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CHAPTER ONE

	The telephone bell rang, and went on ringing. Miss Agatha Hardwicke kept her instrument in the front hall where everyone could hear every single word that was said. If the postman came while you were talking, or a caller, or an errand boy, he, she or it was also included in the audience. And if you happened to be in your bedroom five floors up, you had to run all the way down and arrive breathless.

	Gay Hardwicke arrived breathless. “If it’s anyone else about that blighted bazaar, I’ll smash you!” she said, and jammed the receiver against one ear. With the other she heard the kitchen door open at the foot of the basement stair. That meant that Mrs Hollings was listening in. She always did when Gay telephoned, and Gay didn’t really mind, because Holly was an old pet and so passionately interested in her affairs. She probably wouldn’t listen for very long this time, because it was a female voice that said,

	“Miss Hardwicke—can I speak to Miss Hardwicke?”

	“Miss Hardwicke is out, I’m afraid.”

	Why Aunt Agatha couldn’t be at home to take her own blighted calls about her own blighted bazaar instead of having them just when one was half way through washing one’s hair—

	But the telephone had suddenly become eager and explanatory.

	“Gay—darling—is that you? Your voice sounded all woofly—”

	“So would yours if you had to run down five flights of stairs every time Aunt Agatha’s League of Help thought of a new pattern for a pincushion.”

	“My poor angel—how grim! It’s Marcia Thrale speaking.”

	“Yes, I got that. Where are you?”

	“Well, it’s too marvellous—darling, I must see you—I’m at the Luxe.”

	“What on earth are you doing at the Luxe?”

	“Well, it’s simply too marvellous. You know my Uncle George?”

	“Is that the one in Java, or the one who could never keep a job in South America?”

	“No, that was Denis. He’s Mummy’s brother—on the other side. This is the one in Java, George Thrale, and he’s got pots of money, and he’s my godfather, and after sending me a christening mug three years running he stopped doing anything about it till a fortnight ago, and then he sent Mummy a cheque for three hundred pounds and said, ‘Get her all the proper clothes and let her come out with my friends the Middletons who are sailing on the fifth of Feb.’ ”

	“But, Marcia, that’s tomorrow!”

	“I know, darling. And that’s positively all there was in the letter, except ‘Dear Mary’ at the beginning and ‘Cable reply. Love. George’ at the end. Gay, I must speak to you. What are you doing?”

	“Well, I was trying to wash my hair. It’s dripping all over the hall table at this minute.”

	“Darling, how grim! Jane told me you were with your Aunt Agatha—but why? The last I heard, you were going to Madeira.”

	“It wouldn’t run to it,” said Gay mournfully. “Daddy and Mummy had to go because someone’s started a lawsuit about Mummy’s property out there. If it doesn’t come out all right, there’ll be frightfully little money, so when Aunt Agatha offered to have me they said ‘Thank you very much, kind sister’ and dumped me.”

	“Darling, how utterly grim!”

	Gay sparkled at her end of the line. Even with her black curls wet and dripping and an old school dressing-gown pulled hastily round her, she didn’t look at all like the sort of girl who would sit down and play Cinderella whilst her parents basked in the sun. Aunt Agatha was a bore, and bazaars were a bore, but there were compensations. She said,

	“Oh—well—”

	Marcia pounced.

	“What does that mean?”

	Gay made a little impudent face. Her nose wrinkled and her dark eyes danced.

	“Very kind-hearted people sometimes take me out,” she said.

	Marcia giggled.

	“Don’t I know it! You’re that sort, you little wretch.” Then, with a sudden change of tone, “Get your hair dry and come round. I’ve got to see you.”

	Gay drew back an inch or two. Something said, “Don’t go.” The words were so loud and distinct in her mind that she very nearly dropped the receiver. She stood there frowning at it, her gay, bright colour gone as if a puff of wind had blown it out—a wind of fear—a cold, cold wind of dread.

	“Gay—where are you—are you there?”

	Gay said, “Yes.” The wind went past her and was gone. The fear was gone. Her colour came back.

	“Gay—what’s the matter? You sounded—funny.”

	Gay laughed her own gay laugh.

