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  Chapter One




  

    

      You have the face that suits a woman




      For her soul’s screen,




      The sort of beauty that’s called human




      In Hell, Faustine.


    


  




  Mrs Lightfoot was standing by the bay window. ‘Sit down, Miss Crayle. I’m afraid I have bad news.’




  Faustina’s mouth held its usual mild expression, but a look of wariness flashed into her eyes. Only for a moment. Then the eyelids dropped. But that moment was disconcerting – as if

  a tramp had looked suddenly from the upper windows of a house apparently empty and secure against invasion.




  ‘Yes, Mrs Lightfoot?’ Faustina’s voice was low-pitched, clear – the cultivated speech expected of all teachers at Brereton. She was tall for her sex and slender to the

  point of fragility, with delicate wrists and ankles, narrow hands and feet. Everything about her suggested candour and gentleness – the long, oval face, sallow and earnest; the blurred, blue

  eyes, studious, a little near-sighted; the unadorned hair, a thistledown halo of pale tan that stirred softly with each movement of her head. She seemed quite composed now as she crossed the study

  to an armchair.




  Mrs Lightfoot’s composure matched Faustina’s. Long ago she had learned to suppress the outward signs of embarrassment. At the moment her plump face was stolid with something of the

  look of Queen Victoria about the petulant thrust of the lower lip and the light, round eyes protruding between white lashes. In dress she affected the Quaker colour – the traditional

  ‘drab’ that dressmakers called ‘taupe’ in the thirties and ‘eel-grey’ in the forties. She wore it in rough tweed or rich velvet, heavy silk or filmy voile

  according to season and occasion, combining it every evening with her mother’s good pearls and old lace. Even her winter coat was moleskin – the one fur with that same blend of

  dove-grey and plum-brown. This consistent preference for such a demure colour gave her an air of restraint that never failed to impress the parents of her pupils.




  Faustina went on: ‘I’m not expecting bad news.’ A deprecating smile touched her lips. ‘I have no immediate family, you know.’




  ‘It’s nothing of that sort,’ Mrs Lightfoot answered. ‘To put it bluntly, Miss Crayle, I must ask you to leave Brereton. With six months’ pay, of course. Your

  contract provides for that. But you will leave at once. Tomorrow, at the latest.’




  Faustina’s bloodless lips parted. ‘In mid-term? Mrs Lightfoot, that’s – unheard of!’




  ‘I’m sorry. But you will have to go.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘I cannot tell you.’ Mrs Lightfoot sat down at her desk – rosewood, made over from a Colonial spinet. Beside the mauve blotter were copper ornaments and a bowl of ox-blood

  porcelain filled with dark, sweet, English violets.




  ‘And I thought everything was going so beautifully!’ Faustina’s voice caught and broke. ‘Is it something I’ve done?’




  ‘It’s nothing for which you’re directly responsible.’ Mrs Lightfoot lifted her eyes again – colourless eyes bright as glass. Like glass, they seemed to shine by

  reflection, as if there were no beam of living light within. ‘Shall we say that you do not quite blend with the essential spirit of Brereton?’




  ‘I’m afraid I must ask you to be more specific,’ ventured Faustina. ‘There must be something definite or you wouldn’t ask me to leave in mid-term. Has it something

  to do with my character? Or my capability as a teacher?’




  ‘Neither has been questioned. It’s simply that – well, you do not fit into the Brereton pattern. You know how certain colours clash? A tomato-red with a wine-red? It’s

  like that, Miss Crayle. You don’t belong here. That must not discourage you. In another sort of school, you may yet prove useful and happy. But this is not the place for you.’




  ‘How can you tell when I’ve only been here five weeks?’




  ‘Emotional conflicts develop rapidly in the hothouse atmosphere of a girls’ school.’ Opposition always lent a sharper edge to Mrs Lightfoot’s voice and this was

  unexpected opposition, from one who had always seemed timid and submissive. ‘The thing is so subtle, I can hardly put it into words. But I must ask you to leave – for the good of the

  school.’




  Faustina was on her feet, racked and shaken with the futile anger of the powerless. ‘Do you realize how this will affect my whole future? People will think that I’ve done something

  horrible! That I’m a kleptomaniac or a Lesbian!’




  ‘Really, Miss Crayle. Those are subjects we do not discuss at Brereton.’




