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  Joan Aiken and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  ‘Witty and acute . . . a nice romantic thriller’ Punch




  ‘Bubbling and engaging story’ Telegraph
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  ‘A fast, lively story that builds to a fiery denouement’ Daily Telegraph
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  Foreword




  Joan Aiken was a famous and prolific author of children’s novels and stories, from The Wolves of Willoughby Chase to A Necklace of Raindrops, but she was also an excellent writer for adults. Historical romance, horror stories and thrillers flowed from her prodigious pen, all tinted with the imaginative vitality that makes her fiction so unmistakable, interesting and delightful. 
 



The six novels that have been reissued in The Murder Room belong to what you could call the Domestic Gothic genre. The original Gothic heroine of eighteenth-century novels such as The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe would be a virginal young lady who encounters the supernatural and violent emotions of terror, anguish and love. She takes herself very seriously, and is highly romantic, like Jane Austen’s impressionable Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey, who is gently teased and corrected into a more rational frame of mind. 
 



Joan Aiken shared not only Jane Austen’s initials, but also her sense of humour, and loved Northanger Abbey so much that she gave it to the hero of one of her most captivating children’s books, Felix, in Go Saddle the Sea; he travels from Spain to England, encountering thoroughly Gothic adventures of his own all the way, before realising how funny it is.
 



Yet Aiken also happened to be the mistress of horror, and her ability to convey the feeling of being terrified out of your wits is something she is brilliant at in her own Gothic novels. Aiken’s heroines face being frozen alive, murdered by madmen, burned to death and even eaten by an escaped leopard. Yet they remain dauntless. They all earn their living – usually through writing – and are capable of driving and getting a boiler to function, and seem to be pretty good on the domestic front, too. Though not quite as bold or as rude as Aiken’s immortal Dido Twite (the heroine who takes over in eight of the eleven novels that follow The Wolves of Willoughby Chase), these young women are modern in their outlook and have a sense of their own capabilities. 
 



It’s interesting to think that both Joan Aiken and Mary Stewart began writing their bestselling thrillers just before the feminist movement of the 1960s got going. Stewart was more conventional, more consciously literary and, above all, ladylike. Her heroines may be teachers, actresses or rich widows, but you know that her novels, like Madam, Will You Talk? or This Rough Magic, will end with the sound of wedding bells. They comfort and amuse, but do not challenge. 
 



Joan Aiken, on the other hand, is much more ambiguous. You can’t predict what will happen. Some of her heroines decide on a whim to lose their virginity to a total stranger and enjoy it without a shred of guilt, although they are unlikely to find peace afterwards. Others have been damaged by bad luck or ill health, and may not be moving towards a happier union with a nice man. Far from a tingle of romance being instantly reciprocated, the frail heroine of The Fortune Hunters is told by the archaeologist who saves her that ‘we hardly know each other’. A married heroine, in Died on a Rainy Sunday, fights off a surprising and unwanted advance ‘like encountering a wild animal in its burrow’, and discovers some deeply unpleasant things about her own husband. You can be pretty sure that, in The Silence of Herondale, after the hero has rescued the heroine in deep snow, true love has been found, but the ending of The Ribs of Death is, as far as romance goes, pretty bleak. 
 



An Aiken heroine is observant, shrewd, often witty and always slightly out of place. Unlike the traditional Gothic heroine, she isn’t an innocent – though she is usually vulnerable. Often she is watching the behaviour and actions of people much richer, more flamboyant and more famous than herself, and drawing her own shrewd conclusions about them. She’s naive, but no fool, and when the climax comes, fights back with unexpected courage and determination. She won’t, in other words, be defined by love, but by her own choices and talents.
 



At the heart of Aiken’s stories there is often a question about creativity, expressed in poetry, music, painting or storytelling, and whether it makes someone more or less vulnerable in negotiating the world and its dangers.
 



