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  Chapter One




  INVITATIONS TO A PARTY




  TEDDY LANE was pulling a flower to pieces, a rose that, characteristically, he had neither bought

  nor grown, but had picked up on the pavement where someone had dropped it.




  “She loves me, she loves me not,” he murmured. “Shall I? Shan’t I?” Shall I send those letters, he meant. Or, say I do send them, shall I send them all

  to-night? Or shall I spread them out, one at a time? Aren’t four people four times as dangerous as one, considering who the four are? And not forgetting, of course, the link that bound

  them together, probably the only thing they had in common, the fact of being in Teddy Lane’s power. But—and here he flung down the dismembered and ruined rose—if that’s the

  case, wouldn’t one by himself be more dangerous still?




  There’s safety in numbers, declares the old saw. Teddy Lane made a sound that really was a hollow groan, and not because he was feeling theatrical but because he was horribly afraid, and

  with more cause than even he knew. Safety was something he never expected to meet again, probably wouldn’t even recognise it if he did, it was such a stranger to his experience. He

  hadn’t been safe when, as Captain Edward Lane, aged nineteen, he had been recommended for a Military Cross—though, characteristically, thought the embittered man that young hero had

  become, he had never got it, but there had been nobility in that kind of danger. There was no nobility at all about the peril that encompasses the path of the practised blackmailer. Because, shorn

  of frills, that was his profession. Battening on other men’s misfortune a judge had recently described it; collecting dues from society, retorted Teddy Lane.




  The last rose-petal fell. Teddy picked up the four letters, saw he’d run things precious fine, and bolted for the post before he had time for more consideration. The fellow was just

  locking the box as Teddy came panting up, but he took the letters none too graciously and dropped them into his bag. Teddy walked slowly back to the shoddy little flat where, provided you

  didn’t actually leave a body on the doorstep or get embroiled with the police, no one asked uncomfortable questions. He took the lift to the sixth floor, went into what he called the hall of

  his flat, a minute black hole with a telephone and a couple of coat-hooks, and thence to the living-room, furnished by the management with due consideration for their pockets.




  All the flats in this block—gentlemen’s chambers they were called in the prospectus and gentleman covered practically anything—were alike. Living-room looking across the street

  leading to bedroom looking into a well, minute bathroom, no kitchen. Tenants went out to their meals or ate from paper bags. Some, like Teddy, relied mainly on bottles. Take them by and large,

  cheerless surroundings for existences more at home in the dark than the light.




  Teddy was so used to it he scarcely noticed the meanness, the sordidness of it all, any more than he noticed the porter’s bad service and innuendoes. Chaps have to live somewhere,

  he’d tell you, and when you’re fifty-six and haven’t a job or any prospect of one, no influential relations, no money, no pull of any kind, you can’t expect Buckingham

  Palace. He shut the door, switched on the light and routed out the whisky-bottle. Presently he went into the other room and took something more potent to pull him together. He administered this

  second pick-me-up with a syringe. But it didn’t cheer him much, because it reminded him of another source of trouble. People who tell you money isn’t important are people who’ve

  never felt the pinch. Money, or rather the lack of it, shaped all Teddy’s wretched existence. It was because he needed money that he had ever entered into his vicious partnership with Morell.

  Morell was a chemist who, as the police well knew, didn’t make his living out of selling tubes of tooth-paste and bottles of aspirin. He had a shady little shop in a shady neighbourhood, and

  Teddy acted as his contact man. Because, though there was a yawning gulf between young Captain Lane who had even thought it might be a privilege to die for your country, and the creature he had

  become, he still retained a veneer that Morell would never have, something called tradition that he’d inherited from a long line of simple country gentlemen, and that could still buy him the

  entry into company that wouldn’t even acknowledge Morell’s existence. And, no doubt about it, the demand for drugs was on the increase. The police were worried, the Church was worried,

  the Government was worried. Doctors were warned and a sharp look-out was kept, but the leakage went on. Young people got hold of the stuff and started ruining their lives; older habitués

  infected newcomers with the craving, and for all their efforts the police couldn’t stop up all the holes. The big men weren’t so difficult to trace, though it was often pretty difficult

  to pull them in; but the men on the fringe, the Morells and the Teddy Lanes, slipped in and out of the net, doing a little job for a little profit.




