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  ››› 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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  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




  The hotel room was luxurious with the impersonal luxury of its kind: red roses and hothouse lilies stiffly arranged in corners to provide calculated splashes of colour;

  comfortable furniture—of the kind designed for superior waiting-rooms; tray of drinks and canapés on a coffee-table; the traffic noises of the Strand very muted and far away down

  below.




  Deborah turned her eyes from the cheese-straws and swallowed, thrusting her hands deep into the pockets of her shabby coat. Her fingers folded and unfolded a ten-shilling note, the last money

  between her and her first week’s salary.




  If she was hired.




  She brought her attention resolutely back to Marion Morne.




  “You have no relatives at all?” Mrs Morne was saying. “Not even in Canada?”




  “Not now. No.” With all the energy she could summon, Deborah thrust away the memory of the little house under the maples as she had seen it last, before the sale, with her

  mother’s sewing-machine covered, and gathering dust, the medical books in the study ranged into forlorn, neat heaps.




  “What made you decide to come to England?”




  Deborah said, thinking how callow the words sounded, “I want to be a writer. I heard there was more chance for writers over here—more chance to make a living, I mean.” She

  smiled a little wryly, thinking of the sheaf of rejection slips in her bedsitter.




  “Have you given up the idea of writing, then?”




  “Oh no. Or only temporarily.” Deborah hesitated, wondering whether to mention the burglary; then she thought, no; her pride rebelled against letting this woman know how badly she

  needed the job.




  “You have a degree . . . you were teaching in Canada . . .”




  Deborah nodded, but she had the impression that Mrs Morne, turning over the application form in her long, jewelled fingers, was paying only token attention to her answers; the older

  woman’s tone was vague as if some more remote problem occupied her mind. Were these not, Deborah began to wonder, rather unusually long-drawn-out preliminaries to consideration for what,

  surely, was an ordinary enough job of its kind? She had answered an advertisement in the Times personal column, had received a mimeographed form to complete with, so far as Deborah was

  concerned, mockingly and needlessly large spaces for qualifications, training, hobbies, “contacts”—why contacts?—and next of kin. In spite of the series of blanks in many of

  the spaces on her form, Deborah had then been summoned, among what seemed like a dauntingly large batch of other applicants, to a perfunctory interview in a small shabby office by a bored girl who

  merely checked through her completed form and interrogated her on it. More and more mystified, and beginning to be irritated, Deborah reiterated her list of negatives—no similar experience,

  no previous jobs in England, no, no family, no sponsors, no acquaintance in the theatrical world. And what in the name of goodness had that to do with the job in hand? If she had not by this

  time been so dispirited and cross, Deborah might have chuckled at the similarity between this screening for what had been advertised as a “pleasantly unusual opportunity for a gifted teacher

  with the right personality” and the sinister web that in the good old days lured innocent young girls off to a fate worse than death in Buenos Aires.




  “Ridiculous set-up,” sniffed a dignified, imposing woman—she could easily have been a headmistress—who had stood just ahead of Deborah in the line on the draughty stairs,

  and whom she had afterwards encountered again in the coffee-bar across the road. “From the fuss they’re making you’d think the vacancy was for the principal of a college instead

  of a private tutorial job.”




  “Perhaps it’s King and I stuff,” suggested Deborah, her spirits raised by the extravagance of a cup of coffee. She knew she should not have succumbed to this temptation

  but the day was wet and the prospect gloomy; if academic qualifications were what counted, all the other applicants looked as if they had more; this woman probably had the lot, from B.A. to Ph.

  Zool.




  “King and I?” The woman stared at her uncomprehendingly.




  “You know—tutoring the child of an oriental potentate.”




  “They all go to Eton now,” her neighbour said with finality.




  “Okay—then the job’s for Education Minister in one of the new African countries.”




  “I think that’s most unlikely.”




