wiped off the slate we expended every penny that was poured in just as fast as it was poured in. The name of Nightingale will survive for perhaps another six months, and then it, too, will be wiped from the slate. There will be a new chairman, and a completely new set of directors.”

         “But surely they’ll offer you—something?”

         “I’m a dead horse, and we all know it’s a waste of time and energy flogging a dead horse. Perhaps, if my health hadn’t decided to pack up when it did, I might have worked something out … but now it’s too late. I’ve this house, and the two cars, which will fetch something when they’re sold … and you girls have the incomes left to you by your grandmother. I know they’re only pocket-money by comparison with the allowances that have been made to you since you left school, and Toby hasn’t even got as far as receiving an allowance … and most unfortunately his maternal grandmother was not in a position to leave him anything when she died! But Miranda has been receiving a very generous allowance, and she has her jewels. …”

         Miranda! Jane didn’t know why it was, but instead of her thoughts going out to her own blood relations they went winging like a bird to her stepmother, who was recovering from some not very serious illness on the French Riviera, where aids to her recovery included a five-star hotel, unlimited spending money and a large number of entirely new friends amongst whom she sought distraction which nearly always ended up at the Casino, where she was notoriously unlucky. In fact, quite appallingly unlucky!

         How Miranda would react—and what would happen to her nerves—when she heard the news Jane simply couldn’t think, but it would be a reaction most unlikely to ease the family pressures.

         She stared at her father, horror and disbelief warring for pride of place in her expression.

         “Perhaps you’re exaggerating, Father,” she suggested. “Perhaps things really aren’t quite as bad as you think.”

         He smiled at her pityingly.

         “My poor child, have I brought you up to bury your head in the sand? No, surely not in your case, Jane. You’ve always seemed so sensible, and are far and away the most practical and levelheaded of all my children. When I tell you that something is wrong—and badly wrong!—I expect you to accept it and believe me.” His smile was very wan before it faded altogether. “Face facts. After agonising uncertainties and wild hopes that disaster could be averted I’ve finally come to the conclusion that some things are not meant to be averted. And this is an important attitude of mind I have to get across to you, although it’s quite unlikely I’ll get it across to any other member of my family.”

         Jane nodded dumbly before the agony of appeal in his eyes.

         “You don’t have to worry about me, Daddy,” she assured him, reverting to the manner of addressing him that she had used during her childhood … and before a second wife came into his life. “I can always take care of myself, and I’ll take care of Toby, too, if it becomes necessary.”

         He regarded her gratefully.

         “Good girl! I knew I could depend on you.”

         “Of course you can depend on me.” She went and stood behind his chair, and rested a hand gently on his shoulder. “But what about Miranda? How—how will we tell her?”

         “I’ve already written to her. I’ve asked her to come home.”

         “She won’t like that. She hates England in the winter time.”

         “Nevertheless, she’ll have to do as I ask. I’ve pointed out to her that I can’t go on paying for her at the Carlton … and there will be no further drafts paid into her bank when her present resources are exhausted.”

         “I see.” The shock of it actually caused Jane to wince—on Miranda’s behalf. “Then she’ll have to start packing up, won’t she?”

         “I’m afraid so.”

         “And—Irina? Have you written to her, too?”

         “No, she’s got that exhibition thing on. She’d better hang on where she is for the time being.”

         “Then Conway?”

         “Conway will hear the news in due course … if he hasn’t already heard it! I’m surprised, actually, that he hasn’t telephoned. The Stock Exchange buzzes with rumours of this sort even before they become rumours.”

         His face and his voice were painfully grim, his eyes desperately tired. He ran a hand across them, like a man who was still groping in the dark and, despite what he said, refused to face up to the blunt reality of what had occurred.

         “As for Toby,” he concluded drearily, “we can leave him where he is for the time being. His term is fully paid up, and so is the next term. Toby won’t really represent a problem for the next six months.”

         Jane walked round to the front of the desk again and began toying with certain items that littered it. She wished she could think of something helpful to say—something comforting and consoling. The greyness of her father’s face alarmed her, his whole attitude of lifelessness and defeat. There was no spirit left in him, nothing that could rise up and combat the relentlessness of the situation, come to grips with it. He said he had struggled hard to avert disaster … but now it was perfectly obvious he was struggling no more.

         He was going to bend his head and let the tidal wave flow over him.

         “Father!” She spoke to him urgently, leaning towards him across the desk. “I know you say everything is absolutely hopeless, but it’s just possible it isn’t … perhaps not quite as bad as you think! You may save something from the wreckage. You may get going again!”

         “Never.” And he spoke quite finally, closing his eyes to shut out the sight of even her.

         “But you have friends—”

         “No one has friends.”