It’s not much of a stretch to see this as coming from Aiken’s own experience of life. An astoundingly productive author who wrote over a hundred books in a wide variety of genres, she finished her first novel at sixteen and was published at seventeen, with a story about a man who cooks his wife’s head in a pressure cooker. She published her first collection of magical stories for children, All You’ve Ever Wanted, in 1953 but did not begin writing for a living until her husband died in 1955, leaving her with two young children. To make ends meet she joined the magazine Argosy, and then the advertising agency J. Walter Thompson, writing jingles for Dairylea cheese by day and stories by night. The book that launched her into fame, The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, followed in 1963, and from then on she was unstoppable.
 



Yet as the daughter of the famous Conrad Aiken, Pulitzer Prize-winner and Poet Laureate of America, with an elder brother and sister who were both novelists, she knew more about the writer’s life than most. ‘I don’t aspire to be the second Shakespeare. I want to be the first Carreen Gilmartin,’ says the young playwright in The Silence of Herondale, and the bestselling Tuesday in The Ribs of Death is also not content to rest on mere precocity. Although Aiken published so much that she makes creative writing seem easy, Tuesday comes closest to what actual writing is like when she complains that ‘if you think it’s not hard work scraping out your thoughts from inside you and putting them on paper, that just shows how crass you are’.
 



If writing is hard work, so is finding the right person to love. Aiken’s Gothic novels put her heroines through a variety of ordeals, from escaping a killer wielding a pair of garden shears in Died on a Rainy Sunday to plodding through deep snow in The Silence of Herondale, but in the end she must both solve a crime and know her own heart. The right men prove themselves to be such largely by paying attention, and, in their unromantic way, being romantic heroes who are calm and kind rather than fabulously handsome, rich or glamorous. They are, effectively, the antidote to the Gothic hero, much as the sensible Henry Tilney is in Austen’s Northanger Abbey.
 



The landscape and weather through which Aiken’s heroines travel are always bound up with the plot. Fans of The Wolves of Willoughby Chase will recognise her fictional Yorkshire village of Herondale as the same remote place where Bonnie, Sylvia and Simon hole up after the cousins’ escape from the terrifying orphanage. More often, heroines go to Cornwall, where Aiken lived and often holidayed herself, and are exposed to its changeable weather and storm-lashed cliffs. The mood is always one of threat and gloom, even on the rare occasions when, as in the funniest of these novels, Trouble With Product X, the sun shines; ultimately, it’s the damp that does for everything, whether it’s a top-secret formula or a serial killer. 
 



This very British version of pathetic fallacy is one of the things that make Aiken such fun, as is the familiarity of the ordinary struggle to stay warm, dry and fed. The buildings her heroines run from are not the Castle of Otranto, but the cold and hostility render the damp country cottages and middle-class family homes nasty enough. Tim in Hate begins at Home (Dark Interval in the US) recognises almost too late that his own home has contributed to his wife’s nervous breakdown, with its ‘miasma of despair . . . behind the well-remembered smell of moulting dogs, dry rot, stagnant flower-water, decaying leather upholstery . . . How could Caroline ever have recovered in this house?’ 
 



The essential struggle of an Aiken heroine is always to hang onto her kindness and innate sense of who she really is. We follow her through thick and thin because the author’s deceptively fluent, witty, atmospheric style tells us a good deal more about human nature than we expect, while never forgetting to give us a thoroughly entertaining story.
 



Amanda Craig 
 

London, February 2015
 

  





  




  Introduction




  As well as writing children’s books, beloved by generations and still avidly read today, Joan Aiken also quickly established herself in the 1960s as a witty author of

  adult suspense with the ability to keep readers of all ages on the edge of their seats. Too inventive to stick with a formula she nevertheless revelled in the atmosphere of Gothic parody and was

  often compared with Mary Stewart. In the tradition of Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey Joan gave her long-suffering heroines a set of literary references to support them through their

  frightful ordeals, and usually a quirky sense of humour, making full use of her own extensive literary background.




