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			CHAPTER 1

			Each October Helen Blair arranged a series of dinner parties. It was, she said, the perfect time, offspring were back in their schools, and wherever anyone had been during August and September they had returned from it, and their journeys—unless something of wide interest or wildly funny had happened—were no longer spoken of. Helen’s dinners ran into early November and that was the end of them until the following October, for she mixed her guests with the same care a skilled bartender uses when mixing drinks, and so had no intention of her recipe for a good evening being ruined because one ingredient was missing owing to influenza, a cold or fog.

			That evening there came to St. John’s Wood eight guests, all hand-picked except Selina Grierson, who was almost family. Tom Blair had become an orphan when he was eight, his parents having been killed in a car smash. Both parents were only children and since neither set of grandparents felt equal to bringing up a small boy, Tom’s mother’s best friend, Anne Grierson, had asked to be allowed to have the child to be a brother to her girl, Selina. The Griersons lived in a house called Tallboys in Sussex, which had been in their family since the seventeenth century. It was a charming house with enough land round it to shut it away from the stately homes of stockbrokers which had grown up round it. Tom, who had been left well provided for, was sent first to a preparatory school and then to Eton, but though he got on well at both schools he was a home-loving boy, and lived through the terms his inner eye fixed on Tallboys and the coming holidays. Helen, from the day she first met Tom, though she despised herself for it, was jealous of Tallboys, for it was the centre of that part of Tom’s life when he had been perfectly happy without her. When she asked him questions about his childhood Tom, though he answered her, did so carefully, as if he were afraid of breaking something too delicate to be touched.

			Tom had planned to go up to Oxford but the war intervened; he was sent to Burma and when he got back he went straight into his father’s firm in the City. By then Selina’s father was dead, her mother at the beginning of her last illness, and Tallboys about to be sold. Sometimes Helen wondered if she had said anything at that time which had stopped Tom from buying Tallboys. He had the money to buy it, for his income had been steadily accumulating while he was a minor. Helen was almost sure Selina had expected him to buy it and so had made her mother hang on to the place until Tom was home from Burma. It was true, Helen told herself, that he had met her and they had fallen in love with each other almost as soon as he had reached England and it was also true she would not like living in the country, except that she would like anywhere Tom was, but had he actually asked her about Tallboys? She had been so desperately in love and so in need of Tom it was hard to recall anything clearly through the golden haze that lay across their courting days. With fingers clasped under a restaurant table he might have asked: “Would you be happy living in the country, darling?” and she, conscious of nothing but the tremors that shot through her from his touch and the comfort of his strength, could have answered, without realising Tallboys lay behind the question: “I’d loathe it.” Anyway, however it had happened, Tom had not bought Tallboys, so instead it was sold and a housing estate now stood in its place. But had it been a mistake? If Tom had bought Tallboys and had they lived there would there have been no part of his life she did not share?

			Helen had not met Selina until after her marriage. Anne Grierson’s illness in its final stage had affected her mind and as a result she was difficult and nurses would not stay, so it was hard for Selina to get away, and she had not come to the wedding, which Helen regretted, for after all Tom and Selina had been brought up as brother and sister. But two months after the wedding Anne Grierson had died and Tom, with Helen’s full approval, took the place of a brother and arranged everything for Selina. Helen had gone down to Sussex for the funeral prepared also to help in any way she could, but there was nothing she could do, which distressed her, for that first view of Selina had filled her with pity. Poor girl, she had thought, of course no one looks their best in black which has been scratched together for a funeral, so probably she doesn’t always look so plain. Anyway who wouldn’t look plain after all that nursing.