  ‘They will be discussed at Brereton – if you ask a teacher to leave in the middle of the fall term without telling her why! Only a few days ago you said my classroom was “most

  satisfactory”. Those were your very words. And now . . . Someone must be telling lies about me. Who is it? What did she say? I have a right to know if it’s going to cost me my

  job!’




  Something came into Mrs Lightfoot’s eyes that might have been compassion. ‘I am indeed sorry for you, Miss Crayle, but the one thing I cannot give you is an explanation. I’m

  afraid I haven’t thought about this thing from your point of view – until now . . . You see, Brereton means a great deal to me. When I took the school over from Mrs Brereton, after her

  death, it was dying, too. I breathed life into it. Now our girls come from every state in the Union, even from Europe since the war. We are not just another silly finishing school. We have a

  tradition of scholarship. It has been said that cultivation is what you remember when you have forgotten your education. Brereton graduates remember more than girls from other schools. Two Brereton

  girls who meet as strangers can usually recognize each other by the Brereton way of thinking and speaking. Since my husband’s death, this school has taken his place in my life. I am not

  ordinarily a ruthless person but when I am faced with the possibility of your ruining Brereton, I can be completely ruthless.’




  ‘Ruining Brereton?’ repeated Faustina, wanly. ‘How could I possibly ruin Brereton?’




  ‘Let us say, by the atmosphere you create.’




  ‘I don’t know what you mean.’




  Mrs Lightfoot’s glance strayed to the open window. Ivy grew outside, freckling the broad sill with patches of leafy shadow. Beyond, a late sun washed the faded grass of autumn with thin,

  clear light. The afternoon of the day and the afternoon of the year seemed to meet in mutual farewell to warmth and brightness.




  Mrs Lightfoot drew a deep breath. ‘Miss Crayle, are you quite sure you can’t – guess?’




  There was a moment’s pause. Then Faustina rallied. ‘Of course I’m sure. Won’t you please tell me?’




  ‘I did not intend to tell you as much as I have. I shall say nothing more.’




  Faustina recognized the note of finality. She went on in a slow, defeated voice, like an old woman. ‘I don’t suppose I can get another teaching job, so late in the school year. But

  if I should get a post next year – can I refer a prospective employer to you? Would you be willing to tell the principal of some other school that I’m a competent art teacher? That it

  really wasn’t my fault I left Brereton so abruptly?’




  Mrs Lightfoot’s gaze became cold and steady, the gaze of a surgeon or an executioner. ‘I’m sorry, but I cannot possibly recommend you as a teacher to anyone else.’




  Everything that was childish in Faustina came to the surface. Her pale tan lashes blinked away tears. Her vulnerable mouth trembled. But she made no further protest.




  ‘Tomorrow is Tuesday,’ said Mrs Lightfoot briskly. ‘You have only one class in the morning. That should give you time to pack. In the afternoon, I believe you are meeting the

  Greek Play Committee at four o’clock. If you leave immediately afterward you may catch the six twenty-five to New York. At that hour, your departure will attract little attention. The girls

  will be dressing for dinner. Next morning, in Assembly, I shall simply announce that you have gone. And that circumstances make it impossible for you to return – greatly to my regret. There

  should be hardly any talk. That will be best for the school and for you.’




  ‘I understand.’ Half blinded by tears, Faustina stumbled toward the door.




  Outside, in the wide hall, a shaft of sunlight slanted down from a stair window. Two little girls of fourteen were coming down the stairs – Meg Vining and Beth Chase. The masculine

  severity of the Brereton uniform merely heightened Meg’s feminine prettiness – pink-and-white skin, silver-gilt curls, eyes misty bright as star sapphires. But the same uniform brought

  out all that was plain in Beth – cropped, mouse-brown hair; sharp, white face; a comically capricious spattering of freckles.




  At sight of Faustina, two little faces became bland as milk, while two light voices fluted in chorus: ‘Good afternoon, Miss Crayle!’




  Faustina nodded mutely, as if she couldn’t trust her voice. Two pairs of eyes slid sideways, following her progress up the stair to the landing. Eyes wide, but not innocent. Rather,

  curious and suspicious.




  Faustina hurried. She reached the top, panting. There she paused to listen. Up the stairwell came a tiny giggle, treble as the hysteria of imps or mice.




  Faustina moved away from the sound, almost running along the upper hall. A door on her right opened. A maid, in cap and apron, came out and turned to look through a window at the end of the

  hall. Her sandy hair caught the last light of the sun with a gleam like tarnished brass.