  In true Gothic style these hapless heroines would become embroiled in a series of events not of their own making, and were usually possessed of many stalwart characteristics

  – not least a literary education – if not always endowed with obvious physical charms. And they were, of course, always a version of Joan herself: small, slightly gap toothed, and red

  haired, extremely enterprising, physically intrepid and fearless to the end. She loved to share episodes from her own life, and those who knew her also became accustomed to the dubious pleasure of

  discovering (albeit disguised) episodes from their own lives in her books – although told with such warmth and humour that she was swiftly forgiven!




  What she could also guarantee were indefatigably sinister villains, mounting and finely controlled tension, complex plots, and hair-raising climaxes, often with an unusually

  high body count. As she confessed, ‘I often have more characters than I know what to do with.’




  Admired and enjoyed by many of her crime-writing contemporaries such as John Creasey, H.R.F. Keating, Francis Iles and Edmund Crispin, Joan Aiken’s adult novels of

  suspense have lost none of their charm, and their period settings are sure to appeal to a new generation of readers who grew up on her children’s books.




   




  Lizza Aiken, October 2014
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  Chapter One




  It was wonderful and miserable—wonderful to be driving home to her own house in the green-gold late autumn evening; miserable because there was nobody to share it with.

  Wonderful to be able to sink into bed without setting the alarm, chilling to think of Joanna’s sidelong smile—“Of course I know you say you’ll be coming back to the

  office in a month or two, but after all there’s no need to, is there?” Wonderful Joanna, false, dear friend, such fun to be with, such a diverting, barbed line of wit about office

  colleagues—and undoubtedly, in different company, about oneself. Wonderful Joanna, who happened to know about this enchanting miniature house for sale situated a safe, oblivious distance from

  London; wonderful Joanna who perhaps wanted one’s job for herself?




  The little car sped on across the marsh through the green-gold light towards a bank of black cloud.




  “Why such a little car?” Joanna had said. “If it were I, I’d splash on something really ostentatious. But of course you’d despise that, wouldn’t you? Always

  such good taste. . . .”




  It was queer how the money cut you off from your friends. Whether you spent it or saved it, you couldn’t be right; you were ostentatious and patronising if you bought them all drinks and

  mohair sweaters, mean if you didn’t. And so many of them just avoiding you, as if money were an infectious disease, rather an unpleasant one. The sensitive stinkers, thought Annette, swerving

  to avoid a leisurely hare tittupping across the road; I wouldn’t value my own nice feelings above somebody else’s loneliness.




  Of course it was a classic situation. There was no need to feel herself peculiarly ill-used. The Sunday papers each week were dotted with heart-rending human-interest stories of pools winners

  who started hitting the bottle and skidded to the verge of suicide because their erstwhile friends and neighbours self-consciously shunned them. Sudden wealth was the great insulator, second only

  to sudden bereavement. And she, Annette, had the bad luck to be afflicted with both. Money oppressed people, grief scared them—made them feel, she supposed, inadequate. (But who wants

  adequacy when he is unhappy? You don’t ask people to dart about and be efficient—what you desperately long for is the warmth of casual human companionship.)




  It was interesting, too, Annette mused, swooping the car over one of the recurrent little bridges that spanned the crisscross marsh dykes: the people who normally seem most confident, most

  capable, are the first to buckle and turn tail in the face of someone else’s unhappiness. Because, fundamentally, it is their own performance they are worried about, not the other

  person’s needs? You have to have humility to be able to help people in trouble.




  Take Philip, for example.




  Let’s not take Philip, her mind objected.




  Oh, very well. I was only pointing out—




  Well, don’t. And anyway, Philip has humility—as well as a kind heart. He is really very diffident about himself.




  Diffident for the wrong reason: from self-consciousness.




  Oh, be quiet! And tend to your driving.




