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         David Falcon was plagued by adoring women. But there was one girl who disliked him strongly, so he picked her as a watchdog to keep off any of the others who might track him down to his remote castle in Wales. It was a move that was destined to defeat itself.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter one
   

         

         The
       house was very still. It was a stillness that had in it a quality of lushness, like the lovely Aubusson carpet in the drawing-room. Almost the only sound came from the solemnly ticking grandfather clock that stood in its rosewood case in the hall.

         Paul stood in the opening of the french windows in the drawing-room, and looked across the terrace at the green lawns running down to the lake. A few weeks before there had been daffodils marching with the curve of the lawns down to the reedfringed water’s edge, but now that it was June, the glorious crown of the year, the emerald turf resembled emerald velvet, and needed no other embellishment.

         The lawns were at their best, the giant borders were at their best, the rose-garden was at its best … And all because David was coming home! David, who had so often gone away before, and always gone uncaring, dreaming of wider horizons. And if he thought about High End at all while he was at the other side of the world, it was probably with a detached affection—somewhere to come home to when the wanderlust let up sufficiently to permit him to do so.

         At least, that was how it had always been, but now it was slightly different. Even David must have been gladdened by the thought of High End while he lay in a hospital bed.

         Paul didn’t know why she felt as she did about David—David Falcon, described in captions in the glossy magazines as explorer, lecturer, big-game hunter, yachtsman, playboy (when he wasn’t uncovering the remains of long-forgotten cities), and millionaire. But she did. She felt about him so strongly that it was more than a little strange, particularly as she was a very feminine type whose sympathies were normally swiftly aroused, and who never harboured grievances. And in any case it was ridiculous to harbour a grievance against a man she had never met, simply because his mother was a woman she admired, and her son neglected her shamefully, and all the beauty and perfection that made up High End saw little or nothing of him.

         Paul could remember how constantly she had felt irritated, when she first arrived at High End to take up a position as a secretary-companion to Mrs. Falcon, by the endless newspaper cuttings that were collected and pasted into leather-bound books devoted to David’s doings. By the photographs of him that filled every room, the souvenirs of his early days, the suite of rooms on the ground floor that was always ready for him. Every time she saw the housekeeper entering it to place flowers in the vases—flowers that joylessly ended their days away from all admiring eyes—or the piano tuner bending devotedly over the beautiful Bechstein in the sitting-room, or a housemaid waging a frantic war against moth in the brilliant rugs that had once graced the floor of a mosque, something inside her rebelled, and she wanted to protest.

         According to old Mrs. Bodlicott, the cook, there never had been such a baby as David, or a schoolboy with a similar ability to beguile the heart out of a serpent.

         David, David, David!

         The name had sometimes sounded like an incantation to Paul, part of a hymn of praise.

         David who never came, David who wandered far afield, was read about, even listened to on the radio … David who made his mother smile wistfully when she read his letters. And having read one, she never neglected to say:

         ‘I wouldn’t be in the least surprised if we had a wire! …’

         But what they did receive was a notification of his accident, and Mrs. Falcon had simply flown to London to the bedside of her son. She who lived so quietly in the remote Gloucestershire village, and who after all had only one son—only one child! — and no husband to share the burden of shock and anxiety with her, was told that it was a hundred to one chance that that only son would live. He had been driving recklessly beside the river—a gay party it must have been!—and the car had overturned, but miraculously all four passengers had escaped. Only David, vital, forceful, restless David, had become a victim of his own restlessness.

         But he had defeated the gloomy prognostications, and after many weeks it was a fifty-fifty chance that he would get completely fit again. More weeks and he surprised everybody by limping about the wards, although it was now more or less certain that he would always have that limp. It would be a handicap to him, and he would never be quite free again to roam at will—at least, not in the way he had done. He would always be that one pace behind everyone else, instead of one pace ahead of them. He probably wouldn’t need crutches, but he would need a stick.

         Poor David! … looking helplessly around for his stick!

         If Paul hadn’t had that extraordinary streak of hardness in her where he was concerned her heart would have melted at the thought of his helplessness and consequent frustration. But it didn’t melt, and instead of rushing down on to the drive when she heard the fat kiss of tyres on the well-rolled gravel, and helping him to alight from his car, she simply stood very still where she was until the car came to rest at the foot of the terrace steps.