  Faustina managed to compose quivering lips. ‘Arlene, I’d like to speak to you.’




  Arlene jerked violently and swung round, startled and hostile. ‘Not now, miss! I have my work to do!’




  ‘Oh . . . Very well. Later.’




  As Faustina passed, Arlene shrank back, flattening herself against the wall.




  The two little girls had looked after Faustina slyly, with mixed feelings. But this lumpy face was stamped with one master emotion – terror.










  Chapter Two




  

    

      What adders came to shed their coats,




      What coiled, obscene,




      Small serpents with soft, stretching throats




      Caressed Faustine?


    


  




  Faustina entered the room Arlene had just left. There was a white fur rug on the caramel floor. White curtains framed the windows. The chest of drawers was painted daffodil

  yellow. On the white mantelpiece stood brass candlesticks with crystal pendants and candles of aromatic green wax made from bayberries. Wing chair and window seat were covered with cream chintz

  sprigged with violet flowers and green leaves. The colours were gay as a spring morning, but – the bed was unmade, the scrapbasket unemptied, the ashtray choked with ashes and

  cigarette-butts.




  Faustina closed the door and crossed the room to a window seat where a book lay open. She turned the pages in frantic haste. A tap fell on the door. She closed the book and thrust it down behind

  a cushion, straightening the cushion so there was no sign that it had been disturbed.




  ‘Come in!’




  The girl on the threshold looked as if she had stepped from an illuminated page of Kufic script, where Persian ladies, dead two thousand years, can still be seen riding mares as dark-eyed,

  white-skinned, fleet, and slender as themselves. She could have worn their rose-and-gold brocade with grace. But the American climate and the twentieth century had put her into a trim grey-flannel

  skirt and a pine-green sweater.




  ‘Faustina, those Greek costumes . . .’ She stopped. ‘What’s wrong?’




  ‘Please come in and sit down,’ said Faustina. ‘There’s something I want to ask you.’




  The other girl obeyed silently, choosing the window seat instead of the armchair.




  ‘Cigarette?’




  ‘Thanks.’




  Slowly, precisely, Faustina put the cigarette-box back on the table. ‘Gisela, what is the matter with me?’




  Gisela answered cautiously. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘You know perfectly well what I mean!’ Faustina spoke in a dry, cracked voice. ‘You must have heard gossip about me. What are they saying?’




  Long black lashes are as convenient as a fan for screening the eyes. When Gisela lifted hers again her gaze was non-committal. One hand made a little gesture toward the cushion beside her,

  trailing cigarette-smoke.




  ‘Sit down and be comfortable, Faustina. You don’t really suppose I have a chance to hear gossip, do you? I’m still a foreigner and I came here as a refugee. No one ever trusts

  foreigners – especially refugees. Too many were maladjusted and ungrateful. I have no intimate friends here. The school tolerates me because my German is grammatical and my Viennese accent is

  more pleasing to Americans than the speech of Berliners. But my name, Gisela von Hohenems, has unpleasant connotations so soon after the war. So . . .’ she shrugged, ‘I spend very

  little time over teacups and cocktail glasses.’




  ‘You’re evading my question.’ Faustina sat down without relaxing. ‘Let me put it more directly: have you heard any gossip about me?’




  The pretty line of Gisela’s mouth was distorted by that expression our friends call ‘character’ and our enemies, ‘stubbornness’. She answered curtly:

  ‘No.’




  Faustina sighed. ‘I wish you had!’




  ‘Why? You want people to gossip about you?’




  ‘No. But since they are gossiping, I wish they had gossiped with you. For you are the only person I can ask about it. The only person who might tell me what is being said and who is saying

  it. The only real friend I’ve made here.’ She flushed with sudden shyness. ‘I may call you my friend?’




  ‘Of course. I am your friend and I hope you’re mine. But I’m still at sea about this. What makes you think there is gossip about you?’




  Carefully Faustina crushed her cigarette in the ashtray. ‘I’ve been – fired. Just like that.’




  Gisela was taken aback. ‘But – why?’




  ‘I don’t know. Mrs Lightfoot wouldn’t explain. Unless you call a lot of woolly platitudes about my not fitting into the Brereton pattern an explanation. I’m leaving

  tomorrow.’ Faustina choked on the last word.




  Gisela leaned forward to touch her hand. That was a mistake. Faustina’s features twisted. Tears sprang into her eyes as if a cruel, invisible hand were squeezing them out of her eyeballs.