			Then too, she knew Selina must be cut up at losing her mother, for a mother dying did something to you even when you were thankful for the mother’s sake she was out of her misery. Still, making every allowance at that first meeting, Helen had been surprised by Selina, for Tom, talking of her, had prepared her for someone so different. It was not that he had described her, he never had, but he had talked of her as if she were a vivid personality, whereas, at first viewing, she was a colourless nonentity. Helen had taken it for granted that Tom would suggest that they had Selina for a long visit, and she had talked herself into not only agreeing with an outward show of pleasure, but of working hard while Selina was with them to give the poor thing a good time and, if possible, to persuade her to do something about her appearance. Therefore it had been a pleasant surprise when Tom, after a visit to Selina in Sussex, had announced he was arranging to sell the cottage, which Selina’s mother had bought after she had sold Tallboys, as Selina had changed her mind about living in it, and instead was planning to settle on the west coast of Southern Ireland. Helen, though glad of the news, had not shown it. “I expect she’ll come over a lot,” she had said in a voice which sounded as if that was her dearest wish, “and when she does this must of course be her home.”

			But Selina, for more than a year, had not come over to England, and when she did start to visit London she had never stayed for even one night with Helen and Tom. There were good surface reasons: first Verily was born and Selina wrote she knew what it meant having a baby and a Nannie in the house. Then two years later Tim arrived and Selina insisted no house with two babies had room for visitors. When Verily and Tim were six and four a French governess was added to the household and that, Selina said, was more than enough for Helen to juggle with. So by the time Verily and Tim went to boarding schools, and there clearly was room in the holidays, it was established that Selina, when in London, stayed in an hotel. Helen was thankful this was so for Selina was unpredictable, she was always writing to say she was arriving on such a day and then not turning up—the lobsters were good that year and she could not leave her pots, her garden was in trouble, the local Protestant church fête needed her, or the mackerel were running. But if she could not come often to England Verily and Tim could go to Ireland and little by little it was accepted the children spent their summer holidays with Selina, an arrangement that suited Helen, for it meant she and Tom had an annual honeymoon. Tom was not entirely happy about the arrangement; he said he never saw the children, why couldn’t they all go to some seaside place? But yearly Helen had overruled him, she would be bored in some horrible coast town and it would be good to be on their own, and the children loved Ireland and Selina.

			It was at the end of the summer holidays, when Verily was eleven and Tim nine, that Selina first made a habit of travelling back with the children and settling in a London hotel for three months. “Oh dear,” thought Helen the first year this happened, “she’ll be here for all my dinners and Tom will expect me to have her for the lot. Who on earth will she mix with?” In the event it proved easy. Selina, now she was over forty, was not the Selina Helen had seen at the funeral. She was still lean, weather-beaten and appallingly dressed, all of which now oddly suited her, so far from being a nonentity she had become a distinct personality. “Oh, is Selina over?” friends would say, obviously pleased. “Good. I love meeting her and hearing about that Shangri-la Irish cottage of hers.”

			Helen’s dinners were usually on a Saturday night, so no guest need keep one eye on the clock thinking of the next day’s work, but the dinner that October evening was on a Monday. This was arranged to suit the Worns. George Worn (pronounced Wurn) was struggling to keep his castle intact for his son Harry by opening it to the public, so on Saturdays and Sundays both he and Miriam were savagely busy. It was believed, by those who studied the stately home business, that George Worn was a good showman, but made fewer half-crowns than he should because of his inherited landowner outlook. The castle grounds were constantly on loan free, mainly to church organizations, for George was a strong high churchman. One gossip columnist had suggested it was a pity the earl, since faith was involved, was not a follower of Billy Graham, for if Dr. Graham could have been persuaded to pay a visit to the castle bus loads would have rolled in from all over the country packed with eager Grahamites singing “This is my story—This is my song.”

			Miriam Worn, three parts Jewish, was not exactly beautiful but lit by a smouldering personality which made it difficult to be in a room with her and keep your eyes off her. She was a champion of under-dogs; mention a possible miscarriage of justice, a neglected baby or an ill-treated animal and it was as if bellows were turned on Miriam for at once she ceased to smoulder and flared into flame. She was redeemed from being tiresome by a sense of humour and her integrity, for no lost cause taken up by Miriam had ever been dropped until all that could be done by one woman burning with righteous wrath had been done. Luckily for George’s pocket his castle was one of Miriam’s lost causes.