  Switching her mind from this unsatisfactory—and all too familiar—interior dialogue, she closed her right-hand window, on which rain was beginning to splat, and concentrated firmly on

  the road ahead.




  I’m glad I’m not walking, she thought with a wonderful feeling of luxury. At the end of this bleak, rain-swept road her house waited for her, snug and firelit.




  No boring tasks demanded her attention, or uncongenial people: there were no awkward interviews to be faced, obligations of telling artists how their work had failed to achieve what was wanted,

  or efforts to reconcile antagonistic viewpoints in temperamental office colleagues. None of that. And no worries about late contributions, irate printers, copyright infringements, disputes over

  fees, libellous errors in captions. No cares of any kind. Just the little house ready to welcome her, filled with the furniture she had lovingly sought and bought, gay with the colour-schemes she

  had chosen. I really am extraordinarily lucky, Annette told herself.




  Then she saw the woman with the push-chair.




  The rain was flailing down by now, bouncing up from the road in gravelly splashes, but the woman, clad only in a shapeless grey costume, with no topcoat, walked slowly in the downpour, doggedly,

  as if she had a long way to go and felt there would be no point in hurrying. Who was in the push-chair Annette couldn’t see—an adult evidently from the size, but so muffled up in rugs

  and waterproof sheeting that no face was visible.




  Braking, she drew to a halt beside the pair, shoved down the window, and shouted, “Want a lift?”




  As if they wouldn’t! However, the woman took her time about answering. She had a prim, down-drawn face, hardly raised her lashless eyes to Annette’s but kept them fixed mostly on the

  tips of her sodden laced shoes.




  “Well—it’s kind of you, but hardly worth it now—we’re so wet already—”




  “Oh nonsense,” Annette said. “You must have miles to go. There’s not a house along this road till Crowbridge. Is that where you’re going?”




  “Yes, but the push-chair—you could never take it in the car.”




  “It folds, doesn’t it? It’ll go in the trunk,” Annette said with immense optimism.




  “And then you’ll get so wet and we’ll muddy your car—”




  The woman seemed prepared to stand arguing forever with the rain flattening her grey hair, but Annette jumped out decisively, hugging her red corduroy coat round her, and opened the trunk and a

  rear door.




  “Now,” she said, “if you can help your—” Was the occupant of the chair male or female? She still hadn’t seen the face, which was hooded over by a fold of

  groundsheet. The woman, however, having apparently come to a decision at last, edged the muffled figure into the back seat with surprising speed and then helped Annette fold the big push-chair,

  tipping it sideways into the opened trunk and tethering it to the spare tyre with a bit of rope.




  “The lid won’t quite shut; never mind. It won’t fall out. Jump in quick!”




  They were off again with a spurt of muddy water from the wheels, cutting through the puddles on the ill-kept road.




  The woman had elected to go in the back seat by her charge. She evidently preferred not to talk, and after a few commonplaces about the suddenness of the storm Annette abandoned any attempt at

  conversation. In any case she needed most of her concentration for the road, dimly seen through the weaving ripple of rain on the windscreen.




  Not a word, meantime, from the second passenger.




  But presently Annette heard a low, harsh humming, all on two notes, from behind her. At first she thought it was some trick of the rain on the roof, then the woman said, “Don’t,

  Doris,” and the humming stopped.




  So the other passenger was a female. What was the matter with her?




  “You live in Crowbridge?” Annette said presently, feeling the silence grow oppressive.




  “Yes. If you could put us down just this side of the town—before you get to the Sea Gate . . .”




  The toneless voice wavered and halted; suddenly Annette realised that the woman’s evident reluctance to talk came not from lack of manners or hostility but from desperate nervousness. Why?

  Was Annette giving a lift to a case of bubonic?




  Although she had put this suggestion to herself as a joke, somehow it stuck in Annette’s mind, and, like most highly strung people in the near presence of illness, she began to feel odd

  symptoms—her scalp prickled, her shoulder blades ached.