         A gleaming, opulent-looking, beautiful car—obviously new. Paul stood looking down on its sleek and gracious lines, black as Indian ink, with the blue sky and a tassel of feathery foliage reflected in its polished surface, and she saw the chauffeur leave his driving seat and help Mrs. Falcon to alight. Then, more awkwardly, a tall man made his appearance on the gravel, a tall man leaning on a slender ebony cane.

         He looked upward at the grey façade of the house, and his eyes seemed to follow the long line of windows. Paul couldn’t see what those eyes were like at that distance, but she knew that they were a very dark brown—his mother had told her so often. And his hair was as black as the car, and seemed to have a bright kink in it in the afternoon sunshine.

         He moved, slowly, awkwardly, to the foot of the terrace steps. His mother slipped her hand inside his arm, but Paul thought he made a little impatient movement, as if to avoid her touch.

         Then she herself moved forward to the head of the terrace steps.

         Mrs. Falcon was a frail, rather exquisite elderly lady. She dressed with care, and despite the anxious period through which she had passed she had obviously taken advantage, while she was in London, of all that London offered in the way of haute couture. Her hair was silvery pale, and it was escaping in beautifully ordered waves from under a little hat of white flowers, and her navy linen suit had undoubtedly cost far more than Paul, her secretary, earned in a month.

         But, nevertheless, Paul’s eyes flashed approval. She had been a little afraid that her employer might forget everything but her son in her anxiety, and grow fretted and worn-looking. But not Mrs. Falcon. Her skin was still as delicate as a magnolia blossom, and if anything her carriage was more upright.

         No doubt she felt a certain triumph in bringing David home.

         For an instant Paul wondered at the obstinacy that had prevented her changing her simple cotton dress for something more elaborate to welcome the invalid home, and when she saw how impeccably groomed he was himself she felt absurdly conscious of her open-toed, low-heeled summer sandals. The fact that they had low heels made her seem slightly below average height, and he was very tall. When he came up the steps and stood looking down at her with a kind of bored interest she realised that he must be fully six feet.

         Mrs. Falcon, in spite of her air of triumph, did look as if she was wilting a little from fatigue when Paul moved forward hastily to relieve her of her large pouch handbag, and the glorious bouquet of deep pink roses that, like coals from Newcastle, she had brought all the way from London.

         ‘Thank you, my dear,’ she said gratefully. ‘Matron insisted on our bringing them away with us, although of course there were masses we left behind! So many people never stopped thinking of David, and his room was really more like a florist’s shop than a hospital private room from the moment he was carried into it!

         ‘Yes, Mother, but we’ve left the hospital private room behind,’ her son reminded her rather curtly, a dry inflection in his voice at the same time. ‘I have just arrived home, and we’ll concentrate on that, shall we? Introduce me,’ he added, as they all three stood in the shadow of one of the flower-filled urns that decorated the terrace, and he continued to look downwards at Paul.

         She felt the blood leap up into her face. It wasn’t an embarrassed flush, but it was an incensed one, for surely it was obvious to him that his mother was all in after her long journey? It was just possible now that she might be in for a period of reaction, and she wanted handling gently, and with the utmost consideration. And although he leant heavily on his ebony cane, as if he really needed its support, and his face was thin and drawn—particularly about the handsome mouth— his night-dark eyes were challengingly bright, and he had the tan bestowed on him by years of travel abroad.

         ‘Of course I will, darling, if you’ll only give me a chance.’ His mother’s smile was warm as she directed it up at him, and it was plain that she sensed no lack of consideration in his attitude. ‘This is my secretary, Miss Hilliard—Paul, she permits me to call her. You’ll remember I told you all about her.’

         ‘Did you?’ He was taking in every detail of the girl’s simple hair style, the way it was designed to frame her face in bright chestnut waves, and then turned under on the nape of her slim neck. She was rather pale—definitely a creamy pallor—and there were one or two freckles on the tip of her small nose. Her eyes were an unusually dark blue, and the heavily-fringed eyelids gave them the look of being ‘put in’, as the Irish would say, ‘with a sooty finger’.

         She was not a beauty, but she was undeniably attractive.