			Because he would be sure to get Miriam flaming, and because both she and Tom liked them, Helen had invited Edward and Celia Cale. Edward was a Q.C. Celia, his wife, had been at school with Helen. In those days the girls had been close friends, and enough links remained for them to enjoy each other’s company, though they would probably have drifted apart and almost forgotten each other had they not both lived in London, and had not their husbands liked each other. To meet casually Celia and Edward appeared a fortunate pair blessed with good looks plus his successful and most lucrative career. But closer knowledge of them showed the present-day Edward and Celia making out well on a life built of ply-wood over a sorrow so deep it had nearly wrecked Celia’s life, and could have ruined their marriage had not Edward refused to allow that to happen. Their child, Prunella, and there had not been another, had died of polio when she was four. The months that covered Prunella’s illness and death were now like months lost, for neither Edward nor Celia ever directly spoke of them, or indeed of Prunella.

			Olivia and Anthony Browne were invited to dinner because Olivia, an old friend, was such good value. She had the charm of a small monkey and wore, as if it were a wrap, the glow of the greatly desired. She had been born American but one Scots, one English, one French and one Spanish husband had diluted her nationalistic qualities, although her American viewpoint on what was due to her from men, merely because she was a woman, had not varied since she was out of nappies. Anthony, whom Olivia had only married six months before the dinner, worked on some obscure trade paper, never made much money, had a social conscience—something which was outside Olivia’s understanding—and was, in the opinion of many, heavy on hand and often a bore. But because his social conscience pushed him into work in clubs for boys who might become delinquents, he had something in common with George Worn, which made him a suitable diner on the night when the Worns were invited. But what Olivia, whose previous husbands had been either rich or glamorous, could see in Anthony was beyond Helen’s understanding, but that he made her happy was indisputable.

			Bernard Task was usually asked to Helen’s dinners on a night when Selina was invited for he was unattached as far as diners were concerned and was amusing in a malicious way. Tom did not like him, but agreed he was good value as a guest, and meeting him pleased George Worn for Bernard was a permanent hoverer, a high churchman casting longing glances towards Rome, and the solace that would come from being directed. In fact an evening with Bernard was a red letter day for George, for, as he would explain to Miriam afterwards: “Just being with someone who shares your faith must be a help in times of uncertainty.” Miriam, who felt fussing about your soul when there was so much injustice in the world that needed to be put right was a waste of time, would reply: “If he wants to be a Roman let him, he’d be much better with his mind made up, it’s so time-wasting dragging people into corners to talk about your soul.” But outside his spiritual waverings Miriam approved of Bernard for he earned his income, which was large, writing articles for a newspaper and various magazines on lost causes and under-dogs. What he wrote inclined to the mawkish but it was sincere and well informed so, though many would have wished to deny it, he did good.

			It was a most successful dinner, clever things were said, and others, not really brilliant, sounded so because of the mood of the party. As usual it had been Helen who had been the juggler who kept the conversation spinning, tossing it first to one guest and then to another. Seeing that George and Bernard did not start a private talk across the table. Preventing Edward going too far when playing his favourite game of Miriam-baiting. Bringing Selina out with an adroit question about Ireland. Guarding her own tongue against the danger of her and Celia falling into a party-wrecking “Do you remember . . . ?” conversation. That night Edward had come primed with a leg-pull for Miriam. That day he had persuaded a jury of the guilt of a young thug who had beaten an old man over the head with a bicycle chain. As a result the judge had sentenced the youth to a four years’ prison sentence. For Miriam’s benefit Edward had described movingly the young criminal’s tears, plus a sobbing mother. As he had anticipated his story had inflamed Miriam. Her brown eyes had sparked, her voice had throbbed with emotion as she flayed Edward. He was a gloating beast. The poor boy had probably never had a chance. There was one law for the rich and another for the poor. But he was not going to get away with it, she would write to her member of Parliament, she would get up a petition, she would see the Home Secretary. This had been the moment Edward had worked for. Quietly he had listed points which had been stressed in the judge’s summing up: the youth’s good background, which included money, his fine opportunities, his still-loving though broken-hearted parents. Then casually he had thrown out:

			“There’s a long record of crime, he was first brought into court for cruelty to a dog.”