	“I went all cold. There’s a beast of a draught under Aunt Agatha’s front door. Why do you want me to come round?”

	Marcia giggled.

	“Darling, what a thing to ask! I want to see you of course.”

	Gay frowned again.

	“Why do you want me?” Marcia didn’t, unless there was something you could do for her.

	Marcia stopped giggling. She said imploringly.

	“Oh, Gay, do come! It’s about Sylvia—she’s in an awful jam.”

	


CHAPTER TWO

	“Sylvia’s such an idiot,” said Marcia Thrale with a giggle.

	“She always was,” said Gay. She didn’t giggle, she frowned. She was remembering all the different times Sylvia had been an idiot, and had got in a jam, and had had to be hauled out again. And it wasn’t Marcia who had done the hauling, though she was her sister, it was nearly always Gay Hardwicke. And a jam at school was one thing, but a jam after you are married and ought to be living happy ever after was quite another. Her frown deepened, and she said impatiently, “What on earth has she been doing now?”

	They were in Marcia Thrale’s bedroom at the Luxe. It was a riotous orgy of pink. Everything that could be pink had been painted, upholstered, or draped in that colour. Mercifully, a good deal of it was obscured by the boxes, the dresses, the hats, coats, shoes, stockings, and gloves which Marcia was taking to Java. Gay had firmly made a place for herself on the edge of the rose-coloured bed, Marcia, in a pink satin dressing-gown, having already annexed the only armchair. Marcia was like that. It ran in the family, because Sylvia was like it too—only more so. But then Sylvia was lovely, and everyone had always spoiled her. Marcia wasn’t bad-looking when you saw her away from Sylvia, but nobody would ever look at her if they could look at Sylvia instead, so Marcia hadn’t really got the same excuse.

	Gay tossed back her damp black curls and said,

	“What on earth is it this time?”

	Marcia spoke comfortably from the chair.

	“Well, you know what Sylvia is. She never writes—at least only postcards to Mummy, because if she didn’t do that, she’d have Mummy ringing up every other day to know if she was dead.”

	“Yes?” said Gay. You couldn’t hurry Marcia, but you could try.

	“I don’t think I’ve had a single letter from her since she was married, and that’s just on a year ago. And I’ve only seen her at home, when she rushed down for about half an hour, and of course Mummy was there the whole time. But I lunched with her yesterday—to say goodbye, you know—and she told me she was in this awful jam. She really did look pretty ghastly. I mean she’d got on the wrong stockings for her dress, and her lipstick all crooked, so I think things are pretty grim.”

	“What is it?” said Gay, in a resigned tone.

	Marcia waved a newly manicured hand.

	“Darling, she never told me. We only had about ten minutes after lunch, and the moment she began I said quite firmly, ‘Well, my dear, it’s no good your asking me to do anything, because I’m absolutely up to my eyes and sailing day after tomorrow at some ghastly hour like cock-crow.’ And she was just beginning to go all orphan-of-the-storm, when Francis came in, and she dried right up and got rid of me as soon as she possibly could—I can’t think why. I wouldn’t have married Francis if he’d been fifty times as rich, but we’ve always got on all right.”

	Gay laughed.

	“Considering Sylvia had only known him for six weeks before they got married and you were away for quite half that time—”

	Marcia giggled.

	“It didn’t give me a chance, did it? But I really wouldn’t have married him even if Sylvia hadn’t got off with him first.”

	“Well, I’ve only seen him twice. He seemed all right. Isn’t he being nice to Sylvia?”

	“Oh, I don’t think it’s that,” said Marcia. She got up, stretched herself, and gathered the pink dressing-gown round her. “Darling, I’ve got one last fitting. Such a bore! It’s the pink crepe. Mercifully, I tried it on when it came at lunch-time, and the hem is crooked. I told Madame Frederica exactly what I thought about it on the telephone, and she fairly crawled, so she’s sending a girl to do it here, and Mrs Middleton says I can use her room, because it’s got a much better glass than this.” She got as far as the door, yawned, and said over her shoulder, “So you can see Sylvia here.”

	Gay leapt from the rose-coloured eiderdown, caught Marcia by a pink satin shoulder, and shook it vigorously.