  ‘That’s not the worst.’




  ‘What is the worst?’




  ‘Something is going on all around me.’ Words tumbled from Faustina’s mouth as if she could not contain them a moment longer. ‘I’ve felt it for some time. But I

  don’t know what it is. There are all sorts of indications. Little things.’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘Look at this room!’ Faustina made a bitter gesture. ‘The maids don’t do things for me as they do for you and all the other teachers. My bed is never turned down for the

  night. Half the time it isn’t even made. There’s never any ice water in my thermos carafe and my room is never dusted. I have to empty my scrapbasket and ashtray myself. Once the

  windows were left wide open all day so the room was freezing cold when I went to bed.’




  ‘Why didn’t you complain to Mrs Lightfoot? Or the housekeeper?’




  ‘I thought of it, but – I was new here this term and the job meant a lot to me. And then I didn’t want to get Arlene into trouble. She’s the one who’s supposed to

  do my room and I’ve always felt sorry for her. She’s such an awkward, tongue-tied girl. At last I spoke to her myself. It was like talking to a deaf person.’




  ‘She didn’t hear you?’




  ‘She heard all right, but she didn’t listen. There was something obstinate and resistant under her blank surface that I couldn’t reach.’ Faustina lighted another

  cigarette, too self-absorbed to offer the box to Gisela. ‘Arlene wasn’t impudent or sullen, just – withdrawn. She mumbled something about not realizing my room had been neglected.

  She promised to look after it in future and then – she didn’t. This afternoon she avoided me almost as if she were afraid of me. But, of course, that’s silly. Who would be afraid

  of a bookworm like me?’




  ‘Is Arlene’s attitude all you have to go on?’




  ‘Oh, no! Everyone avoids me.’




  ‘I don’t.’




  ‘Gisela, honestly, you’re the only exception. If I ask any of the other teachers to tea in the village or to cocktails in New York, they refuse. Not just once or twice, but always.

  Not just two or three teachers, but all of them – except you. And they refuse in a queer self-conscious way, as if there was something wrong with me. A week ago, in New York, I passed Alice

  Aitchison on Fifth Avenue, opposite the Library. I started to smile, but she – she looked the other way, pretending she didn’t see me. Yet I know she did. It was quite obvious, really.

  Then, there are the girls in my classes.’




  ‘Are they insubordinate?’




  ‘No. It’s not that. They do everything I tell them. They even ask me intelligent questions about their lessons. But . . .’




  ‘But what?’




  ‘Gisela, they watch me.’




  Gisela laughed. ‘I wish my pupils would watch me – especially when I’m demonstrating something on the blackboard.’




  ‘It’s not just when I’m demonstrating something,’ explained Faustina. ‘They watch me all the time. In and out of the classroom, their eyes are always following me.

  There’s something . . . unnatural about it.’




  ‘Especially in the classroom!’




  ‘Don’t laugh,’ protested Faustina. ‘This is serious. They’re always watching and listening. And yet . . . sometimes I have the queerest feeling that – that

  I’m not the one they’re watching.’




  ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘I can’t explain it very well because I don’t understand it myself, but . . .’ Faustina’s voice sank. ‘They seem to watch and listen as if they were waiting

  for something to happen. Something I don’t know about.’




  ‘You mean as if they expected you to faint or go into hysterics?’




  ‘Perhaps. I don’t know. Something like that. Only I never have fainted or gone into hysterics all my life . . . And there are other things. For one, they’re too polite to me.

  For another, when I meet any of them in the driveway or the hall, there’s a look in their eyes that’s curious and knowing. As if they knew more about me than I know about myself. And

  there’s a tendency to giggle as soon as my back is turned. Not the happy giggling of normal schoolgirls, but a nervy giggling that sounds as if it could pass into crying or screaming very

  easily.’




  ‘What was Mrs Lightfoot’s attitude when she asked you to leave?’




  ‘Cold at first and then – she seemed almost sorry for me.’




  Gisela smiled wryly. ‘That’s the queerest thing you’ve said yet. Mrs Lightfoot seems hard and self-centred.’




  ‘There must be some reason for what she did,’ went on Faustina. ‘It’s costing the school six months’ unearned salary to dismiss me in mid-term. And the loss of a

  fairly competent art teacher, who will be hard to replace so late in the school year. But she was very firm about it. I can’t even use her as a reference if I apply for another teaching

  position.’