         ‘Did you?’ he repeated drawlingly. ‘Then you obviously weren’t trying to impress me, my dear mother!’

         Mrs. Falcon looked a little bewildered.

         ‘Why should I try to impress you when I talked about Paul?’

         ‘Why not?’ He smiled, in a curious, twisted fashion, and there was a fugitive glint of white teeth. ‘But surely Paul must have something on the end of it?’ he suggested.

         This time it was Paul herself who answered him.

         ‘My father gave me my name because he wanted a son, and I turned out to be a girl,’ she explained.

         ‘Really?’ David Falcon was now leaning very heavily on his stick, but his eyes studied her almost mockingly. ‘Some parents don’t know when they’re well off, do they?’ he remarked.

         Then his face contorted as if something was causing him discomfort, or perhaps hurt, and he spoke impatiently:

         ‘Let’s get inside out of this sun. It’s confoundedly hot here on the terrace, and I could do with one of Mrs. Bodlicott’s cups of tea—much as I loathe tea! But I suppose it’s too early for anything else?’

         Instantly his mother forgot her own fatigue, and started to fuss over him.

         ‘Of course not, darling, if you feel that you really need it. And of course we must get you inside! You must be feeling terribly stiff and tired after that long drive.’ She turned anxiously to Paul. ‘Everything’s ready, isn’t it, dear? Boddy was warned to have tea ready? And David’s room …?’

         ‘Everything is completely ready,’ Paul reassured her soothingly, and for the first time she felt a twinge of sympathy for this strangely arrogant male who went by the name of David Falcon when she saw him dragging one foot noticeably over the flags of the terrace, and realised that his face was twisted with pain. ‘Here, lean on me,’ she said quickly, and offered him her arm. ‘Please do, Mr. Falcon!’

         He looked down at her from his infinitely superior height, and because the shoulder she offered him looked a little inadequate he smiled curiously. But he leant on the shoulder just the same.

         ‘Thanks,’ he said briefly.

         Nothing more. No apologies for burdening her with his weight, or anything of that sort.

         They passed through an open french window, not into the drawing-room, but the dim coolness of a library. He glanced about him at the dark oak furniture, the panelled walls, the richness of velvet hangings and morocco bindings.

         ‘It’s good to be home,’ he said, and lowered himself into a chair. He looked up at Paul, schoolgirlishly slight in her much-washed cotton dress, as blue as a blaze of larkspur. ‘Good girl!’ he approved. ‘There’s about as much of you as there is of a thistle when it’s blowing in the breeze, but thistles are notoriously sturdy. I was glad of that shoulder of yours!’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         Two
       mornings later Paul watched him limping across the lawn, with Hicks, his chauffeur-valet, keeping a pace or two behind. Hicks was carrying books and papers and a camel-hair rug, and their destination was a long cane chair set up in the deep shade of a cedar tree.

         It was a perfect June morning, with the dignified grey shape of the house standing out against the pale blue sky, and scents from the rose-garden floating on the gentlest of breezes. Hicks made his master comfortable, but was forced to carry the rug back to the house, because it was rejected with unmistakable impatience; and as soon as he was alone the owner of High End ignored all the literature that had been provided for him, and the accounts of other people’s activities in the daily press, and lay staring up into the dark green of the cedar tree, with a cigarette smouldering between his fingers.

         He was not precisely an invalid any longer, but there was a great deal that had to be done for him. If he dropped anything, he was unable to bend and pick it up and deal with a stick at the same time, and at mealtimes his stiff leg had to be carefully disposed beneath the table, and these petty annoyances made him irritable. Any sudden movement, or any movement that was not calculated, caused him obvious pain still, and if anyone accidentally stumbled over his thrust-out leg in the drawingroom he turned white, and little blue shadows played about his mouth.

         But although his mouth was grimly set, and his strange dark eyes were glittering, when he felt Paul’s eyes fly to his face he met them with something challenging, and a trifle mocking, between the thick black eyelashes that were the only slightly feminine thing about him.

         ‘You think I haven’t any control,’ his look said; ‘but I have! I don’t snap because I enjoy it!’