  Thoroughly snubbed, Deborah sighed, and remarked, “Well I daresay we shall never know,” picked up her purse, and left to start on the long, wet walk back to her lodgings, resolving

  to dismiss the whole affair from her mind and try for something else. She had been astonished, three days later, to be summoned for what was apparently a short-list interview with Mrs Morne, who,

  she learned, was guardian to the prospective pupil. Were other applicants also being seen? There had been no sign of any. Yet Mrs Morne’s manner was so vague and distant that Deborah would

  not allow herself to hope that she was the only candidate who had made the grade. Such an idea seemed preposterous.




  Mrs Morne’s manner might be vague, but her eyes were shrewd, assessing Deborah’s threadbare coat and gloves, the two-years-out-of-fashion Canadian shoes and weather-beaten purse, as

  shabby as it was empty. Mrs Morne’s smoke-grey dress and furs were the sort seen more often in fashion magazines than in real life, and her fine oval face was witness to the beauty

  salon’s art, but her dark eyes were lined and wary. Her mouth, her posture, the very movements of her hands spoke of a self-discipline that by now had become second nature.




  “It was brave to come over here all alone,” Mrs Morne said with a warmth which, like everything else about her, seemed carefully measured.




  “Oh well—” Deborah smiled uncomfortably, thinking, I wish she’d hurry up and say whether I’ve got the job or not. I suppose they’ll be letting me know in a

  day or two. I’ll buy a loaf and some cheese on the way home—there’s still a spoonful of coffee left. I suppose I’ll have to move to a hostel for down-and-outs when the rent

  falls due on Saturday . . . Mrs Morne was still looking at her, so she added, “There was nothing to keep me in Canada, really.”




  “Both your parents are dead?”




  All the information was there on the form before her, but Deborah patiently repeated yet again that her father, a country doctor in New Brunswick, had been killed last winter, with his wife,

  when another car skidded and ran into them as they drove home along icy roads from a medical convention in Montreal.




  “You were fond of your parents?” Mrs Morne said suddenly.




  “Yes—very.” Deborah tried to banish the gruffness from her voice. The question was harmless, natural enough, yet it hardly seemed in keeping with the impression she had formed

  of Mrs Morne. But the woman really seemed interested, as if she wanted to know. Why? Evidence as to character?




  “Tell me about your father. What was he like?”




  “He was a happy man,” Deborah said slowly. “His life was quite simple. He knew what needed doing and he did it. Every life he saved was another tally on his score—and he

  saved a lot. He had that kind of directness in everything he did. My mother—” She checked a moment, then ended, “I’m glad for her that she was with him in the car. It was

  quick. I couldn’t imagine them separated.”




  “But it came hard on you,” Mrs Morne said quickly. “You say you have no other relatives at all—I hope there were friends to help you with all the wretched practical

  arrangements—?”




  “Oh, yes—yes, there were.” Somehow, without being aware of how it came about, Deborah found herself launched on a rambling account of her childhood, which, in its unpretentious

  happiness and simplicity, mirrored the characters of her two parents. Both were of Scottish descent, both had the profound Lowland respect for book-learning and straight dealing; everybody in the

  little town where they lived had held them in trust and affection. Doctor Lindsay and “Mrs Doc” were inevitably the arbiters in any problem or trouble; at their unpretentious funeral

  the entire town had turned out and the wreaths were piled deep. The Doctor had died a poor man, however, due to his habit of giving liberally to any deserving cause, especially cancer research, and

  letting his patients’ bills run high; Deborah had had to sell the little house under the maples to pay the debts. Several neighbours would have been glad to help her finish her college career

  but she had an independent nature which was mistaken by some for standoffishness; she preferred to manage on her own, tutoring and baby-sitting. This, coupled with the fact that she seldom went

  back to her home-town—really, she could hardly bear to, and what was there to draw her now the little house was occupied by strangers?—had militated against her. Her motives were

  misunderstood, she was saddled with the stigma of being snobbish, citified, “thinking herself better than her folks.” Working desperately hard at her degree course to drown sad

  memories, Deborah was hardly aware of loneliness until she had graduated and taken a job teaching school for a year. But by then, in any case, she had met Patrick . . .