  ‘You’ve a right to some explanation,’ mused Gisela. ‘Why not get a lawyer to talk to her?’




  ‘I’d hate that. It would get around. Other schools wouldn’t like the idea of engaging a teacher who calls in her lawyer at the first sign of trouble.’




  ‘She really has you in a cleft stick, hasn’t she?’ Gisela sighed and leaned against the cushion at her back.




  It was harder than a cushion should be. She shifted her position and the cushion toppled to one side. Turning to straighten it, she saw the corner of a book behind the cushion – an old

  book, calf-bound and gilt-tooled, with a crumbling edge.




  ‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’ Faustina snatched the book and cradled it in both arms, tight against her flat chest. Gisela could not see the title.




  ‘You must have been so uncomfortable!’ Faustina apologized.




  ‘Not at all. I didn’t know the book was there till just now.’ Gisela rose, all in one lithe movement, with the boneless grace of a kitten. A shade of coolness crept into her

  voice. ‘Sorry I can’t be more help.’ She moved toward the door, then paused and looked back. ‘I almost forgot what I came for. I was going to ask if you’d have the

  costume designs for the Greek play finished by tomorrow. Now I suppose you won’t bother with them.’




  Faustina was still standing by the window seat, clutching the book tightly. ‘They are finished already and Mrs Lightfoot wants me to submit them to the committee before I go.’




  ‘All right. We’re meeting in my room, you know. At four.’




  Gisela crossed the hall to her own room. After she had closed the door, she stood still for a moment, frowning. Then she went to her secretary and unlatched the glass door of its bookcase. The

  books were neatly arranged on three shelves without a gap, but those on the lower shelf seemed to fit more loosely than usual. Her searching glance came to rest on a set of several volumes,

  calf-bound, gilt-tooled, with a crumbling edge. Volume One was missing.




  Still frowning, she sat down at the desk. Four sheets of white notepaper were spread out on the dropleaf – three already covered with handwriting; the fourth, a blank. She drew it toward

  her and began to write:




  P. S. Did you ever happen to read the Memoirs of Goethe? I have the French edition translated by Madame Carlowitz and Faustina Crayle has borrowed the first volume

  without the formality of asking permission. I only discovered it by accident, just now, when she tried to hide the book from me. Why she wanted it, I have no idea. I wouldn’t attach any

  importance to it, if it were not for the way that everyone here treats poor Faustina, as I’ve already written you. Some word must have reached Mrs Lightfoot for Faustina herself tells me she

  has been asked to leave.




  There is something sinister about the whole affair and, to tell you the shameless truth, I’m beginning to be a little bit frightened myself. More than ever, I wish you were in New York.

  I know that you would find some reasonable explanation for the whole thing. But you’re not here and so . . . I can’t go down the upper hall after ten, when the blue night-lamp is the

  only light, without looking back over my shoulder and expecting to see . . . I don’t quite know what, but something distinctly peculiar and unpleasant.




  Gisela laid down her pen and read what she had written with a look of indecision. Without giving herself time to change her mind, she folded the four sheets, stuffed them into

  an envelope, sealed, and stamped it. She took up her pen once more and wrote on the envelope:




  

    

      

        

          

            Dr Basil Willing,




            18-A Park Avenue,


          


        


      


    




    

      

        

          

            

              

                New York, New York




                Please Forward


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  She slipped a fur coat over her sweater and skirt and hurried downstairs with the letter.




  Outdoors, the chill wind of a November twilight nipped her cheeks and disarranged her hair. Clouds, grey but still faintly luminous, raced raggedly before the gale. She walked through a rustle

  of fallen leaves, covering the half-mile to the gate in a few minutes.




  Another girl was standing beside the RFD box that faced the highway.




  ‘Hello, Alice,’ said Gisela. ‘Has the evening mail been collected?’




  ‘No. Here he comes now.’




  Alice Aitchison looked about nineteen, but a certain hardiness and freedom marked her as a young teacher rather than an old pupil. She was a ripe, autumnal beauty with brilliant hazel eyes,

  honey-coloured skin, and full lips painted a fruity red. Her suit was the same nut-brown as her hair. A vivid scarf of burnt orange filled the open neck of her jacket. She smiled as an old Ford car

  rattled to a stop and a man in mackinaw and shoe-packs clambered down.




  ‘Two more letters just in the nick of time!’ Alice took Gisela’s letter and gave it to the postman with her own.