	“Sylvia? My good girl, what are you talking about?”

	Marcia’s rather light blue eyes opened widely.

	“Darling, didn’t I tell you? She’s coming here on purpose to see you. That’s why I wanted you to come.”

	“Sylvia’s coming here to see me?”

	“Yes, darling. Didn’t I tell you?”

	Gay stamped an angry foot.

	“You know very well you didn’t! It’s a plant! You’re wriggling out and landing me with Sylvia exactly like you always did at school!”

	Marcia giggled faintly.

	“Darling, somebody’s got to help her, and I’m going to Java.”

	Gay let go of the pink shoulder and stood back.

	“When is she coming?”

	Marcia looked at a new wrist-watch.

	“Well, she’s due now, but she’s always late.”

	“Why is she coming here? If she wants to see me, why can’t she come and see me? Why drag me here?”

	“Really, darling—drag! And we had to get you here because of Francis! You see, even Francis couldn’t think there was anything odd about Sylvia coming to say goodbye to me before I go to Java. At least, I think he might if he knew her as well as we do, but I don’t suppose he does—not about things like that. Now look here, she really does rely on you to help her, because when I was coming away yesterday she simply gripped my hand and said, ‘Where’s Gay? I must see her. Do let me know where she is.’ And she couldn’t say any more than that, because Francis was there, but she pinched my hand till I very nearly screamed, so I thought I’d better find you and let her know. And the minute she heard you were coming, she said she’d dash round in a taxi—and I expect that’s she.”

	The telephone bell rang from the pink pedestal beside the bed. Marcia took up the receiver, listened for a moment, and spoke into it.

	“Lady Colesborough? . . . Oh, yes, I’m expecting her. Please send her up.” She turned to see Gay reaching for her hat.

	“You can see Sylvia yourself, Marcia.”

	Marcia’s colour rose.

	“Darling, you can’t go—you can’t! She’s come here on purpose to see you. You can’t!”

	“Watch me!” said Gay. She snapped out the words, shut down her lips in a determined scarlet line, and pulled up the collar of her dark grey coat.

	“Oh, Gay!”

	Something in Gay said, “Run for it!” and she ran. But before she had taken a dozen steps along the corridor she was pulled up short. Sylvia Colesborough was coming towards her—Sylvia pale and lovely, with her golden hair under a little grey cap, and a pale grey squirrel coat falling open over a dress of pale grey wool. She said, “Oh, Gay!” in her lovely helpless voice, and Gay knew that it was too late to run away. Whatever Sylvia Colesborough’s trouble was, it was going to be Gay Hardwicke’s trouble from now onwards.

	She went back into Marcia’s room with Sylvia, and found it empty. A little bright flame of rage flickered up in Gay. It burned in her cheeks and set a dancing spark in her eyes. She looked at Sylvia in the pink brocade chair and said,

	“What on earth have you been up to?”

	Sylvia Colesborough was taking off her grey suede gloves, frowning a little because the third left-hand finger had caught itself up on the big diamond in her engagement ring. It was a very big diamond, a single stone surrounded by fine brilliants. The gloves were very expensive gloves. Sylvia laid them in her lap and folded her hands upon them. She was wearing a pale rose lipstick and nail-polish, and green eye-shadow, but she had the sense to leave her eyelashes alone. Nature had painted them a full six tones deeper than her flax-gold hair, and, lavishly generous, had tipped the curling ends with gold. It was these lashes and the almost midnight blue of the eyes they screened which gave to Sylvia’s beauty a certain exquisite strangeness.

	She lifted those lovely eyes and said,

	“Oh, Gay!”

	Gay tapped with her foot upon the rose-coloured carpet.

	“That gets us a lot farther, doesn’t it!” she said.

	“But, Gay darling, Marcia said—”

	“Marcia would! She always did fob you off on to me when she got half a chance!”

	A sweet, fleeting smile touched Sylvia’s lips.

	“Darling, you were so clever. You always got me out of things. I’ve always said you’re the cleverest person I know. You will help me, won’t you?”

	Gay leaned against the ornamental rail at the bottom of the bed, a rail of rose-coloured enamel with bright gilt knobs.