  Still, it was all grist to the mill—Teddy never gave a thought to the possible consequences of his activities—and if ever a mill needed grist Teddy’s did. He passed the stuff

  and handed the price to Morell, who gave him his share on a commission basis. Recently he’d been more than usually hard-pressed and had been compelled to use some of these payments for his

  own needs. He had been stalling Morell for some weeks, but a show-down was imminent. Somehow he had got to raise the money in the course of a few days; hence his desperate action in posting the

  letters to his four would-be victims.




  Julia Silk’s letter was brought to her by her husband, Sir Charles Silk, Member of Parliament for a country Division, who sat on the foot of her bed, drinking her coffee

  and opening his own post, while she glanced through the bundle of envelopes he had brought her. Teddy’s was at the bottom of the pile, a neatly typewritten envelope with a London postmark.

  She didn’t think it looked very interesting, probably an advertisement or an appeal.




  Charles threw his last envelope on the floor and stood up. He was a handsome, tough ex-Commando, passionately in love with his wife, and devoted to their eight-year-old son, Johnny.




  “Snow coming,” he remarked from his stance by the window. “And by the same token who’s coming to dinner to-night?”




  He didn’t say, Is anyone coming? because the house was always full of people. He complained sometimes it was like living in a hotel, but he couldn’t blame the visitors. The old

  axiom about bees and honeypots was applicable one hundred per cent where Julia was concerned. It was the same when he took her out. Heads turned, voices whispered. The charming thing about Julia

  was that she took her beauty for granted, expecting no special favours because of it. Charles never stopped wondering why she had chosen him, she who could, as they say, have had practically

  anyone.




  “Because I love you, darling,” returned Julia, sensibly.




  It had been true more than a dozen years ago, when she was Julia Gray, the brilliant young actress for whom a magnificent future was prophesied, and it was equally true more than a dozen years

  later, when she had set aside all hopes of personal ambition and was content to be Charles’s wife and Johnny Silk’s mother. For no one else, probably, would she have abandoned her

  career, but Charles said that being married to an actress was like being married to a night-watchman, and because he was her whole world she outraged the critics and retired into private life on

  her marriage. Not that there had been much time for personal happiness. War had broken out twelve months later, Charles had been whirled overseas on secret duties, and Julia found herself driving

  an ambulance at a First Aid Post.




  It was there that she met Teddy Lane. He had drifted into Civil Defence uniform via a number of rum activities, disillusioned about war and its rewards, disillusioned about peace, too, but still

  retaining some of that surface charm that had made him so successful in the mad twenties as a squire of dames, a paid dancing-partner and escort, a gigolo Charles would have said with immense

  scorn. But chaps have to live and you can’t afford to quarrel with your bread and butter, if it does take the shape of the elderly wives and widows of well-to-do men who want to recapture the

  illusion of youth. Anyhow, that was what life had handed Teddy Lane on a plate and he wolfed it down.




  On this Monday morning, receiving no reply to his question, Who’s coming to-night? Charles Silk turned to repeat it, but was stayed by the reflection of his wife’s face in the oval

  Sheraton mirror on the dressing-table.




  “Trick mirror you’ve got there,” he exclaimed. “You look—or rather it makes you look—like one of your famous old-time heroines, stricken with a mortal

  wound.”




  He said the words with a half-laugh, but his face was troubled. He was perfectly well aware it wasn’t only the mirror. And still Julia did not reply. She was staring at the sheet of paper

  in her hand as though she could not believe what she beheld. When her husband came up to take it from her she lifted eyes incredulous and anguished to his questioning face. She was beyond speech.

  It’s like that sometimes; when the thing too dreadful to contemplate suddenly becomes reality, then you’re stricken and dumb. Charles drew a shocked breath. For the first time he

  realised how his beloved would look in the hour of her death. All youth, all happiness, even the beauty he had thought imperishable, were extinguished.




  At first sight there seemed nothing in the letter to account for Julia’s alarming change of expression. It read:




  

    

      DEAR JULIA,




      Are you surprised to hear from me after all this time? The fact is I’ve managed to find a flat at last, and am planning a small reunion party on Friday next about six o’clock.