  ‘Okay.’ He dropped them into his sack. ‘You womenfolks here sure have a big correspondence. Boy friends, I suppose,’ he added, with an amiable wink.




  The Ford was wheezing on its way as they turned back toward the house.




  ‘Your – ah – boy friend a doctor?’ demanded Alice.




  Gisela looked at her in surprise. Alice was rather coarse in speech and manner when none of the elder teachers were about, but she was supposed to be well brought up – not the sort of girl

  who would read superscriptions on other people’s letters.




  ‘Yes. A psychiatrist. Why do you ask?’




  ‘Thought I’d seen that name somewhere before – Basil Willing.’




  Gisela was amused. ‘He’s fairly well known. And now that’s settled, there’s something I want to ask you.’




  ‘Fire away.’




  ‘You’ve been here longer than I have,’ began Gisela. ‘And . . .’




  ‘Don’t remind me!’ Alice interrupted sourly. ‘Five solid years of this manless world! Just like living in a convent or a women’s prison!’




  ‘Five? I thought this was your first year at Brereton too.’




  ‘Before that I was four years at Maidstone. Not as a teacher – just a pupil. I lived for the day when I’d be graduated. What a wild life I was going to have! You’d be

  surprised if I told you the plans I made then.’ Her eyes looked beyond Gisela, sullen and brooding. ‘It was just three weeks before my graduation that my father shot himself.’




  ‘Oh.’ Gisela was at a loss for words. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’




  ‘Only a year ago, but no one remembers it now.’ Alice looked at her defiantly. ‘Just another Wall Street speculator who bet on the wrong horse and couldn’t take it. I was

  left with nothing. I heard Mrs Lightfoot was looking for a dramatic coach. So I asked Miss Maidstone to recommend me. I thought Brereton might be an improvement on Maidstone. It isn’t.

  I’m sick unto death of the whole thing. I want a job in New York where I can live like a human being.’




  ‘Was Maidstone just like this?’ asked Gisela.




  ‘Same principle, different application. Maidstone is supposed to be more modern and hygienic. The girls drank milk, hiked, and slept in haystacks. The simple life at a luxury price.

  Visitors allowed only on Sunday afternoons and even then under supervision. My poor father thought it would be good for me, but it only made me more determined than ever to get out into the real

  world.’




  ‘Whether you like Brereton or not, you’re more at home here than I am,’ went on Gisela. ‘Your work brings you into a closer relationship with the girls, and you’re

  nearer their own age. They might talk to you when they wouldn’t talk to me.’




  Alice threw a guarded glance at Gisela. ‘About what?’




  ‘Faustina Crayle.’




  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’




  ‘I believe you do,’ retorted Gisela. ‘I’ve seen the way you look at her sometimes – with unfriendly curiosity, as if you thought there was something odd about

  her.’




  ‘Nuts,’ said Alice, rudely. ‘Faustina Crayle is just a fool. Nothing odd about that. It’s only too common. She’s weak and shy and colourless and desperately anxious

  to please. No sense of humour. No gift for making friends. An old maid in the making. A natural-born victim. Miss Faustina Milquetoast. The sort of person who is always taking vitamin pills without

  the slightest effect. You’ve noticed the little bottle of riboflavin et al. beside her plate at table, haven’t you? There’s nothing you can do with people like that. Their

  character is their fate. She was born to be the butt of every humorist and every bully and – there’s quite a bit of the bully in Old Heavyhoof.’




  ‘Old Heavyhoof?’ repeated Gisela, uncertain of the new American idiom.




  Alice grinned. ‘The girls’ name for Mrs Lightfoot.’




  ‘Then,’ resumed Gisela thoughtfully, ‘if Faustina were to lose her job, it might be simply because she hadn’t enough character to make a good teacher?’




  ‘Could be.’ Alice was eyeing Gisela speculatively. ‘Has she lost her job?’




  ‘That’s not my business or yours.’ Hastily Gisela changed the subject. ‘Do you suppose . . . would it be possible for me to recover that letter I just mailed? If I

  telephoned the postmaster in the village and explained that I wanted it back?’




  Alice let loose a peal of harsh laughter. ‘My dear girl, your letter is now in the custody of Uncle Sam’s mail. You’d probably have to hack your way through a jungle of red

  tape and fill out fifty forms in quintuplet. Even then, I doubt if you’d get it back. Why do you want it? Pretty hot stuff?’




  ‘Of course not.’ Gisela was annoyed.




  ‘What then?’