	“Now look here, Sylvia, why should I help you? We were at school together, I was your bridesmaid, and you’re some sort of fifteenth cousin. You’ve never written me a line since you got married, you’ve never been near me since I came to London, and I’ve never been inside your house—”

	“Oh, but I didn’t know—”

	“Oh, yes, you did, because I wrote and told you—I told you Mummy and Daddy were going to Madeira and marooning me with Aunt Agatha. And did you rally round? Not a rally! Did you take the trouble to lift the receiver from that mother-of-pearl telephone thing you had for one of your wedding presents and coo into it, ‘Darling, do come round and see me’? You know you didn’t. Sylvia, if you look at me like that, I’ll throw something at you—I really will!”

	Sylvia’s lovely eyes had widened piteously. A clear, round tear brimmed gently over and rolled quite slowly and with immense effect down a faintly tinted cheek. Gay’s little angry flame burned higher. If Sylvia would only get cross—but Sylvia never got cross. You might call her the most awful names, and she didn’t resent them, or hate you. She just cried, and made you feel what a brute you were. She was making Gay feel like that now. A tear rolled down the other cheek too. She didn’t wipe either of them away, she just let them fall on to the pale grey gloves, and said in a lost-child sort of voice.

	“I know—I’ve been horrid. There isn’t any reason why you should help me, only—I’m so frightened, and I don’t know what to do—I don’t indeed.” The tears were falling faster now. They welled up, ran over, and fell. They kept on falling. They put out Gay’s little angry flame. She would have to take a hand. She had known that all the time of course. You can’t just let an idiotic creature down because it doesn’t know enough to come in out of the rain. She tossed back her hair and said,

	“Oh, I’ll help you. You always knew I would. Stop crying, Silly Billy baby, and tell me what it’s all about. Whatever have you been and gone and done?”

	


CHAPTER THREE

	Sylvia drew a long sighing breath, dabbed her eyes with a mauve handkerchief, and opened a grey suede bag with a diamond initial on it.

	Gay cocked her eye at it.

	“Wedding present?” she enquired.

	“No—Francis—for Christmas. Rather nice, isn’t it?” From an inner pocket she produced a scrap of newspaper. “There—you’d better read it.”

	The piece of paper was about five inches long and two inches wide. It looked as if it had been torn off the edge of the Times. On the blank margin there was scrawled in pencil:

	“Same place. Same time. Same money.”

	The words stood one below the other like the rungs of a ladder, the letters coarsely printed with a blunt blue pencil. Gay frowned at them.

	“What does it mean?”

	“I didn’t go,” said Sylvia in a tired voice. “Then I got this one.”

	She fished out another piece of newspaper. A tear splashed down on it and smudged the blue pencil, but it was legible enough. In the same coarse scrawl Gay read:

	“Tomorrow without fail, or your husband will know.”

	Her lips tightened. What an absolute first-class prize idiot Sylvia was.

	“Look here, Sylly, it’s no good beating about the bush. What have you been doing that Francis mustn’t know? Is it another man?”

	“Oh, no!” said Sylvia. “Oh, no—really not, darling. I—I wouldn’t!”

	Gay was a good deal relieved, because if there wasn’t another man, the obvious thing to do was to tell Francis Colesborough and get him to wring this blackmailing creature’s neck. She said so with a good deal of vigour. A vivid little creature in spite of the dark grey coat and black beret. Eyes, colour and lips were all alive as she pointed out the folly of practising concealments from your husband.

	“You go straight home and tell him and you won’t have any more trouble.”

	Sylvia paled visibly, clasped and unclasped her hands, and appeared completely panic-stricken.

	“Oh, Gay—I couldn’t!”

	“Why couldn’t you?”

	“Oh, Gay, I couldn’t—I really couldn’t!”

	Gay leaned back against the bed. What was it all about? She said,

	“Sylvia, what’s Francis like?”

	Because, after all, that was what really mattered. You could tell things to some people, and you couldn’t tell them to others. Everything really depended on what Francis was like.

	Sylvia responded with a slightly puzzled air.