      I’m counting on you to be there (I mean that literally) so break your other engagements—believe me, it will be worth while. It’s a long time since we met, and there’s so

      much to talk about.


    


  




  It was signed Teddy and there was a postscript.






	 


      How is that splendid son of yours? I often think of him.






  “He’s a pretty cool card,” observed Charles, tossing the letter on to the blue silk eiderdown. “Expecting you to crash all your engagements to please

  him. Who is he, anyway?”




  Julia came slowly back to life. “Teddy Lane? Oh, someone I met in the war.”




  Charles frowned. “I don’t seem to recall the name. Do I know him?”




  “I shouldn’t think so. I’ve only met him once since the war and that was by chance. I’d taken Johnny to the Zoo and he suddenly appeared . . .”




  “Like a bad fairy,” suggested Charles grimly, and she started. Because that was just how it had seemed, one minute as happy as any woman alive with her eager handsome son, and the

  next knowing all that happiness menaced by a shadow she could not dispel.




  “I expect he’s lonely,” she said, speaking at random.




  “So lonely he expects you to come at the lift of a finger? Tell him to take a running jump at himself.”




  “I don’t think I can do that. I do owe him something, Charles. I really think I should have gone out of my mind if it hadn’t been for Teddy when you were reported missing. I

  couldn’t forget you were on special duties, and nobody let us forget what the Nazis did to their prisoners, particularly if they were obstinate and wouldn’t talk. Even now I can’t

  bear to think of it.”




  “Then don’t think of it and don’t pick up with this chap,” urged Charles, sensibly. “It’s ten years ago.”




  “It seems like yesterday.” Julia’s voice was muted. “Do you know what happened? I—I developed a yellow streak, lost my nerve completely, couldn’t stand any

  more of the bombing and the burning and the bodies. Teddy did my duty for three nights as well as his own. You don’t forget that very easily.”




  “I suppose not.” Charles spoke grudgingly. “All the same . . .” All the same, why suddenly pop up again after all this time he meant. He glanced at the address on the

  plain notepaper. “I know chaps can’t afford to be fussy about where they live these days,” he acknowledged, “but Ellison Mansions isn’t the sort of neighbourhood one

  cares for one’s wife to visit.” When Charles became stilted Julia knew he wasn’t liking the situation. Come to that, she wasn’t liking it herself. It wasn’t only bombs

  and fires you didn’t forget; there were other things that in a way were worse, and she knew Teddy Lane hadn’t forgotten them either.




  “Isn’t it?” she murmured vaguely. “I suppose it’s all he could find.”




  “Hasn’t the chap got a wife?”




  “He hadn’t when I knew him. Oh, I shouldn’t think so. In a sense, Charles, you could say he was a casualty from World War One. He went straight out from school and afterwards

  he couldn’t settle down. He was abroad for several years, doing various jobs. (Yes, she reflected grimly, as gigolo, escort, paid companion to rich, dissatisfied women whose husbands had to

  buy the thrills they themselves could no longer provide for their wives. And when the good times came to an end at the close of the disastrous twenties he’d fiddled and played the Black

  Market and picked up any sort of living any way he could, until World War Two brought him back into uniform and, most unhappily, into Julia Silk’s life.)




  “Look here,” said Charles, “I never heard anything so ridiculous. Let him give his piffling party without you. I’m indebted to him for past favours, if any, but bills

  can’t be collected after seven years, and I don’t see the sense of resurrecting memories that are much better buried. It’s not as if you were ever particularly friendly, because

  if you had been you’d have kept up with him all this time. So . . .”




  But Julia was shaking her head. “I think I will go, Charles. It’s your week-end for visiting your constituency, so I shan’t be neglecting you, and if I refuse I shall feel I

  ought to ask him here, and you wouldn’t have much in common . . .”




  She broke off there, repressing an appalling thought. Not much in common. If Charles knew . . . if Charles knew! But he must never know.




  “I suppose you do realise what he’s after?” said Charles rather brutally. “Chaps who pop up after ten years only want one thing, and that’s to make a

  touch.” Julia was a sweetie, but she had no sense where money was concerned. Anyone could empty her purse. It troubled him that she did not immediately deny his suggestion, Julia, the

  generous, the impulsive. Because, she told herself, that’s just what he does mean. The letter spoke of a reunion, a small party, but she wasn’t deceived. Oh, it would be small enough,

  just the two of them, and it wasn’t affection or kindly memory on his part that prompted the invitation. Invitation? It was virtually a command and he knew she would not dare disobey.