         The strange part about it was that he always treated Paul to a kind of suave politeness that made her feel uncomfortable. If he had snapped at her she could have stood up for herself, and would have done so. As it was, she was thankful for the excuse of her work that kept her out of the way for the better part of each day, apart from mealtimes, and during mealtimes she maintained as discreet a silence as possible. It was Mrs. Falcon who chattered about her numberless good works—the various charities she was actively interested in—and if she somewhat unwisely tried to interest her son in her favourite benevolences at a time when he was not fit to be interested in very much, and the results made her look a little upset sometimes, she really had only herself to blame, as Paul recognised.

         He was only fit to be left alone—or it was wiser to leave him alone to lick his own raw wounds, and brood on this unkind blow Fate had dealt him. Later on, when the iron had bitten really deep into his soul and could bite no deeper, then his attitude might change a little. But until then it was best to leave him to his own devices, and to respect the moods that made him quite unapproachable at times.

         Not that his old friends forgot him or left him alone. The mail every morning contained a heavy assortment of letters for him, and the envelopes ranged from delicate pink parchment (often with a slight perfume adhering to them) to plain, handmade club ones. When she took them in to him in the library he betrayed no particular interest, but that, as she realised, could have been a mere façade he was putting up. Sometimes he just said, ‘Oh, shove them over there!’ and she wondered when, and how often, he answered them, and whether she ought to offer her secretarial services. But a man who received pink scented envelopes was hardly likely to require a secretary to deal with them!

         Then there were a lot of visitors to the house in those early days after his return to High End. They drove up in cars, walked across the fields from the village, and even cantered up the drive on hired hacks. One young woman arrived on a splendid specimen of a young bay mare with a white star in the middle of its forehead, and when she had handed over the animal to the young undergardener, she walked across the lawn by herself in search of David. He was enjoying a nap at the very moment of her sudden appearance, in jodhpurs and a bright yellow sweater that was as yellow as the hair that streamed from her shapely head, and Paul, who was on the terrace at the time, saw him struggle from his chair and greet her, and place her in a chair. She stayed for elevenses, and a full hour after that, and at lunch time David was looking grimmer than ever, and didn’t seem to have much appetite.

         In the afternoon another young woman arrived from London, and she had driven herself in a small pale blue car. She had red hair, and from the solitary glimpse Paul caught of her was quite exquisite, and much more sophisticated than the morning’s visitor. She announced that she was putting up at the local inn, and David had to get his mother to ask her to dinner the following night.

         ‘Of course, darling,’ Mrs. Falcon said fondly, ‘any friends of yours! And I’m afraid the local vicar and his wife, and the doctor and so forth, are not terribly entertaining!’ patting his sleeve as if she understood perfectly.

         But David looked two shades grimmer than he had done that morning.

         Two mornings later he announced at lunch that he thought they’d better have a notice-board stuck up at the end of the drive, forbidding visitors.

         ‘It’s getting a bit much!’ he said. ‘You can never be quite certain how much peace you’ll get from dawn till dusk, and I’m getting a bit tired of telling people how I manage to get about with a gammy foot, and that I’m not actually pining to be off to Tibet, or somewhere far from here.’ He looked with a kind of harsh mockery in his eyes at Paul. ‘And I’m going to need your assistance, Miss Hilliard, with my letters … My correspondence, I should say. Some of the more personal stuff I’ll deal with myself—I wouldn’t like to embarrass you!’ the mockery plainly seeking to do that very thing—‘but there’s a certain amount of estate stuff which has to be dealt with. Can you let me have an hour, or something like that, each morning?’

         ‘Of course,’ Paul answered.

         Mrs. Falcon looked concerned.

         ‘We don’t want to overwork Paul,’ she objected. ‘She has a great deal to do for me. And you do employ a bailiff, darling! Surely he can deal with the estate stuff?’

         ‘Then we’ll put Miss Hilliard on to the more personal stuff,’ David said smoothly, as if he was enjoying himself. ‘Are you more or less shock-proof, Miss Hilliard? You look as if you might be.’

         ‘David!’ his mother objected more strongly.

         But Paul didn’t even colour.

         ‘Before I worked for your mother I worked for a film star,’ she explained, ‘and she hadn’t enough time to deal with all the love letters that reached her. Before I left her I was answering some of them on my own initiative.’

         David actually grinned, and his teeth flashed very white.