			They all knew nothing inflamed Miriam so quickly as cruelty to an animal, but it had been she who had been first to lead the laughter.

			“Beast!” she had said to Edward. “Why didn’t you start by telling me about the dog? Young horror! I wish he’d got eight years.”

			As the laughter had died Helen had picked up the conversational ball and tossed it to Selina. Tom had watched her admiringly. “Bless her,” he had thought. “How she loves a party, and how good she is at giving one.”

			Helen did not allow the men to loiter over brandy, and none of her friends tried to, for the Blairs’ domestic arrangements were well known. Mrs. Simpson, Helen’s admirable but terrifying cook-housekeeper, cooked and dished up the dinner unassisted, for “I like my kitchen to myself” was one of her strictures. But on party nights an ex-butler called Field came in to serve the dinner, and to clear the table afterwards, stacking the china and glass in the scullery ready for the daily, Mrs. Wragge, to wash up in the morning. It was a house joke, based on guesswork, that after the clearing up Mrs. Simpson took Field to her bed-sitting-room for a snack and a nightcap; certainly within half an hour of dinner there was not a sign of either of them. So usually someone said at the end of the meal: “Well, I suppose we shouldn’t keep Field from Mrs. Simpson,” or words to that effect, and that was the cue for everybody to leave the dining-room.

			Helen had games, cards or roulette ready for after dinner if her party had flagged, but it was rare for her to have to bring them out. That Monday she had never even thought of them, for Edward had produced a theory that what the papers called “The crime wave,” if it existed, was due to repressions.

			“We need outlets for our sadism. If I was P.M. I’d restore public hangings at Tyburn.”

			It had become a game; suggestions had poured in until it was decided what was needed was an annual national cruelty week when all passions not only could, but would, be released by law. Helen gave Tom a piece of paper and told him to take down the ideas, and by the time he had read them out it was after eleven and everyone was weak from laughter.

			“Darling,” Olivia had said to Helen, “we must go, but I’ve just had the best time so I hate to break the party up.”

			Celia too had got up. She kissed Helen.

			“We’d better all leave at the same time, Olivia, or I hate to think what horrors they will plan for us behind our backs in cruelty week.”

			As they had moved into the passage Bernard had caught up with Edward.

			“Did you get your repression idea from one of yesterday’s papers? Some school I read is trying out a no-repressions term.”

			“Perhaps it’s Verity’s,” Selina had said. “They always seem trying to free their libidos there.”

			Tom had laughed.

			“That’s Verily’s version of what goes on at Rattenfield. Some day, Selina, you must meet Miss Osborne, the headmistress, she’s good value.”

			“This was a boys’ school,” Bernard had put in.

			Helen had wanted to know what paper the article on the no-repressions school was in.

			Bernard had tried to remember.

			“I think it was the News of the World.”

			“We don’t get a sight of that one,” Helen had said. “It goes straight to Mrs. Simpson and stays there.”

			Bernard had pulled on his coat and scarf and turned towards the front door.

			“I’m sure I’ve got it, Helen darling—all yesterday’s papers are still in my car.”

			Tom usually drove Selina home after a party, so it was he who had led the guests into the small front garden; before they reached the gate Bernard had come back waving a paper.

			“Found it?” Edward had asked. He had turned and called to Helen. “Write down the name of the school, we must enlist those unrepressed boys as shock troops for our cruelty week.”