  After Charles had gone, with a shrug for the folly of women and no notion that a black mamba couldn’t work more havoc in his household than Teddy Lane, Julia lay back and thought about the

  past. Her choice now was simple, either to dance to Teddy’s piping or to tell Charles the truth, and even now she dared not risk that. How would he understand the shattering effect the news

  of his presumed death had had upon her? It had come after months of endless bombing, dirt, danger, terror and death. And Teddy had been kind. You had to give him that. To no one else had she

  confessed the actual physical fear that rent her, and Teddy had said comfortingly, “That’s all right, Julia. It’s the same with me. Honestly it is. But it doesn’t really

  matter, so long as no one else knows.”




  And he had done double duty for the best part of a week, while she officially had influenza. Then, when she had a week’s sick leave, he had offered her the use of a cottage someone had

  loaned him—and how typical of Teddy to have had kept the letter. Teddy wasn’t the kind that would give a crumb to a sparrow; he’d keep it to brown Friday’s fish.




  So—“I shall have to go,” said Julia, pushing back the blue silk eiderdown. “But Teddy Lane shall die before Charles knows the truth.”




  Harmsworth Ames was known to the whole country as the man who broke the Leaminster Case, thereby laying the foundations of a considerable fortune. He had come to success the

  hard way, starting on the lowest rung, and on the morning that he opened Teddy Lane’s letter he was a man of about fifty, big, dark-skinned (born on the Nile, said his enemies), ruthless as

  Teddy himself, equally unscrupulous and a great deal more efficient.




  “Get Harmsworth Ames,” solicitors told their clients when the situation seemed hopeless. “If anyone can save you, he’s the man.”




  The Leaminster Case had attracted attention because of eleventh-hour evidence that had made the court gasp. Joseph Leaminster had been accused of murdering his wife, and he hadn’t a hope

  in hell, said the critics. But Ames had set his magnificent teeth (he was a young silk then and the figure on his brief would scarcely buy him a pair of the hand-made shoes he wore nowadays) and

  sworn to best Skewbald, the terror of the bench. And so he had, by producing a witness called Sykes, whose evidence turned the tables. And if traducers had whispered that it was a put-up job and

  Sykes had been well paid and well briefed, and the mad hundred-to-one chance had come off, well, there was no proof and Joseph Leaminster was acquitted (and passed into oblivion) while Harmsworth

  Ames’s reputation was made.




  He had walked warily for a time, but the nine-days-wonder passed and he had hardly thought of Leaminster in twenty years. And now here from the blue was evidence that someone not only suspected

  the truth but was in a fair way to be able to prove it, and meant to do that very thing unless he got his price.




  “He’s waited a hell of a time,” reflected Ames. That might mean that Teddy Lane (and what an echo of a dead and dusty period that name awoke!) had only just

  discovered Sykes in some dump or lodging-house, or he might have held his hand for a considerable time, knowing that every year the information would increase in value. A scandal now, reflected

  Ames grimly, would break him at the height of his success.




  He pulled out this diary and made a note. Lane, Friday. 6.15 p.m.




  “Zero hour,” he said aloud, as he put the little book away. But zero hour for whom? For himself? Or the challenging Teddy Lane? Only time would show, but Ames already had

  precious little doubt. The most gallant Quixote can tilt at a windmill, but when it comes to a crash it isn’t the windmill that falters into dust.




  The third victim did not open her letter till Tuesday, when she returned from a long week-end with her doctor son. Alice Tempest was the oldest of all Teddy’s victims, a

  woman past sixty, whose whole life centred on her son. For Henry she had worked, schemed, lain awake, gone short of food and worn old clothes, forgotten what the word holiday means, in order to

  make up to him for what could never be his, a father of whom he might be proud as his young sons were now proud of him.