         ‘Touché!’ he exlaimed. ‘I feel I should say, touché, touché! You shall certainly cope with mine! And, talking of film stars, did you know that Miss Bransome, who was here the other night, is what they call a straight actress? She’s starting in a new play next week, and that’s why she’s had to return to town.’

         ‘Oh, darling, what a pity,’ Mrs. Falcon murmured. ‘I thought her most attractive.’

         ‘Yes; she is, isn’t she?’ her son agreed. ‘Miss Julia Bransome—lovely of lovelies! Far too lovely to be a straight actress! It may not altogether surprise you to learn that she’s looking for a husband— preferably rich. To keep her in luxury when the straight plays fail.’

         Mrs. Falcon looked down at her table napkin, and started to fold it.

         Little Dawn Harding is a charming child,’ she commented, and Paul knew she was referring to the yellow-headed young woman who rode the bay mare. ‘Don’t you think we ought to invite her and her father to dinner one night?’

         ‘By all means,’ David answered. ‘The father’s quite a decent chap, and interested in archaeology. Dawn finds running a big, inconvenient house with only one servant—they can’t afford more than one—not the sort of thing she was born for, so she also is looking for a husband—preferably rich! And even if he has a gammy foot it won’t greatly matter, so long as he pays the bills!’

         He flung down his table napkin on the table without folding it, and limped over to the open french window.

         ‘Let’s have coffee out here,’ he said, in a hard voice.

          
   

         That night, when Mrs. Falcon put away her petitpoint and said she would go to bed early, Paul rose to accompany her from the room. But David put out a hand and grasped her arm.

         ‘Not you, Miss Hilliard,’ he said suavely. ‘If Mother’s tired, of course she must go to bed, but I’m in the mood for someone to talk to. I don’t sleep very well, so you won’t deny me a little soothing conversation before retiring, will you? I won’t keep you up so late that you lose your own beauty sleep.’

         ‘No, darling, please don’t,’ his mother said gently. Her eyes looked perplexed, and she was plainly wishing that she understood this son of hers better. ‘Of course, if you’d like me to stay up …?’ she added with sudden eagerness.

         But he rose and limped with her to the door, and just before he closed it on her he kissed her—an unexpectedly gentle kiss on her white forehead. Paul, who witnessed the kiss, had turned away by the time he rejoined her on the white skin rug before the fireplace, and she was trying to look as if she hadn’t witnessed it as she stared into the flowerfilled grate.

         ‘Go on, Miss Hilliard,’ he said jibingly, as he stood close to her. ‘Say it! Say that I treat my mother abominably, and that she’s far too nice a mother for a man like me. A completely selfcentred, egotistical unpleasant man! A sad example of what happens when you spoil a child in its early years!’

         Paul didn’t turn her head, or remove her eyes from the grate. There was a magnificent spray of larkspur, interspersed with stephanotis, reaching out from a glowing copper vase, and as a background to the vase and the flowers the white Adam fireplace was perfect. She was trying to tell herself that the effect could not have been more perfect.

         ‘Well?’ he said impatiently, as she didn’t appear to be going to say anything. ‘Don’t you want to know what I want to talk about?’

         At that she turned, and folded her slim hands behind her composedly. She was wearing a black dress that became her very well indeed, and her eyes were as blue as the larkspur.

         ‘Is it true that you don’t sleep very well?’ she asked, quite gently.

         He frowned.

         Oh, I get an hour or so towards dawn, and for a man as inactive as I am nowadays,’ with the first touch of bitterness she had been able to recognise in his voice, ‘that’s probably enough.’

         ‘I’m sure there are drugs that would help you. You don’t look the type who would come to lean on them.’

         He smiled down at her mockingly.

         ‘How kind—how kind to think that about me! Amongst all the welter of dislike you have for me, that’s one thing you can approve!’ He resumed his seat abruptly. ‘Do you mind if I sit down? I find that if I stand for longer than a few minutes the foot starts playing up a bit.’

         ‘Of course not.’ She sank down opposite him in a similar deep armchair. He was wearing a dinnerjacket, beautifully tailored, as were all his clothes, and perhaps it was the fact that he also wore a crimson silk handkerchief tucked in at the end of his sleeve that made his pallor rather marked. His eyes seemed heavy and lacklustre.