  “You’re an ass,” she told herself. “Finish convalescing from one illness before you start imagining yourself into another.”




  Just the same, her neck did tickle. . . . She rubbed it. A moment later she rubbed it again.




  “Don’t, Doris,” said the woman in the back.




  Don’t what? Annette wondered. The humming had not begun again.




  The road looped up, here, over a shoulder of high land; ahead lay another grey, drenched expanse of marsh, with Crowbridge, the little town perched on its knoll, barely visible in the

  distance.




  “You would have had about four and a half miles to walk,” Annette said. “You would have been soaked.”




  “It’s not far when you’re used to it.”




  Annette rubbed her neck again.




  “Doris!” the woman said sharply.




  There was a queer, hoarse murmur. Then, for a moment of incredulous horror, Annette felt two hands which came over the back of her seat and rubbed lovingly, sensuously, on her throat—for a

  moment only, before they suddenly clamped on her windpipe in a fierce, throttling grip. A hoarse voice was whispering in her ear: “Now I’ve got you. I’ve waited a long time for

  this. Now I’ve got you. I’ve waited a long time for this. Now I’ve got you. I’ve waited—”




  Over and over, like a parrot, or a faulty record.




  Annette gasped, jerking sideways—and then mercifully got her foot on the brake and kept it jammed there as the car reeled across the road and came to rest against the opposite bank.




  “Doris! Let go of the lady’s neck! At once, I tell you!”




  There was a guttural murmured protest and the sound of a smack. The grip abruptly relaxed. Annette leaned forward, gagging and coughing.




  “Are—are you all right?” The woman was really desperate now. “I’m not—I should never have accepted—”




  “I’ll be all right in a minute,” Annette coughed. Why didn’t you warn me? she wanted to say.




  “We’ll get out here and walk the rest of the way—if you wouldn’t mind helping me down with the push-chair— I can’t manage it on my own. I’m ever so

  sorry, I really am. I should never have let you—”




  “You should never have let her.”




  Annette got out, and the rain steadied her—that and not being within reach of those bony, garrotting hands. “What’s the matter with her?”




  “She’s—she’s gentle as a rule.” The woman made a fumbling, helpless attempt to undo the rope that tethered the push-chair in the trunk. Annette helped her

  speechlessly and then stood in fascinated repugnance while Doris was shoe-horned out of the car.




  Doris was reluctant to move—but in the end she came, voicing her protest in a low-pitched mumble that continued all the time she was being strapped and groundsheeted. This time Annette did

  get a view of her. A big, strong girl, Doris, her hair lank, her face, with its sideways drag, lost, forlorn, wild . . . but with a flicker of malice at the back of the deepset, unfocused eyes. A

  face to give one the cold grue.




  “I’m ever so grateful to you,” the woman said, tucking a last fold of the waterproof sheet carefully over her charge. “Ever so sorry. I do hope you’ll be all

  right.” She went on nervously, her knuckles white as they gripped the handle of the chair, “I’d be very obliged if—if you wouldn’t mention what happened to

  anyone.”




  “No, all right. I’ll be fine, thanks,” Annette said dryly. “You’re sure you’re okay with her?” But, without waiting to answer, the woman had

  tucked her head down and scuttled off into the rainy twilight towards Crowbridge.




  Well! Annette climbed back into the car, absently massaging her bruised throat. She didn’t, somehow, relish the thought of passing the couple on their plodding way, and decided to give

  them time to get into the town before starting the car again. It couldn’t be more than fifteen minutes’ walk for them from here.




  She switched on the parking lights, pulled the car over to the correct side of the road, and leaned back in her seat, lighting a cigarette with hands that shook slightly. Did the town contain a

  home for mental defectives? It was recommended as a salubrious resort for retired people and convalescents, with its peace, its seclusion, its sea air, its nine-hole golf course; perfect for

  patients recovering from heart strain, ulcers, or the stress of city life; but Annette couldn’t remember any mention of an asylum. . . .