  ‘I wrote a postscript on impulse. Now I wish I hadn’t. It’s probably what you call in America a wild goose’s nest.’




  ‘You mean a mare chase?’




  They had reached the front door. Alice turned the knob and pushed. ‘That’s funny. It’s locked.’




  Gisela pressed the bell. They stood shivering in the wind while daylight faded and darkness drew in around them.




  ‘Oh, hell!’ Alice exclaimed. ‘Let’s go in the back way. It’s always open.’




  Gisela agreed, though she suspected Mrs Lightfoot did not care for such informalities.




  They plodded along the path that circled the house, their hatless heads bent against the wind, their gloveless hands thrust into their pockets. The drawing-room windows were dark, but as they

  rounded a corner of the house, light shone cheerfully through the dusk from a row of kitchen windows. Alice opened the back door. Gisela followed her inside.




  In this old country house the kitchen was larger than the drawing-room in the average New York apartment. A kitchen planned in the days when cooks were plentiful and wages low, so no one counted

  the steps it took to prepare a meal. The modern equipment – white stove, stainless-steel sink, and electric refrigerator – looked out of place in that great room with its row of

  curtained windows and its floor of oak planks, scrubbed and waxed every day.




  The cook was at the sink, peeling and washing brussels sprouts. From the oven came an aroma of roasting chestnuts to mix with them. The centre table was piled high with an armful of autumn

  leaves and flowers – chrysanthemums, asters, oak leaves, and sumac. Faustina was arranging them in a large vase of Steuben glass – a regular duty of junior mistresses at Brereton. She

  was dressed for outdoors in a blue covert topcoat and a brown felt hat.




  Alice paused. ‘Were you outside just now?’




  ‘Yes.’ Faustina looked at her with vague surprise.




  The door of the back stairs opened. Arlene stepped down into the kitchen. She was carrying a small tea tray in one hand.




  ‘I’ve been in the cutting garden for the last half-hour.’ Faustina answered with more heat than such a casual question warranted. ‘Why do you ask?’




  ‘Oh . . . I just wondered.’ One dark brow was lifted and a corner of the ripe mouth quirked – a nice blend of disdain and disbelief. ‘Thought I saw your face at an

  upstairs window just now while we were coming up the drive.’




  There was a crash of shattered glass and china. Arlene’s tray had fallen to the floor.




  The cook cried out sharply: ‘Can’t you ever mind what you’re doing, Arlene? Two more teacups gone! When I was a girl, we were trained to be careful of good china, but

  you’re all thumbs these days. What’s the matter? In love?’




  Arlene stood still, looking at Faustina with frightened eyes.




  ‘You get a brush and dustpan and clean up that mess,’ went on the cook. ‘I shall tell Mrs Lightfoot to take the price of the china out of your wages.’




  ‘I wish you’d let me pay for it!’ Faustina spoke impulsively to the cook. ‘After all, it was I who startled her.’




  Alice had watched the whole scene with avid interest. Now she broke in: ‘Don’t be silly, Faustina! You didn’t do a thing.’ Alice turned to Gisela. ‘Did

  she?’




  ‘No.’ Gisela spoke with reluctance. ‘Nothing that I saw.’




  This answer seemed to disturb Alice. But she said nothing more until she and Gisela were alone, crossing the dining-room to the hall. ‘I suppose you realize that five girls have been taken

  away from Brereton just since school opened?’




  ‘No. I knew that three girls had left, but I didn’t realize it was as many as five.’




  ‘And two of the maids departed rather suddenly.’ Alice turned to look at Gisela. Light from the hall doorway spotlighted her expression – bright eyes, mocking red lips twisted

  in a derisive smile.




  ‘Let me tell you something, Gisela von Hohenems. If you wrote your psychiatrist friend anything about Faustina Crayle – you’ll be sorry!’










  Chapter Three




  

    

      Wine and rank poison, milk and blood




      Being mixed therein . . .


    


  




  Gisela’s feeling of uneasiness persisted all next day, quite out of proportion to the few facts she knew about Faustina. But some echo of a similar situation seemed to

  lie just below the threshold of Gisela’s conscious memory. Emotions associated with those other, forgotten facts were reaching the level of consciousness in the form of a haunting sense of

  evil. She was like the shell-shocked man who cowers at the sound of an explosion without knowing why he does so. Once again she realized that emotions circulate more freely than facts or ideas

  through the various planes of consciousness.
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