         ‘Well?’ he said again, mockingly. ‘You do dislike me, don’t you?’

         ‘I can’t think why you should think so,’ she answered.

         ‘But you don’t deny it!’ His lips smiled, but his eyes remained cold. ‘You’re as truthful as St. Paul himself! … And, by the way, I’m going to call you Paul in future, and not Miss Hilliard.’ He didn’t stop to enquire whether she had any objections, but went on: ‘You’re so truthful that you won’t deny such an obvious truth, so you say you don’t know why I think so. Well, you needn’t worry. To me, dislike is a healthy thing, and I hope you’ll go on disliking me for a long while yet. It’s because I feel I can count upon your dislike that I made up my mind to talk to you tonight. If Mother hadn’t suggested going to bed, I was going to find an excuse for her!’

         ‘I—I really don’t know what you mean,’ Paul said, uncertain in his presence for the first time because of that curious way he was looking at her. Not as if she was a young woman at all, although her chestnut hair had never gleamed brighter than it did just then in the skilfully arranged lighting effects in the lovely long drawing-room, and her skin had never so closely resembled a pale spurt of apple blossom.

         She was not so much aware of these things herself, but as a man—a connoisseur of women, which she felt sure he was—he could hardly be unaware of them! She put back her head a little, so that her neck looked like a pale flower stem, and the lovely cloud of hair fell away from her face, and her blue eyes acquired depths.

         ‘It’s quite simple,’ he said. ‘You’re the only woman I’ve met—and I suppose I can call you a woman, although you don’t look much more than about nineteen to me—who has taken a dislike to me on sight, and apart from everything else it’s a unique experience.’

         ‘I’d better tell you, Mr. Falcon,’ she said, keeping her face expressionless, ‘that I’m twenty-five; I shall soon be twenty-six. And I didn’t take a dislike to you on sight—I disliked you before ever I met you!’

         ‘You …’ For the first time she knew she had surprised him. ‘Why on earth did you do that?’

         ‘Oh——’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘You never came home, you never bothered about your mother, although your letters, apart from her charities, were the only things that seemed to give life any savour for her. You preferred to wander far afield, and to keep on wandering, and even when you returned to London you didn’t notify her immediately. She had to be notified by the police that you were involved in an accident!’

         ‘I’m sorry about that,’ he said, rather curtly. ‘It was something that should never have happened, I agree. But please go on.’

         She went on, in the same calm, condemning tone as before.

         ‘You have a lovely home here, but apparently it has never meant very much to you. It never occurred to you that you had any duties at home. You are fortunate—a rich man who can do almost exactly as he likes, and yet you made excuses that kept you away at the far end of the world. If you’d had to stay away it would have been different.’

         ‘You’re probably right.’ She watched his slim brown fingers cupping the flame of a match as he lighted a cigarette. ‘But do go on!’

         ‘In life we can’t do exactly as we please all the time. We all have responsibilities.’

         ‘Even you, little Saint Paul?’ looking at her almost insolently through a fragrant haze of cigarette smoke.

         ‘I have no one nowadays for whom I can make myself responsible,’ she admitted, a trifle sadly. ‘My father died two years ago, and I don’t remember my mother.’

         He rested his sleek dark head against the cushion behind him, and slanted her a look of interest in place of the insolence.

         ‘And you and your father were very close?’ he suggested.

         ‘Yes.’ She looked surprised.

         ‘You would be!’ he exclaimed. ‘You’re just the type to treat a man who wanted a son instead of what he got when you arrived as if he’d welcomed you from the beginning! What was your father?’ he asked curiously.

         ‘A laboratory assistant.’

         ‘A cold-blooded tribe!’ he commented. ‘Well, is there anything more that you would like to get off your chest in connection with my many defections? You have succeeded in convincing me that you don’t merely dislike me—you despise me, and that should upset me, but it doesn’t. The healthier and stronger the contempt you hold me in the better. Now, will you listen to me for a few moments?’

         ‘Of course.’ She sat back in her chair, and even as she did so she realised that the movement was prim, and it annoyed her slightly, because she wasn’t in the least prim really. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve said things that I had absolutely no right to say,’ she apologised, suddenly appalled because she had said them.