  “No relatives at all,” Mrs Morne said musingly. “It’s quite an unusual state, really. But I can sympathise. Most of my family are dead: two out of my three brothers. And

  the eldest, John, is very ill now, up in Yorkshire . . .”




  “I’m so sorry.” But as Deborah spoke the conventional phrase she thought that this woman gave no sign of bereavement or anxiety; it was hard to imagine her as a little girl

  with her brothers, eagerly carrying their fishing-tackle, fielding for them, begging to be allowed to accompany them on excursions. She did not, somehow, suggest family ties.




  “Is he—the brother who’s ill—the little girl’s father?” Deborah asked. She had gathered that the prospective pupil was a girl, but nothing more.




  “Who—? Oh, Carreen. No, her parents died in an air-crash five years ago when she was eight. I’ve looked after her since then. My brother in Yorkshire never married—he

  lives like a hermit—and the middle brother, Laurence, was drowned in a yachting accident.”




  “I see,” said Deborah, struggling to keep a clear picture of this genealogical tangle—but anyway, surely she need hardly concern herself with three brothers, two of whom were

  dead and one gravely ill in Yorkshire. “And he—the middle brother—had no children?”




  “His wife left him. I understand there was a boy but his mother took him with her—we’ve lost touch years ago. She’s in America I believe . . . She never made any offer to

  help with Carreen, at all events.”




  “Carreen is thirteen?”




  “Yes . . . Well,” said Mrs Morne, suddenly coming briskly to the point as if, during this rather aimless family talk, she had been summing up Deborah and had now reached her

  decision, “as you realise, Carreen is a very special child. She has lived with me in the south of France since her parents died—”




  “She’s been going to a French school?” Deborah asked.




  “School? No—good heavens, no schools.” Mrs Morne’s tone dismissed the whole scholastic system with scorn. “She would hardly benefit from school—or have time

  for it. No, I have taught her—what was necessary. But now we may be obliged to live in England for some months on—on account of my elder brother’s state of health. I may have to

  drop all my own activities and deal with his business affairs, so I shall have less time for Carreen. And English regulations about children’s education are so pettifogging . . .”




  Mrs Morne had a trick of letting her voice trail off at the end of a remark which left Deborah curiously ill at ease.




  “Carreen’s been ill,” Mrs Morne went on irritably. “Measles with complications. Our doctor said sea air—so we’ve been cruising. But she’s still rather

  moody and listless. However,” her mouth closed with a sudden snap, “it’s high time she got back to work.”




  Deborah’s heart sank at the picture of Carreen she was assembling from Mrs Morne’s remarks—a delicate, illiterate, probably spoilt brat, used to a life among adults on the

  Riviera.




  “She and Willie are flying in this evening.”




  Mrs Morne, Deborah had vaguely gathered, was a widow, so who was Willie? To her polite look of inquiry Mrs Morne explained, “Willie’s our Press Agent. He’s arranged for a press

  conference at five.”




  “A press conference?” By now Deborah was right out of her depth. She could see that Mrs Morne was a wealthy woman, but surely she was not a celebrity on this scale?




  “Well, of course, everyone’s dying to know if Carreen’s finished another play. Unfortunately the answer is that she hasn’t, on account of the illness and

  convalescence.”




  “A play?” Deborah was suddenly illuminated. “Good heavens, do you mean that your niece is Carreen Gilmartin?”




  “Yes, hadn’t you realised? Oh, how stupid of me.” Mrs Morne smiled perfunctorily, but her eyes remained aloof and scrutinising. Deborah felt snubbed, and suddenly decided that

  she disliked this woman with her languid mannerisms and her curiously flat voice from which all trace of character had been ironed out, leaving a well-bred blankness.