  A father! Just to remember George Tempest made his wife shrink. She had not set eyes on him for years, and when she thought of him it was to remember the heavy cunning lowering face in the

  dock—George Tempest standing trial for his life on a charge so horrible even the press shrank from too much detail. The victim had been a girl of seventeen, and the condition of the body had

  really saved George from the rope. Only a madman could be responsible, urged Counsel. Mrs. Tempest, twenty years her husband’s junior, with a child of three, had mortgaged everything to get

  that verdict. Sometimes in the decades that followed she wondered if she’d done right, because George Tempest was still alive almost forty years later, alive and hopelessly insane now,

  whatever he had been at the time he was sentenced. And all that long while she had prevented Henry knowing of his existence. Drowned in a boating accident when you were three, she told him

  steadfastly; and if he noticed there were no photographs of his father in the flat, and no intimate stories to tell a little boy about the man he couldn’t remember—well, Henry was no

  fool either. But he was a thousand miles from guessing the truth; the story had died away before he was in long trousers, and hardly anyone now remembered it. Only sometimes, when she

  couldn’t sleep or, sleeping, had bad dreams, Alice Tempest still saw that menacing face and recalled with a shock, that was still vital and horrible, the few years of her married life.




  And now, when she had thought the affair virtually forgotten, someone had appeared who knew the truth, someone who, though he was too wise to put it into so many words, intended to cash in on

  his knowledge. Pay up or your precious son shall learn the truth, that was what the letter meant. She read it again. The signature meant nothing to her; quite probably, she thought, it

  wasn’t even the writer’s real name. She couldn’t guess if it had been chance or a deliberate search for a victim that had taken him down to George’s part of the world. Most

  likely he had learned George Tempest’s story and wondered, in his crafty, crooked mind, if there were any relatives who could be soaked, and so he had bided his time and sifted the facts, and

  at last had come to her.




  It might, of course, have been worse. He might have gone to Henry direct, and it does a doctor no good to have it known that his father is a criminal lunatic, even if they did use some softer

  expression in these enlightened times. That wouldn’t prevent his patients eyeing one another, remembering something called heredity, and, after all, they’d tell themselves, there are

  plenty of doctors, and in matters like these it’s best to play safe. There was Angela, too, Henry’s wife, and Henry’s two boys. Alice had no intention of offering them a monstrous

  lunatic grandfather. She had not been defeated in over thirty years, and at any cost, at any cost, she repeated, she did not propose to break that record now. Her own life didn’t matter a

  straw; nor, for that matter, did Teddy Lane’s, and she was perfectly prepared to destroy them both, if necessary, so long as no hair of Henry’s head was damaged.




  The fourth victim was a young man called Gerald Ross. The public might not know much about him, but the security authorities had him noted on their files as one of the most

  promising of the younger experimental chemists in Government employ. Papers and plans of extreme secrecy passed through his hands, and obviously a man in his position could not afford the smallest

  slur on his good name.




  “A very sound fellow,” his employers said, and “Integrity beyond question, thank goodness.” And they reminded each other he had been a dark horse out of McEwen’s

  stable.




  This was Sir Reginald McEwen, that trainer of young promise to whom the country owed more than it guessed. In his private capacity he lent a hand to those who had come to grief, and it was in

  this way that he had met the young Ross. When Gerald was sixteen he had become implicated with a gang of young mobsters with no respect for law or order, and had been caught by the police when

  acting as a look-out man while the more active members of the gang broke into a warehouse. Ironically, he was the only captive, but it came out in court that the other three were well known to the

  police, and a well-meaning magistrate sent him to Borstal for three years “to keep him out of mischief.” He had no parents, no human ties, had been clapped at the age of fourteen into

  a dead-end job, which he lost when he was taken by the police. The magistrate addressed a little homily to the boy and Gerald disappeared for three years. When he was released he had his first

  stroke of good fortune. McEwen took an interest in him, discerned great possibilities and started him on what had turned out to be an honourable and distinguished career. The past, said McEwen,

  should be ignored, so far as possible forgotten. Not even Sally, whom he had married, knew of the Borstal episode. That marriage had been highly successful, his elder boy was about to sit for an

  Eton scholarship, his employers thought highly of him, everything, in short, seemed set for a hopeful future, and now someone, whose name he had never previously heard, had loomed up on the horizon

  with the age-old threat, Your money or your life.




  It couldn’t be money, he hadn’t got it. The Government didn’t overpay its scientists, and he had no private means. Sally had a little, but he didn’t intend to touch that.