  She had smoked her cigarette to its end and was sitting in a half-doze, reluctant to move, when somebody tapped on the window a couple of inches from her right cheek. Annette started violently

  and then, angry at herself for this betrayal of nerviness, opened the window.




  “I beg your pardon if I disturbed your train of thought, but are you going to park here for the night, or are you going into Crowbridge?”




  A cheerful, bearded giant was framed in the window, looking down at her. On a closer view of her face he gave a small, startled whistle of dismay.




  “I say, are you feeling queer or something? Are you all right?”




  “Of course I’m all right,” Annette said curtly. “Sorry—I didn’t mean to snap at you”—seeing his expression of concern intensify if anything.

  “It’s only that I’m convalescing after jaundice and I have dizzy spells occasionally; but they don’t last any time. What can I do for you—do you want a lift into

  Crowbridge?”




  “Yes,” he said unabashedly. “I’m parked a hundred yards back with two flat tyres—the site where I’m working is death on ’em. I’ve got a dinner

  date tonight at eight, otherwise I wouldn’t object to hoofing it. But are you sure you’re okay to drive? I’ll take her in for you if you’re feeling faint.”




  “No, really I’m all right now. I shan’t send you into the ditch. Hop in.”




  He was so large that he had to bend into three before he could negotiate her front seat. His windbreaker and corduroys were soaking wet and plastered with mud.




  “What a climate!” he said. “But one has to put up with it. They don’t have Roman remains where I come from—or none that have been discovered yet.”




  “Where do you come from?”




  “New Zealand. I’m over here on an archaeological fellowship.”




  “Oh. When you said you were working on a site, I took it for granted you were a bricklayer.”




  “Bricklayers don’t work such long hours,” he said, grinning.




  Arrived at the town, they ran in under the massive fourteenth-century Sea Gate and nosed through narrow, rain-swept, empty streets.




  “Where can I drop you?”




  Crowbridge at night—even on a wet, windy October night—looked like pure magic. Small street-lamps, tethered high on the timbered sides of houses, threw glancing diagonal patches of

  light down cobbled sidewalks.




  “Isn’t it a witch-town?” he said. “I’m staying at the Bell. Is that out of your way? Do you live here?”




  “No, it’s not out of my way. I have a house in Crossbow Lane, round a couple of corners farther on.”




  “I really am grateful,” he said when she stopped outside the Bell Inn with its wildly swinging signboard. “Can we meet again? I’d like to buy you a drink sometime in

  return for that ride. My name’s Noel Hanaker.”




  “Annette Sheldon,” she said. “I’d like that very much. Hadn’t you better hurry now if your date’s at eight?”




  “Too right,” he said cheerfully. “If it was a girl it wouldn’t matter—many’s the sultry blonde I’ve kept waiting; they lap it up—but it’s an

  artistic old cove that I’ve got a letter of introduction to—famous type, name of Crispin James. Wouldn’t do to keep him hanging about. Good night, Miss Sheldon—it is Miss,

  isn’t it?”




  “Yes, it’s Miss,” she said.




  “—and thanks again.”




  Annette released the handbrake and eased her car gently on over the cobbles. Crispin James! she thought. Well, well! How in the world did that rugged young extrovert come to be acquainted with

  such an internationally famous figure? If there was anything that outran the renown of Crispin James’s paintings, it was his reputation for exclusiveness, for inaccessibility, except among

  the equally great. Playing chess with Hemingway, sipping ouzo with the king of Greece, perching on a crag with the Dalai Lama, perhaps, but dinner at the Bell with an obscure young archaeologist

  from New Zealand, she would have thought, emphatically no. Maybe his reputation belied him, though; maybe he was more democratic than the glossy magazines made out.




  She drove on round the tortuous, tiny town to Crossbow Lane and parked the car at the kerb.