         ‘Not at all! I’ve had worse things said to me in my thirty-five years—yes; I can give you ten years! —and survived them with very little difficulty. Your criticisms may have the most salutary effects, you never know! However, what I want now is your assistance, even if your disapproval goes with it. You have, I believe, a very kind heart—I don’t forget how readily you offered me that small shoulder of yours to lean on on the afternoon I arrived! —and if necessary I shall trade on it. I shall point out to you that I may be a cripple for the rest of my life, and a little humanity at least should be shown to me.’

         ‘Go on,’ she said, her soft lips compressing themselves.

         She thought he smiled fleetingly in a way she had never seen him smile before, and while he did so his thin brown face looked softened and whimsical.

         ‘I want to get away from all this. I’ve got to get away from it!’ He saw the swift disapproval that flashed into her face, and he shook his head. ‘Oh; no, it isn’t just High End, and my mother. It isn’t that her endless fussing irritates me, and her unquenchable interest in local affairs bores me. Maybe they do—maybe I’m rather hopeless in some ways—many ways!’ flashing his white teeth at her. ‘But I’m also pretty near the end of my tether, although you may not believe it. Until this accident happened to me I was master of my own destiny, but now I’m not. I like feminine society—I like to take a pretty woman out to dinner, and buy her presents, and drive her to a racecourse, and see how excited she gets when she wins a packet. I like to have her aboard my yacht, along with several other pretty women, and if I were thoroughly fit, and the circumstances were as they used to be, I’d throw a house-party here, and you’d see how popular I am with other members of your sex! You may despise me, but you’re in a minority that would surprise you, because with nine women out of ten I represent the eligible husband. Not merely eligible … Highly eligible! Even now that I’m what you see I am.’

         ‘Apart from your limp, you seem to be recovering very well, Mr. Falcon,’ she said coolly. ‘Well?’

         ‘I feel like a castle that has quite suddenly been deprived of its drawbridge—the thing you pull up to ensure that the enemy can’t reach you! It’s no use posting sentries, because they’ll get in somehow, these women who haunt me. The Julia Bransomes of this world, and Dawn Hardings. They all want to mother me and look after me—Julia is willing even to give up her stage career for me—and they could all run this house beautifully, and the various other odd properties I possess; and even if I keep on limping like a lame duck they won’t seriously mind. They’ll share my income, and my bank balance—and what more could any woman who has often wondered how she was going to pay her dress bills desire?’

         He leaned towards her, and his face was white and tense.

         ‘I once had a kingdom, and its name was freedom—and I kept the keys of that kingdom! I’ll never part with them, even if I have to disappear into the Sahara—and a lame man wouldn’t last long there! I told you I would appeal to your pity, and I’m doing it now. A friend of mine, never mind who he is, has offered me a hideout on the Welsh coast, and until I’m hundred per cent fit I’m going there. But I want you to come with me—as my secretary, if you like. That would make it respectable, and I really am going to start writing a book about my travels, so you’ll have plenty to keep you occupied. But your main job will be——’

         ‘Keeping off your women friends!’ she finished in a voice like a small, cold drip of ice.

         ‘Yes!’ He actually smiled at her in a comradely way. ‘You detest me—I shall be quite safe with you. That’s why I’m picking on you. And we’ll tell my mother that I must get this book done, and she’ll part with you for a few months, at least … weeks if you find you can’t endure the life. I warn you that it will be very quiet, very isolated, where we’re going.’

         ‘I haven’t said I’ll go, Mr. Falcon—but will you tell me one thing? Will you answer one question truthfully?’

         He lifted his hand.

         ‘Cross my heart!’

         ‘Is it just—women—you want to escape from, or is there one particular woman you want to run away from?’

         His strange dark eyes surveyed her rather oddly. She noticed for the first time that they had curious little glints in them.

         ‘You’re a shrewd young woman, Miss Paul Hilliard—a very shrewd young woman! The man who marries you will have to display a blank sheetrepresenting his past life—before you’ll consent, and even then you’ll probably want outside references! No; there is no particular woman in my life. Not one. There never has been.’

         Paul looked down at her hands, clasping one another in her lap.

         ‘I’ll have to think this over,’ she said.

         ‘Of course,’ he returned smoothly. ‘But you’re a very human little soul, Paul—I think you’ll agree.’
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