  So, it must be his life, and that meant Sally and the boys, his work and all his hope. There was no one to whom he could turn for advice, because they were all dead, McEwen who had helped him, the

  chaplain, the governor of the prison, even the magistrate who had sentenced him, every man Jack of them gone, and with them all the links that bound him to Borstal. Ah, but he hadn’t allowed

  for Teddy Lane. He re-read the letter, as Alice and Julia and Harmsworth Ames had done, but nothing could alter the unmistakable meaning. Somehow (and precisely how didn’t matter) this

  fellow, Lane, had unearthed the truth and meant to profit by it. Gerald stared out of the window. It would not have surprised him to find the sky obscured by a thick yellow cloud, but the day was

  as bright as a daisy’s eye.




  Life’s unreasonable, he thought desperately, no sense, no logic. Good chaps get killed in air crashes, die of pneumonia, get drowned, run over, murdered by terrorists in obscure corners of

  the world. But Teddy Lane won’t die. Not he. You can count on that. And then, like a cloud no bigger than a man’s hand, came the thought:




  Why shouldn’t he die?




  





  




  Chapter Two




  RENDEZVOUS FOR DEATH




  MRS. TEMPEST, believing there’s no sense in postponing the unpleasant, arrived at Ellison

  Mansions rather before her time on Friday evening, and found them very much what she had anticipated. The building, which was old and smoke-begrimed, was tucked away in a cul-de-sac, and the

  general impression she gained was that the people who lodged there lived their drab existence in another kind of cul-de-sac. There was no porter on duty, since it was after half-past five, and the

  management employed no night porter. Probably, thought Mrs. Tempest, with a twisted lip, that was deliberate. They would be discreetly blind and dumb to the conduct of their tenants, probably

  wouldn’t even object to murder so long as it was tactfully engineered and the good name of the place wasn’t involved.




  Afterwards it occurred to her that this was the first time the actual word had gone through her mind.




  The door of No. 12 was opened in reply to her ring by a man who might have been created to fit his surroundings. Julia was to see a considerable deterioration in the Teddy Lane she had known ten

  years before; he wore a suit that had never been made for him, and his smile and his air of false bonhomie were as meretricious as his surroundings. He led her into a darkish room,

  furnished without taste and indifferently clean.




  “A glass of sherry,” he suggested. He had a bottle and some glasses on a tray.




  Mrs. Tempest refused. “No, thank you.”




  Teddy shrugged. “It’s not poisoned.” But even the semblance of a smile vanished from his eyes.




  “I hardly imagined it was, Mr. Lane. I should be of very little assistance to you dead. On the contrary, I should prove a considerable embarrassment. And now perhaps you will be kind

  enough to explain your reason for inviting me here.”




  “Do take some sherry,” urged Teddy, smoothly. “Honestly, it’s quite drinkable. The others will be here in a few minutes.”




  “The others?” He had caught her off guard there, and secretly he smiled.




  “I did say a party, didn’t I?” he murmured. “Anyway, it’s a very select gathering.”




  “Am I right in supposing we shall all be strangers to each other?” she suggested.




  “Shall we say people who all have something in common?”




  “Meaning that in some way or another they are all in your power? But surely you’re not proposing to share your knowledge with anyone else? That would instantly destroy its

  value.”




  “There’s safety in numbers,” said poor deluded Teddy Lane, and at once she thought: “He’s afraid,” and that gave her a sense of reassurance. Her quick mind

  instantly began to work. The years of struggle had given her the capacity to plan swiftly, to make the best of hard circumstances, and now her intelligence began darting this way and that, like the

  forked tongue of a snake. Anyone who came to this party must be Teddy’s enemy. What was there to be gained from that?




  Teddy was answering her question. “I shan’t give you away,” he promised, quite gaily. “Not, that is, if you’re prepared to co-operate.”




  Then the front door bell rang again and he went into the minute hall to see who had arrived. Mrs. Tempest heard him say, “Oh hallo, have you introduced yourselves? Come in, Julia. Lovely

  to see you again. There’s only one more person to come and then the party can begin.”