         “Oh, but that isn’t true—”

         “Go to bed.” He opened his eyes with an effort, and pleaded with her. “I don’t want to talk about it any more tonight. Just leave me alone, there’s a dear girl.”

         Her eyes went to the drawer which contained the object that had startled her.

         “You’re quite sure you won’t—? Do you think I ought to leave you?”

         He smiled with a hint of humour.

         “I told you I picked that thing up the other day because I decided we’re rather vulnerable. And if the house and contents are to be sold we don’t want to be deprived of the remainder of the silver. Silver fetches quite a high price nowadays,” and his smile grew a little grotesque.

         “Very well, Father.” But she moved unwillingly towards the door. “You won’t sit up very late, will you?”

         He shook his head at her across the width of the room.

         “No.”

         “And you will try to get some sleep when you go to bed? Take some aspirin tablets—”

         “I’ve never taken aspirin tablets in my life, and I don’t propose to do so now. Besides, the shock of waking up is all the greater if you sleep too soundly.”

         “But you must sleep soundly.”

         He waved his hand to her. His eyes conjured up an appreciative look.

         “You’re much prettier than Irina, Jane, so don’t let her ever make you feel that you’re not. You can’t hold a candle to Miranda, of course … but most men in their senses will take their candles elsewhere. If I were only half my age and looking for a wife I’d take someone like you out to dinner—and propose to her! And that was exactly what I did when I got your mother to agree to marry me … proposed to her in a candlelit restaurant!”

         He buried his face in his hands and mumbled into them.

         “I should have left Miranda to the connoisseurs!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         LOOKING back on it all when it was much too late to alter the pattern in the very slightest, Jane decided that her father had been right when he said that some things are intended, and some are not. If she had acted purely on instinct and remained with her parent on that last night of his life it would very likely not have been the last night of his life.

         But she had ignored her instincts, and he was dead in the morning … dead in the library, with his head on the desk. His visit to the gunsmith had proved quite fruitful, after all.

         Miranda arrived from the South of France, and Irina and Conway arrived together from London. They had driven together in Conway’s car. Toby was sent home accompanied by his maths master, and Jane had never seen him looking so subdued. He went upstairs to his room and shut himself in there for an hour or so after his arrival, then he went out into the garden and no one saw him again until it was long after his supper time. It was quite dark, and he had obviously been walking in wet woods and fields, and he declined absolutely to discuss what he had been doing and thinking while he was absent from the house.

         Miranda, as soon as she arrived from the airport, also went up to her room, where she asked for a pot of China tea and some wafer-thin slices of toast to be sent up to her. She had stopped in Paris to acquire a few items of mourning, and as it was very expensive mourning she looked—as, indeed, she always did—quite ravishing.

         Helen, a maid who had been with them for years, helped her to undress and get into bed, and settled her with a pile of pillows in frothy orchid-mauve pillow-cases behind her head. She had also paused long enough in Paris to have, as she expressed it, her “roots” attended to, and nothing could have looked more gleaming and perfect than her ash-blonde mane of hair.

         When Jane asked her whether she should sit with her she shook her head quite determinedly and said that all she wanted to do was to catch up on her sleep.

         “It’s all been such a terrible, terrible shock,” she said, as if to no one else could it have been quite such a terrible, terrible shock.

         Irina, who was the clever one of the family and had her own studio in London, talked of some of the models she would be exhibiting in a few weeks’ time, and hoped the slight scandal attached to a suicide in the family wouldn’t keep down the numbers attending her exhibition. She was a redhead with a wonderful white skin, and if she had spent as much time and money on her appearance as her stepmother did—and less on lumps of modelling clay and baking furnaces—would have been quite startlingly attractive.

         As it was, she managed to look attractive enough to appeal to most of the men with whom she was brought into contact, and there was usually some special man paying her marked attention whom it was expected—or it was half hoped—she would eventually marry.

         But she was not escorted by anyone except Conway when she arrived at the architect-designed house on a Surrey common that had been one of her father’s most recent purchases. The house, to one of her aesthetic instincts, was a little vulgar with its lush carpets and hangings and bathrooms adjoining every bedroom … there were even more bathrooms than bedrooms, as Conway had once pointed out. And in the grounds there was the inevitable swimming-pool which a modern society deemed highly important, and the lodge-keeper’s cottage had been turned into extra garage space for week-end visitors’ cars.

         Conway had a flat above the stables, and that, too, was very modern. And in the stables he kept a horse which he rode faithfully when visiting his parents, and permitted Jane to ride when he was not at home.

         Jane had always looked up to Conway, who was five years older than she was. He hoped to become a financier in the not-too-distant future, and was very knowledgeable about stocks and shares, and had advised Irina on more than one occasion, with the result that she had added to her income considerably.