  One of the streep-lamps was attached to her own timbered cottage, and its light showed a length of rope dangling out of the car luggage compartment.




  That’s odd, she thought. I wonder how it got pulled out?




  She opened the trunk and found the other end of the rope attached to the spare tyre. How peculiar. Who had bothered to do that? Someone at the garage while they were servicing the car? But what

  for? And the inside of the trunk was damp as if it had been open in the rain. But there had been no rain all day, until after she had started the drive home from the furniture sale at Long Green.

  Had she been driving with the lid open?




  Annette stood with her fingers pressed tightly to her forehead for a moment, staring at the empty trunk, at the trailing rope. Then, with a small, despairing shake of her head she shut and

  locked the car.




  Rest and warmth, that was what she needed, and a hot drink—then perhaps she would remember the origin of the rope.




  There was no light on in the front room but through the window she could see the reflection of flames dancing on the ceiling. It was Mrs Fairhall’s evening off, but she had lit the fires,

  bless her. And would have left something for supper. How easy it was, Annette reflected, to get used to other people’s services. Up till six months ago she had been proud of the fact that

  nobody else had ever so much as boiled an egg for her—and now here she was, a bloated plutocrat, employing labour right and left.




  She fitted her key into the lock and then, glancing up, noticed a light in the guest-room window. Heavens, of course it was Friday, and Joanna had arrived for the weekend. Would her feelings be

  hurt because Annette hadn’t been there to receive her?




  “Hallo-oo, is that you, love?” Joanna called down the stairs.




  “Yes, it’s me. I’m sorry I’m late—I gave a young man a lift.”




  “Nice young man?”




  Joanna came round the corner of the banisters, her round, pussycat face alert with curiosity.




  “Too muddy to see. An archaeologist. New Zealander.”




  “Oh,” Joanna said dismissingly, “colonial. Not your type.”




  “Have you been here long? Were you all right?”




  “But yes, my dear, of course. Blissful Mrs F. let me in. Lucky girl, to have all this domestic staff.”




  “You make her sound like a retinue,” Annette said, laughing. “Heavens, however did I manage to get my hair so wet just crossing the sidewalk? Excuse me for two

  minutes—mix yourself a drink while I give it a rub. There’s a fine fire.”




  “Don’t hurry, my dear. We’ve all the weekend for gossip, after all. And we don’t want you catching a cold after your other ailments. You’re supposed to be

  cosseting yourself, silly girl—not traipsing around in the wet!”




  Annette changed out of her damp trousers and sweater, ran hot water, vigorously towelled her short dark hair. How could she have managed to get so wet in such a short time? What could she have

  been doing?




  She concentrated with all her strength, standing in the bathroom, her eyes fixed unseeingly on the steam-frosted mirror. Why couldn’t she remember? It was so stupid! It was like

  sleepwalking—but much more worrying. One minute your mind was with you, yours to command, and then, unaccountably, you found that it had been absent, had travelled away from you and come back

  from God knows where. Struggling for memory, you found nothing but a blank, nothing but mist.




      

        

  

        

          For Kilmeny had been, she knew not where




          And Kilmeny had seen what she could not declare . . .


        


      





      
	  





  She leaned forward, staring at the glass. Behind the globules of steam her pale image moved forward dimly to meet her. With a sudden impatient gesture she rubbed the glass

  clear, turned sharply on her heel, and ran downstairs.




  “Come and chat while I hot up the soup,” she called to Joanna, going into the kitchen.




  “Doesn’t Mrs F. do that? Do you still know how?” jibed Joanna, strolling after, glass in hand, and perching her round, compact but graceful body on the corner of the kitchen

  table. All that Joanna did was pleasing to the eye: although not one of her features would have won marks in a beauty contest, she was so neat, elegant, and well-groomed that to look at her was as

  satisfying as looking at a good picture or a well-designed piece of furniture.
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