  “But in that case—” Deborah pushed herself with decision out of the awkwardly low-slung chair—“you’ll surely be wanting someone with far more qualifications

  than mine to look after her? If I’d known I’d never have wasted your time by applying—”




  “Oh, not at all, my dear.” To her surprise, Mrs Morne quickly crossed the room and gave her two little pats on the shoulder, like an accolade. Her smile now had real warmth and her

  voice was amused and friendly. “It’s someone just like you that I’ve been hoping for—young, natural, not too impressed by Carreen’s reputation. I deliberately kept her

  name out of the advertisement because I didn’t want to be deluged with applications from stage-struck females and people who thought it would be a way into show business. But I can see that

  you’re not a bit like that. I’m delighted with you, Miss—”




  “Lindsay.”




  “Lindsay, of course. I think you’re just the person I want. You’re intelligent, with teaching experience, but not hidebound, you write a bit yourself, you’ve no

  ties—you wouldn’t object to travelling?”




  “Heavens, no!”




  “That’s excellent. In general we lead quite a nomadic life. Are you engaged? Any fiancé in the background?”




  “No,” Deborah said clearly, and shut her heart against the little cold pang that recalled Patrick in Toronto. Six hours’ time difference: Patrick enjoying a gay breakfast with

  his two months’ bride, waving her goodbye as she set off for rehearsal.




  “The job’s yours.” Mrs Morne’s tone was flat, incisive; Deborah fought and quelled the impulse to say, “I’ve decided I don’t want it,” as Mrs

  Morne mentioned a generous salary. Instead she asked,




  “When would you like me to start?”




  “Now,” said Mrs Morne, smiling again. “The job—as you’ve gathered—will be much more than just teaching. I want you to be companion, help, friend, and general

  adviser. Right now Carreen’s going to need some new clothes, she has nothing suitable for late November in England. Here are her measurements on this card; I’d like you to go along to

  Port and Bellingham’s, I’ve an account there, and get her this list of things. The warm topcoat is important—she’ll want that at once—and so is the dress. I’d

  like something she can wear at the press conference. Not too adult. All her French clothes are too sophisticated; I want the reporters to see her as the little girl she really is. Get something

  young—blue velveteen, perhaps, with a white collar or smocking—something like that. You see?”




  “Wouldn’t it be better to wait till she arrives?” Deborah said dubiously.




  Mrs Morne looked slightly impatient. “There’s no time now,” she said. “You can go shopping with her again later on. Oh, and get her a skirt and sweater and windcheater in

  case we have to go to Yorkshire suddenly. The latest news of my brother is not at all good.”




  Her eyes flicked momentarily to a small desk where letters lay scattered.




  “And of course get her gloves, hood, scarf, warm underwear, stockings—oh, and some hair-ribbons. Charge it all to my account.”




  “What colouring is she?” Deborah asked.




  “Colouring?” Mrs Morne looked vague.




  “Dark or fair?”




  “Oh, dark. Dark, takes after her father.” Mrs Morne’s mouth thinned. “Yes, she’s a dark little thing. Like yourself . . . Now, let me see. When you’ve done

  that, come straight back here. She and Willie should arrive at about half past four and the press conference starts as soon as Carreen’s tidied up.”




  Poor child, thought Deborah, what an ordeal: stepping straight off a plane to face a press conference in a new dress bought for you at random by a stranger. But I suppose she’s used to

  such experiences; Mrs Morne certainly seems to have her life thoroughly in hand.




  Mrs Morne was undoubtedly an expert at the management of people in an unobtrusive fashion: Deborah found herself neatly organised out of the room and into the hotel lift, still clutching the

  list of articles to be bought, and Carreen’s measurements, in her hand.




  So! she thought, shivering in the Strand as the raw November wind sliced through her worn tweed, I’m to teach sums and spelling to Carreen Gilmartin. What an extraordinary job to have

  landed. Patrick would be amused . . .