	“Well, he’s tall—and fair—and—”

	“Yes—I saw him at the wedding, and that time at Cole Lester. But I don’t want to know what size collar he takes, or what his handicap is at golf—I want to know what he’s like in himself.”

	“Well, he’s much older than I am. Let me see—you and Marcia are the same age—and Marcia is twenty—and I’m two years older—so I’m twenty-two—and Francis was twenty years older than me when we married—and that was a year ago—”

	Gay looked at her almost with awe.

	“In fact, he’s forty-two. Sylly, can’t you really remember how old you are without counting up from Marcia and me?”

	“You’re so good at figures,” said Sylvia in a helpless tone.

	The conversation seemed to have slid right away from Francis. That was what happened when you tried to talk to Sylvia—you slipped, and slid, and didn’t get anywhere at all. Gay made a determined attempt to get back to Francis.

	“We weren’t really talking about how old anyone was. I don’t care whether Francis is fourteen, or forty, or four hundred. I want to know what he’s like to live with. Is he fond of you—is he nice to you—are you fond of him?”

	Sylvia smiled a little consciously.

	“Oh, well, he’s in love with me.”

	“People aren’t always nice to you when they’re in love with you.” Gay was remembering Julian Carr who had made such a frightful scene when she said she wouldn’t marry him. “And they’re not always fond of you either.” And she didn’t know how she knew that, but she did know it.

	“It’s the same thing,” said Sylvia in a puzzled voice.

	“You’re very lucky if it is,” said Gay with a wisdom beyond her years. “But if it really is the same thing with Francis, then you haven’t got to bother at all, because you can just go straight home and tell him, and he can deal with the blue pencil—stamp on it, or push its face in. Anyhow you won’t have to bother any more.”

	Sylvia looked lovely and mournful. She shook her head.

	“It wouldn’t do at all, darling.”

	“Why wouldn’t it?”

	“Oh, it wouldn’t. You don’t know Francis.”

	Gay blew up.

	“Is that my fault? I keep asking you what he’s like, and you’re about as much use as a jelly that hasn’t jelled! Why wouldn’t it do to tell Francis?”

	Sylvia appeared to reflect. The unusual effort brought a tiny line to her white brow.

	“He’d be angry,” she said at last.

	“That won’t hurt you,” said Gay. “You’d much better tell him.”

	Sylvia shook her head again.

	“I can’t.”

	“I’ll do it for you if you like,” said Gay handsomely. “I could do it most awfully well, because I could begin by telling him that you were the world’s prize fool and couldn’t help getting into some mess or other. And then I could tell him about this particular mess—and of course he’d see that it was up to him to get you out of it.”

	Sylvia stood up, and stood trembling. It was as if she had begun to run away and then lost heart, or strength, or nerve—perhaps all three. She said with twitching lips,

	“Don’t tell him! Don’t—don’t—don’t!”

	Gay came over to her and put her back in her chair.

	“Sit down,” she said, “and don’t be an ass. To begin with, I don’t know anything to tell, and to go on with—”

	Sylvia clutched at her wrist.

	“You mustn’t tell Francis! If I could tell him, I wouldn’t have come to you. Promise me you won’t ever tell.”

	“I won’t promise,” said Gay soberly, “but I won’t tell.” She removed her wrist and stood back again. “The question is, are you going to tell me? Because if you’re not, I’ll be getting along.”

	The faint, lovely colour returned to Sylvia’s cheek. She drew a long breath and sat back.

	“Oh, darling, don’t go! I want to tell you.”

	“Then get on with it,” said Gay.

	Sylvia looked up, and down again.

	“It’s so difficult. You see, one of the reasons I can’t tell Francis is that he said I was never, never, never to play cards for money. They play a lot, you know, in his set, and the points are dreadfully high, and he said I wasn’t to ever, because—well, it was after he’d been my partner one night at contract and we lost eight hundred pounds, and he said he wasn’t a millionaire, and even if he was he couldn’t bear the strain, and a lot of things like that.”

	Gay felt some sympathy for Francis Colesborough. She had played cards with Sylvia at school.

	“Did you revoke?” she enquired with interest.

	Sylvia gazed at her mournfully.