  Thanking her lucky stars that this was one of the Fridays when Charles travelled down to his constituency to meet his supporters face to face and do his best to solve their

  individual problems, Julia had put on a very plain black suit and a tiny black hat with a diamond spray; she wore very high-heeled shoes that accentuated her slender height, and she looked,

  thought Gerald Ross, like a million dollars as she strolled into the dingy hall and paused, her heart beating like a gong, wondering if she could reach No. 12 without being seen. Gerald himself had

  just arrived and entered the lift when he saw her. His first impulse was to shut the gate and shoot up without being recognised. Then he wondered, “What on earth is Julia Silk doing here?

  Surely not Mr. Lane, too?” He called softly, “Julia!” and she turned in a flash.




  “Why, Gerald, fancy seeing you here! It’s a bit off your beaten track, isn’t it? Or are you planning to blow the whole place skyhigh?”




  “I might do worse,” countered Gerald, grimly. “And if Charles knew where you were to-night there’d be murder. You must be crazy—or don’t you know the

  reputation of the place?”




  “Do you suppose I’m here for fun?” demanded Julia, and he said in a gentler voice: “Oh Julia, not you, too? Not No. 12?”




  She nodded. “How did you know? You don’t mean that you . . .?”




  “Why else?” He clashed the gate to, and they began to rise. “You know, it’s quite incredible.”




  “Oh, the whole thing’s incredible. I keep feeling I shall suddenly wake up, but, of course, I know I shan’t really.”




  As the lift creaked its way upstairs he murmured tentatively, “Julia, I don’t want to seem prying but—couldn’t you have confided in Charles?”




  “Could you confide in Sally?”




  “Good God, no!” The words shot out of him.




  Julia shrugged. “You see? We’re in the same boat. What I’m beginning to wonder is—who else is going to be in it? I thought it would just be Teddy and me.”




  “You know him then?”




  “I shouldn’t be here if I didn’t. Oh Gerald, it all seems so unfair. One does something reckless and—oh, wrong, I suppose—but something other people are doing all

  the time, and then years later, when you’ve almost forgotten and you feel you’ve paid anyhow, another bill’s presented.”




  “At compound interest. I know. And the alternative to paying it . . .”




  “Oh, there isn’t any alternative,” said Julia.




  “Only bankruptcy.”




  “So it’s just as bad for you. Gerald, why did he wait so long?”




  “Perhaps he’s only just found out; or only just realised there’s money in it.”




  “Or perhaps he’s become desperate, like animals that are perfectly harmless unless they’re starving.”




  “If you’re destroyed by a wild beast I don’t see that it helps to know it’s starving,” retorted Gerald, bitterly. He had never been precisely handsome, but he had

  inherited an air of distinction from the father who had never owned him. His own life had been so hard, he had worked so furiously to overcome its early disadvantages and make it the sound, the

  worth-while affair it had become, that he felt a murderous hate of the unknown Teddy Lane surge in his breast. A wild beast, Julia had said—a cobra, thought Gerald, swaying its idiot head,

  waiting for the moment to strike.




  Downstairs someone pressed the lift button. “Someone else for the party?” hazarded Gerald. “Julia—I suppose you are sure you have to go through with this?”




  “Quite sure,” said Julia, briefly. Because, though Charles loved her and was kind and understanding, mud sticks, and he’d never be able to forget that she had spent one night

  with Teddy Lane and the next in his arms. He could tell himself a hundred times that the meeting had been innocent, but—could he ever be perfectly sure? Since Julia loved her husband and son

  more than herself, more than life, she felt she would stick at nothing to preserve Charles from this knowledge.




  The lift stopped at the sixth floor and they got out. “I wonder how many of us there are going to be,” murmured Gerald, ringing the bell and hearing the lift start to descend.




  “One more anyway.” Julia stooped and picked up a small fine linen handkerchief lying on the threshold of Teddy’s flat. “A woman—and the sort of woman who

  can’t afford publicity any more than ourselves,” she decided, tucking the handkerchief into her pocket. You learned a lot from handkerchiefs. This one was very simple, very faintly

  perfumed. In a way, it was a comfort to know there would be one other woman there.




  The door of the flat opened and there was Teddy, with his sharp alert face and narrowed eyes, and nothing left of his early charm but a veneer that barely concealed the sudden, bitter rage he

  felt at the sight of them. For, without a word being spoken, they emphasised the gulf that yawned between his furtive, grabbing existence and their honourable lives. Ah, but it hadn’t always

  been like that, he thought, or they wouldn’t be here now. They’d have to dance to his piping, whether they liked it or not.