         Jane, who never speculated, and spent very little except on clothes, had built up a modest bank balance, too … and for that she felt very grateful whenever she thought of Toby and the problem of his future once their father could no longer make himself responsible for it.

         The funeral was a very quiet affair with only a few friends and relatives attending. It was kept deliberately quiet because of the circumstances, and it was the extremely painful quality of those circumstances that prevented Miranda from being present at her husband’s interment. She preferred to remain securely locked away in her room with pads of cotton wool over her eyes to offset the effect of the light and occasional outbursts of tearful regret; and it was only when the mourners had actually left the house and were well on their way to the church that she ventured outside her room and into her bathroom, which adjoined it, and took a very hot and very leisurely bath, after which she dressed herself carefully and was ready to receive the invited guests when they returned.

         Among the guests were a few newspapermen who had managed to gain entrance to the house, and the widow knew she would have to face them sooner or later. So she chose to face them when the dismal affair in the churchyard was over, and backed by the elegance of her drawingroom, and without the smallest danger that the icy rain outside would interfere with the matt perfection of her complexion, could feel comfortably conscious of appearing at her best, and therefore most likely to attract to herself any amount of sympathy.

         Jane, on the other hand, got very wet walking back to the house with Toby after it was all over, because the cars were crammed to capacity, and it seemed the only sensible thing to do unless elderly maiden aunts were to be unfeelingly crushed on top of having their feelings badly harrowed. Irina tried to tempt her into the car she was sharing with a young man friend, but Jane bowed her head and walked on beneath the dripping trees with Toby, in his second-best Sunday suit and a new raincoat bought specially for the occasion; and when they finally arrived back at the house they looked as if they had been recently fished out of a very wet pond.

         The hall was full of people, most of them wearing a certain amount of black, and all of them looking relieved because they could now look forward to good stiff drinks and lashings of boiling hot coffee. Jane, who had got rid of her drenched outer garments in the cloakroom and endeavoured to do something about her hair, permitted Toby to take himself off somewhere where he could seek his own refreshments—and perhaps indulge a certain amount of personal grief—and mingled with them because she felt it was her duty. She had caught sight of Roger Bowman handling a couple of newspapermen with the consummate ease of long practice and the slight air of cold hauteur that clung to him at all times and rendered him particularly deadly when cross-examining a hostile witness in court, and she realised that he was giving out little or nothing that could be of help to her late father’s enemies … and now she knew that he had had plenty, men who had fawned on him in the past, used him to climb individual ladders, benefited from his generosity, and yet would not have given him any real assistance when he needed it.

         Jane had at last realised that all his married life, at least, her father had been a lonely man, ploughing a lonely furrow, looking neither to right nor left in his efforts to remain at the top. And he had remained there for a number of wonderfully secure years, during which time he had made life easy for his children, cosseted his two wives, bestowed benefits on many, and had very little in the way of ease or comfort himself.

         His first wife had been delicate, never understood him and his preoccupation with making money, and died. His second, Miranda …

         On all sides people were talking about Miranda. Jane could see them bending their heads, wearing a slightly critical expression in their eyes—only this time it was not criticism of Miranda—and she realised that they deliberately lowered their voices when she drew near.

         “Poor Miranda! Such a dreadful shock for one so very young still! … And so extraordinarily attractive! How any man could fail a wife like that … leave her to bear the brunt of it all, cope with the stigma, and live it all down! It was all almost unbelievable. And Miranda was being so extraordinarily brave, too … not able to attend the funeral, which was understandable, but putting on such a determinedly brave and even calm front, interviewing members of the press. Trying to make them believe that her husband’s death was due to ill-health and the depression resulting from ill-health … nothing more.”

         Nothing more! When everyone knew the family would have to vacate this lovely house, and what on earth was going to happen to them after they left?

         Even the maiden aunts arched their necks and quivered with what they felt was justifiable indignation.

         Jane, watching them devour the hot soup, the paté sandwiches, the dismembered chickens and the rich gateaux, and noting how rapidly the decanters were lowering, felt a surge of almost unbearable indignation as she walked amongst them and refrained from touching anything herself. She felt as if one bite out of a sandwich would choke her.

         She managed to detach Roger from a persistent enquirer who was there on behalf of one of the Sunday newspapers, and led him away to the library, which was the room next to the study where her father’s body had been found, and for that reason perhaps not over popular with the guests.

         “I hate them all!” Jane declared, a threat of a break in her voice as she sank into one of the deep chairs and tried desperately to still the trembling in all her limbs.

         Roger shrugged. He walked over to the window and looked out at the rain.

         “You mustn’t allow yourself to get worked up,” he remarked, in a somewhat curiously detached voice. “You’ve had a shock, and it’s numbed you for a bit, but now that the numbness is wearing off don’t get worked up.”