	“I expect so—I generally do. I never can remember what it is exactly, but that is one of the things he said I’d done. So he said I wasn’t to play again.”

	“And you did?”

	“Not bridge—baccarat.”

	“And how much did you lose?” It went without saying that Sylvia had lost.

	“About five hundred pounds,” said Sylvia in a small, terrified voice. If she was now the wife of the rich Sir Francis Colesborough and mistress of Cole Lester, she had spent twenty-one years as penniless Sylvia Thrale with a widowed mother whose tiny pension had only just sufficed to feed and clothe herself and her two daughters. Relations had most unwillingly paid the school bills. Sylvia had therefore always heard a great deal about money—bills and the lack of money to pay them with; bills and the sordid necessity of paying them; bills and the horrid things that might happen to you if you didn’t pay them. All this had been impressed upon her in the nursery.

	“What!” said Gay. And then, “But you’ll have to tell Francis. He’s the only person who can help you to pay five hundred pounds.” Sylvia shook her head.

	“Oh, no, he isn’t—that’s just it.”

	Long practice enabled Gay to snatch the meaning from this remark.

	“You mean someone else gave you the money, and that’s why you can’t tell Francis?”

	“Only half,” said Sylvia, accepting this interpretation.

	“This blue pencil creature?”

	“I don’t know.”

	Gay stamped her foot.

	“You don’t know who gave you the money?”

	“No, darling.”

	A kind of furious calm possessed Gay.

	“Sylvia, if you don’t tell me the whole thing right away, I’m off. No, don’t bleat—begin at the beginning and go right on to the end. You lost five hundred pounds at baccarat. Now begin there, and get a move on!”

	The line came again on Sylvia’s forehead.

	“Someone rang me up—”

	“When?”

	“Last week-end—last Saturday—because we were going down to stay with the Wessex-Gardners. At least, I was going, and Francis was going to come if he could, and he did, only rather late for dinner—we were half way through the fish.”

	Gay broke in.

	“Sylly, for goodness’ sake—”

	Sylvia stared in surprise.

	“So I know it was Saturday. And the bell rang whilst I was dressing. I was all ready except for my fur coat, so I expect it was about five o’clock.”

	“Good girl! Go on—keep on going on! Someone rang you up—”

	“Yes. They said—”

	“Who said?”

	“Well, it was a man—and he said would I like to earn two hundred pounds.”

	“Earn two hundred pounds?”

	“That’s what he said. And I said of course, so then he told me how.”

	A feeling of the blackest dismay came seeping into Gay’s mind. It was like ink seeping into blotting-paper. What on earth had Sylvia done? She said,

	“What did he tell you?”

	“How to do it,” said Sylvia. “It was quite easy really.”

	“What did you do?” said Gay. Her mind felt perfectly blank.

	Sylvia was looking quite pleased.

	“I just waited till he’d gone along to his bath. Of course he’d left his keys on the dressing-table—men always do—and the paper was in his despatch-box, just like the man said it would be, so I got it quite easily.”

	“Sylvia—what are you talking about? Francis—you took a paper out of Francis’ despatch-box?”

	“Oh, no,” said Sylvia in a tone of surprise—“not Francis.”

	Gay wouldn’t have believed that she could feel worse, but she did.

	“You stole a paper from someone else. If it wasn’t Francis, who was it?”

	“The Home Secretary man—at least, I think that’s what he is. He’s quite nice looking, but he’s got such an ugly name—Biffington—Buffington-Billington—one of those names, you know.”

	“I suppose you mean Mr Lushington?”

	Sylvia brightened.

	“Darling, you’re so clever about names. Yes, Lushington. And his wife’s sister is married to Binks.”

	“Binks?”

	“Binks Wessex-Gardner—he is Buffo’s brother. They were all staying with the Wessex-Gardners, and so were we. Darling, they’ve got the most lovely place. And you never saw anything like her clothes—too too of course, but dreams. She had an evening dress all white and gold patent leather—”

	“What was this paper you stole?” said Gay.

	Sylvia winced.

	“Oh, that’s a horrid word!”

	“It’s a horrid thing. What paper was it?”

	Sylvia stared.