  She had met Patrick at the very end of her final year in college. Someone taking a walk-on part in the college play—Flora MacDonald—had broken a leg, and Deborah, who had the

  right appearance, had been called upon to stand in at the last minute. The costume had suited her. And so had the carefree light-heartedness of the group who formed the rest of the cast. Relaxing

  after the tension of her final examinations—and by dogged hard work she had done well; her father would have been proud of her—she allowed herself to fall a little bit in love with the

  whole group. They were the family she lacked. Patrick, a rising young producer, was in charge, and, as well, taking the part of Charles Edward. In him the group’s intelligence and charm were

  epitomised—and while Deborah was mistaking intelligence in him for sympathy, he was powerfully attracted by her candour, by her looks, by the straightforwardness in her grey eyes contrasted

  against the veiled but cut-throat competition among the young Method actresses he usually went round with.




  By the end of a week they were engaged, and all Patrick’s ex-girl friends were prophesying doom. “She’s just a dumb cluck, he’ll be bored with it in a month,” was

  the general view. But Deborah was not dumb and it was precisely this, and her passion for analysis, for seeing things clearly, which led to the ultimate break-up six months later. She longed to

  know all about Patrick. With her parents’ fondness for thoroughly investigating the motives and morals of a situation—oh, those long, easy, comfortable, soul-baring discussions over the

  dishes, or the weeding, or the corn-hulling!— Deborah most innocently wanted to learn all she could about what made Patrick tick. It never occurred to her that a fitfully brilliant, moody,

  charming young man might not want to be known in this way.




  Scared to death by what he had landed himself in, Patrick did not consciously set out to be unkind. Like a wild thing caught in a trap he merely struggled frantically to extricate himself,

  lashing about somewhat in the process, and seized the first plausible means of escape that presented itself: a young Toronto actress with influential friends in TV. Deborah, after some desperate

  months and a few small literary successes which she hardly noticed in her wretchedness, decided to cut her losses and go to England. She had nothing to lose. Now, a year later, she was able to

  realise that she had been lucky to escape with some mental bruises and badly shaken confidence; marriage to Patrick would have been a disaster for both of them. She spared a wry grin, now, for

  talented Patrick—he wrote plays, too—and wondered what his comment would be on the job she had landed. But then, of course, Patrick had little interest in any position save his own, and

  doubtless he had the lowest possible opinion of little Careen Gilmartin’s precocious gift.




  A theatre poster on a hoarding caught Deborah’s eye. Torn and old, it flapped in the bitter wind:




  

    

      Diadem Theatre




      TO CROWN THE UNICORN




      ew play by




      rreen Gilmartin


    


  




  What would it be like trying to teach history and geography to someone who apparently had, at the age of thirteen, more insight into the geography of the human heart than most

  people acquired in the whole of their lives? Four plays by Carreen Gilmartin had been produced on the London stage; one was filmed already, another filming.




  To Deborah it seemed an impertinence that she, who had done nothing more unusual than live quietly in Canada all her twenty years, let herself be jilted by a handsome young opportunist, have a

  few articles accepted, and sail to the Old World, should presume to teach this prodigy. It seemed absurd to be buying dresses and hair-ribbons for her as if she were an ordinary child.




  Impulsively, Deborah spent half a crown out of the ten shillings—when would Mrs Morne pay her first instalment of salary, she wondered—on a paperback edition of To Crown the

  Unicorn, and slipped it into the deep pocket of her coat. She would read it over supper. There would still be enough money for the loaf and cheese . . .




  Port and Bellingham’s, in the full preen of Christmas display, offered a mocking, glittering criss-cross of aisles festooned with coloured lights, counters piled high with gloves,

  jewellery, and sheer stockings, shelves of perfumes and handbags, racks of elegant warm coats, mouth-watering displays of candies and crystallised fruits—to someone with seven-and-six in her

  pocket. Deborah eyed the counters dispassionately and mounted with the escalator to the girls’ wear department.




  She bought a camel-hair coat—and then paused, baffled at the problem of choosing a dress for a child she had never seen. Pulling the paperback from her pocket she studied the photograph on

  the cover. In the manner of its kind it showed a face that might have been any age from ten to thirty-five—a serious, wide-eyed face with dark, straight, shoulder-length hair.
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