  But he could put on an act almost as well as she, and he offered his hand, remarking, “Oh hallo, have you introduced yourselves? etc. etc.”




  “We’ve been meeting in other people’s houses for some years,” Gerald told him drily. “I don’t think you mentioned it was going to be a party.”




  “Oh surely,” Teddy looked surprised as he led them into the living-room where Mrs. Tempest sat in a dusty armchair, “I said it was a reunion.”




  “Since I have never met either of your visitors before we can hardly be said to be re-united,” Alice Tempest observed. She recognised Julia at once from various photographs that had

  appeared in the society press. She had no notion who Gerald might be, except that he certainly was not Sir Charles. But she felt a stab of relief at the sight of him. He didn’t look the kind

  of man to knuckle under tamely. And the plan that was already beginning to form in her mind was strengthened by the fact that he, too, was involved in the situation.




  Julia came towards her, holding out the handkerchief. “Is this yours? We found it on the mat.”




  “How careless of me! Thank you.” She looked at Teddy. “Are you expecting any more guests?”




  “Only one.” Teddy was pouring sherry. Julia took her glass and put it on the mantelpiece. Gerald waved his away. Mrs. Tempest was thinking, “What on earth can such a man have

  on people like these?” and Gerald and Julia were thinking the same about her.




  Teddy tossed off his glass and said conversationally, indicating Julia (they all noticed how careful he was not to mention names), “We worked together during the war, you know.”




  “I didn’t,” said Alice Tempest. “How should I?”




  Teddy frowned. Such a pity when people were deliberately ungracious. Julia thought, with a pang of hope, “She isn’t going to make things easy for him.” But she wondered what

  Teddy expected to get from her. Julia knew, if Gerald didn’t, that Alice’s clothes were the result of careful planning and reconstruction, and a woman who has no money for new clothes

  hasn’t much, as a rule, for blackmailers. Alice was watching Julia. It hurt her to think that Teddy, that little worm, should have this lovely creature in his power.




  “She walks in beauty like the night,” she reflected, turning as always in moments of pain to the poets she knew and loved so well. She spoke on impulse:




  “My dear, I am going to say something you may think most impertinent. Why don’t you confide in your husband?”




  Before Julia could reply Teddy cut in, “Why, come to that, don’t you confide in your son? Or you,” he turned to Gerald, “in your employers? The answer is the same in

  each case, and yet they say two heads are better than one.”




  “Don’t you believe it,” said a new voice, and Harmsworth Ames came marching in, sartorially perfect as a tailor’s dummy, for all his immense size, carrying the

  inevitable silk umbrella on his arm. Like Mr. Chamberlain, he was never seen without it. “A secret shared by more than one person soon ceases to be a secret.”




  “How did you get in?” exclaimed Teddy, momentarily taken aback.




  “Found the door ajar and thought perhaps it had been left for me.” He accepted the sherry Teddy automatically offered and sipped it. “Planning a mass murder?” he

  suggested, setting the glass down. “Beats me why fellows go to such lengths to get poison when you can buy stuff like this.”




  Teddy burned with resentment. “You needn’t talk as though I were a dishonest grocer,” he snapped.




  “No? Now that’s just what I should have thought you were.” His gaze, cool and scornful, swept the room. “Best Mixed, that’s what we are. Best Rich Mixed, you

  hope.”




  He took it for granted that everyone would know who he was, and he recognised the two younger members of the party. Mrs. Tempest might be any one of a great army of pleasant well-bred women you

  could meet on Tuesday and forget on Wednesday, or so he thought then. Like Julia, he was surprised to find her here. He wouldn’t have supposed she was worth Teddy Lane’s while.




  As for his fellow-victims, each was conscious of a new element in the gathering since his arrival. Pit him against Teddy Lane and the most sanguine would hardly venture a fiver on Teddy. He was

  a man it would be difficult to overlook in any company. A great nose dominated the face, the eyes were dark caves under beetling crags, the mouth shut fast and relentless as a dungeon. He stared at

  the thin figure of Teddy Lane, who at once became shabbier, shoddier, more frail than before. He nodded towards his fellow-victims.
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