	“I haven’t the least idea.”

	“What did it look like? You must know that.”

	“Oh, yes, he told me. He said it would be a sort of list on a piece of paper—what do they call that big sort of paper?”

	Gay’s eyes danced for a moment.

	“Do you mean foolscap?”

	“Yes, that’s it! And there wasn’t any printing on it—just a lot of writing and a list of names—in one of those long envelopes. And he said I was to take the envelope just as it was, after I’d looked inside to see if it was the right one, and he said I was to put a plain envelope there instead.”

	Gay gave a horrified gasp.

	“Sylvia!”

	“I did it very well,” said Sylvia with innocent pride.

	“You put a plain envelope there instead?”

	Sylvia nodded.

	“Yes, he told me to—he said to take one off Francis’ table, and he told me what size, and he said to put some paper inside it to make it look all right, and I did.”

	“Sylvia—you said you had to look inside the envelope you took to make sure it was the right one?”

	“Yes, and I did. I was ever so quick.”

	“What were you to look for?”

	Sylvia’s white brow wrinkled.

	“I keep forgetting the word—such a funny one—something to do with shoes—”

	Gay said sharply, “Nonsense, Sylly!”

	“Oh, but it was—not English ones—those French wooden things—”

	“Sabots?”

	Sylvia’s brow relaxed.

	“Yes, that was it—that’s what I had to look for. He said it would be there, right on top, and it was—sabotage.”

	“What did you do with it?” said Gay in a tired voice.

	“I did exactly what he said. I didn’t make any mistakes. I put the envelope in my bag. And after dinner we were in the winter garden and they were playing cards, and what I was to do was to walk down the drive and keep close to the bushes on the left, so I did. I had a fur wrap of course, and when I got about half way down someone flashed a light on me and I stopped, and I said, ‘Who is it?’ like he told me to, so as to be quite sure of not making a mistake and giving it to the wrong person. And he said, ‘Mr Zero,’ like he said he would, so then I gave him the envelope.”

	“Did you see him?”

	Sylvia shook her head.

	“Oh, no—it was dark. Besides, he didn’t come out of the bushes. He just put out a hand and took the envelope. And then he gave me another with the money in it, and I ran back as fast as I could.”

	Gay still had the two pieces of newspaper in her left hand. She looked at them now, her mind quite dark, quite helpless. “Same time—same place—same money—” She read the words aloud.

	“What does it mean?” she said.

	“It means he wants some more papers,” said Sylvia.

	


CHAPTER FOUR

	Gay went to the window, wrestled with it, opened it, and stuck her head out into the foggy, frosty air. Sylvia was exactly like a jelly, a beautiful, bright, quivering jelly with plenty of sweet whipped cream round it. If you had to talk to her for any length of time, you began to feel as if you were sinking into the jelly and smothering there. The warm room, Marcia’s fripperies, Sylvia’s violet scent, and all that rose colour were suddenly too much for her. The carpet had begun to wave up and down in a horrid pink mist. She much preferred the January fog outside with the lights shining through it like orange moons, and the hard smell of soot and frost. It was cold though. Her head steadied and she drew back with a shiver, but she left an open handsbreath to keep the carpet steady.

	Sylvia was doing her mouth with a pale pink lipstick. She gazed earnestly at her own reflection in the little platinum-backed mirror which belonged to the bag, and said in a plaintive voice,

	“Darling—such a draught!”

	“You made my head go round,” said Gay. “You’d make anyone’s head go round. Now, Sylvia, put all that rubbish away and listen!”

	“Rubbish?” said Sylvia. She turned the mirror to show the diamond S on the back. “Why, it cost masses of money.”

	Gay pounced, removed the lipstick and mirror, put them into the grey suede bag, and shut it with a snap.

	“Now, Sylvia, listen. You say you were told all about stealing this paper on the telephone, but here—” she put the blue-pencilled message down on Sylvia’s knee,—“here it says, ‘Same time—same place—same money.’ What does that mean? It doesn’t fit in. What time? What place?”

	Sylvia looked at the torn piece of paper. Then she looked at Gay.

	“Well, he wanted me to go there again, but I wouldn’t.”