         Jane stared across the room at him. She had known him all her life—or very nearly all her life—and she thought she adored him. In fact, she was very certain of it. Next to her father he was the only man who could ever really enter her life and take possession of it, and she had long ago faced up to the knowledge that all other men were quite pallid beside him.

         He was almost twice her age, a successful barrister, and she knew that most women found him utterly irresistible. But that didn’t make any difference to her. He could smile at her and rumple her hair, as he had done when she was a schoolgirl, take her out to dinner or to the theatre, pay her compliments, criticise her, rebuke her quite severely on occasion, kiss her or caress her, make a restrained form of rather ardent love to her, and it was all the same … everything she felt for him could be classified under the one heading, diagnosed as simple adoration. No longer schoolgirlish, for she was twenty-two now, and inclined to make her desperately unhappy sometimes. Which was fairly understandable, she supposed, since all love made you unhappy occasionally … unless you were absolutely certain it was fully requited. And although she was reasonably certain, she was not fully. Not yet.

         She bit her lower lip, which was inclined to tremble noticeably.

         “All those relatives I didn’t even know we possessed … talking about Father! And none of them are saying very much good about him, I’m sure of that! All their sympathy is with Miranda, who never even bothered about him while he was alive!”

         “Oh, come now!” He turned, frowning in such a way that his beautifully marked black brows were knitting together above the bridge of his slightly arrogant nose, while a certain hardness seemed to dwell about the corners of his attractive masculine mouth … and it was a very masculine mouth, with a square, determined jaw below it. “No one can possibly accuse me of not wishing to defend your father, for he was my friend for a number of years … and I’d even go so far as to say I was probably his best friend! But the way he chose out of his mess was not a pretty way, and the worst sufferers, in my opinion, are Miranda and Toby. You, Irina and Conway are sufficiently adult, and yet sufficiently young at the same time, to take it all. But Miranda has been dealt a crushing blow, deprived of a protector—left without means of support! I’m not surprised everyone’s sympathy is for Miranda!”

         “You can say that?” Jane half rose in her chair, clutching at the arms of it for support. “But you know very well she practically ruined Father with her extravagance!”

         Again he shrugged. He extracted an expensive platinum cigarette-case from his pocket, lit a cigarette, inhaled thoughtfully for a moment, and then regarded her more pityingly.

         “Poor Jane! This is the first time in your life you’ve been brought face to face with reality, isn’t it? Real reality! The shock was brutal, and it’s wiped the ground from beneath your feet … but it has done that for Miranda, too. You must have sympathy for Miranda.”

         Jane’s lips tightened. Her small chin looked for a moment almost as square and as implacable as his.

         “I have never approved of Miranda,” she said, in a small, taut voice that was icily cold. “I hold her largely responsible for my father’s death. Why, if she had been here when he took his life he might never have taken it! He adored her … he never denied her anything. But when he needed her she was in the South of France, having a wonderful time, not even sparing a thought for him. It’s small wonder that he took his life, is it?”

         The man confronting her frowned.

         “But Miranda was ill,” he reminded her. “Have you forgotten that she was in the South of France because of her health?”

         Jane turned from him in disgust.

         “Health? She’s as fit as a flea!”

         “I don’t think her doctor would agree with you about that.”

         “Her doctor’s a charlatan. He isn’t even a proper doctor … Daddy never approved of him.”

         “He’s a highly thought of and very expensive neurologist.” He bit his lip and turned away from her, pacing up and down the room with bent brows for several seconds while he stared at the carpet. Then his expression grew soft all at once, and he turned to her almost penitently, holding out his hand.

         “Never mind, Jane. You can’t be expected to have much sympathy for anyone save yourself just now,” he said, not even noticing when she looked surprised and recoiled slightly. “I know you’ve got a soft spot for Toby, and will look after him, but you have to think of yourself as well, and what I want to know is … what are you going to do, Jane? Have you given the matter any thought?”

         His voice was gentle, urgent, and for the first time tears practically forced themselves between her lids. But she held them back.

         “No,” she whispered, “not really.”

         “But you’ll have to think.” She felt his hands taking possession of both of hers, squeezing them, fondling them. A sensation of almost breathless anticipation took possession of her, causing her to feel suddenly, petrifyingly shy, while at the same time every pulse in her body seemed to start thundering in her ears. “Jane!” He squeezed her hands very hard. “I’ve been giving the problem of your future a lot of thought, and I’ve decided that if you can’t make plans for yourself I’ll have to make them for you—” Breathlessly she peeped at him. Her whole future—all the happiness life could either bestow on her or deny her—hung on his next words.

         “Do you want to know what I’ve decided for you, Jane?” he asked.

         “Yes,” she whispered again.
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