	“He wanted you to go where? Where had you gone?”

	“Well, it was at Cole Lester, you know.”

	“You were at Cole Lester when the man rang you up about stealing the paper?”

	Sylvia looked surprised.

	“Oh, no, darling, that was in London, but we were just going down to Cole Lester, and he said to wait till it was dark and then go and walk in the yew alley. It’s very old, you know, hundreds and hundreds of years, and it meets overhead, so that it’s like being in a tunnel. I didn’t like it very much, but I thought I’d better go, and when I got to the end he said, ‘Is that you?’ And I said, ‘Yes, and please be quick,’ because that sort of place always has spiders and earwigs in it, and he hurried up and told me how to get the paper.”

	“He was in the alley?”

	“Oh, no, darling—outside. I was the one who was in the alley. He was outside. There’s a sort of window, and we talked through it, all whispery. I didn’t like it a bit, and Francis might have thought the most dreadful things, so when he wanted me to go again I wouldn’t. And now he says he’ll tell Francis I took the paper, and if he does, Francis will know about the five hundred pounds, and I don’t know what he’ll say.”

	Gay tried to keep her head.

	“You say this person wants another paper. How do you know he does?”

	Sylvia’s eyes widened.

	“Darling, he told me.”

	Gay put a hand on her shoulder—a firm and angry little hand.

	“Sylly, I shall shake you in about half a minute. How many times have you talked to this man?”

	Sylvia began to count on her fingers.

	“There was the time he rang up—that was the first time. And there was the time I’ve been telling you about at Cole Lester, and the time I was just starting for Wellings. And then I took the paper, and gave it to him, and he gave me the money—I don’t know if you count that.”

	“Count everything,” said Gay. “That’s four. Now what is five?”

	“I suppose it was when he rang me up again.”

	“He rang you up again? Where?”

	“In Bruton Street. And he said he wanted me to do something else, and I said I couldn’t, and I thought I heard Francis coming, so I rang off. And he rang up next day, and the minute I heard his voice I hung up, and he went on ringing for ages, and I just let him. And then I got a big cut out of a paper, and it just said, ‘Two hundred and fifty pounds reward.’ And next day this bit of paper—” she touched the torn piece on her knee—“and today there was the other one to say he was going to tell Francis, and if he does, I shall die.”

	Gay took her hand away, walked to the window, stared blankly at the fog, and came back again.

	“You’ll have to tell Francis,” she said.

	Sylvia’s colour failed suddenly and completely.

	“He’ll kill me,” she said in a frightened whisper.

	“Nonsense, Sylly!”

	“He said he would.”

	“Francis said he’d kill you?”

	Sylvia’s eyes were terrified.

	“No, no—the man—he said he’d kill me if I told Francis—and he would—he said he’d kill me if I even thought about telling Francis.”

	“When did he say all this?”

	“I think it was last night,” said Sylvia vaguely. “I didn’t mean to listen, but he said I must. And we’re going down to Cole Lester, and if I don’t take him the papers, he’ll tell Francis—”

	“What papers does he want this time?” said Gay.

	Sylvia looked at her with brimming eyes.

	“The ones Francis keeps in the safe in his study,” she said.

	


CHAPTER FIVE

	Algy Somers jumped out of the taxi, ran up the six steps which led up to Miss Agatha Hardwicke’s front door, and rang the bell. Almost before it had finished ringing the door opened and Gay appeared. That was one of the nice things about Gay, she never kept you waiting. If you said nine o’clock, nine o’clock it was. Algy had bitter memories of girls to whom nine meant anything this side of ten o’clock.

	Gay said, “Hully, Algy!” ran down the steps, jumped into the taxi, and settled herself, all in one quick flash.

	Algy Somers was one of the very kind-hearted people who helped to make life with Aunt Agatha endurable by taking her out. The fact that she was wearing the same old black dress in which she had dined and danced ever since the parents had departed to Madeira was not to interfere in any way with her enjoyment, neither did she mean to lose a single minute of it. That was another nice thing about Gay, she enjoyed everything so much. Her eyes shone and her cheeks glowed as she turned to Algy and enquired,
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