			Tom had then led the way out of the gate; from the road the guests had turned to call out renewed thanks and good-byes to Helen, who, spot-lighted by the lamp fixed to the portico, still laughing at something Bernard had said, had waved the News of the World at them.

			Homeward bound the guests had discussed the evening.

			“I always enjoy dining with them,” Miriam had told George, “and when Helen is in extra good form, as she was to-night, I feel as if I’d had a pep injection.”

			George had nodded.

			“She can be radiant and to-night she was at her best.”

			In Edward’s Bentley Celia had lit two cigarettes.

			“Helen’s a lucky beast, she’s got everything.”

			Edward had taken his cigarette from her.

			“It looks that way, nothing ever seems to go wrong for those two. The unfair division of troubles has always puzzled me; I must get George on to it sometime, I suppose the Church thinks it has an answer.”

			Olivia, climbing into Anthony’s small Ford, had asked: “You didn’t mind that evening, did you?”

			Anthony had started the car.

			“I’ll never be a social type, you know that. My idea of a good evening is being at home with you. But I must say, if we have to go out I’d rather go to the Blairs’ than anywhere. How did you come across them?”

			“Through my English husband. He was at school or college with Tom, I forget which.”

			“I suppose she’s what you’d call a society beauty.”

			Olivia had laughed.

			“I should say she was neither, Tom’s just a stockbroker and, though I adore Helen, I wouldn’t say she was all that good-looking.”

			“Oh!” Anthony had turned this over in his head. “It’s a nice face.”

			Olivia had giggled.

			“What an awful thing to say about anybody.”

			“It is though,” Anthony had persisted.

			Olivia had leant against him.

			“Thank God she’s interested in nobody but Tom or I might get jealous.”

			Bernard, alone in his car, had allowed his journalistic brain to snake back through the evening’s talk. Had anything been said that would make an article? Pity I can’t use that cruelty stuff, but it isn’t me. What was it Edward had said about that thug he had got jailed? “Broken-hearted parents.” There should be something there from the mother angle only it had all been done before. He had begun to write an article in his head then he had stopped, he would have to suggest to his readers that all mothers were devoted to their children, a bore for they weren’t, in fact almost no women were equally good at both jobs—wife and mother. Lazily he had wondered about Helen. He had never thought about it before but how did Helen’s children make out? Did they get their share of their mother in spite of her devotion to Tom? Curious, Bernard had ruminated, how little, for a person I know well, I actually know Helen. Can she be as sure of herself as she appears to be? Does she never feel insecure and in need of propping up?

			* * *

			Tom, having driven Selina back to her hotel, had gone in with her for a nightcap, and had not left her until it was nearly one o’clock. Selina had then gone to bed and was deeply asleep when the telephone bell rang. Tom was on the line.

			“Selina, something ghastly has happened. Helen has killed herself.”

			Selina, half asleep, knew she must have mis-heard.

			“What’s that? What did you say, Tom?”

			“Helen’s killed herself.”

			Selina heard that time.

			“Killed herself—she couldn’t have—I mean, but why? It must have been an accident.”

			Tom’s voice was so expressionless it could have been a machine that answered.

			“It wasn’t. She’s put her head in the gas oven.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Before she got out of bed to collect the telephone directories Selina switched on the light. She felt sick and stupid and could not keep her teeth from chattering. She muttered Tom’s directions out loud to ensure she would carry them out. “Ring the children’s schools—let the people who were at dinner know—George will tell you who else ought to be told—terrible shock if it’s read in the papers . . .”

			Selina had asked whether Tom would like her to go to the schools to break the news to the children, but he was too shocked to be able to make a decision.

			“I don’t know—I don’t know. Oh God, Selina, why did she do it?”

			Selina’s commonsense was resisting accepting that Helen had done it. How could a person be in Helen’s radiant spirits one minute and in the next put their head in a gas oven?

			“It must have been an accident.”

			Tom had got some relief from an explosion of temper.

			“If you can’t talk sense, Selina, keep quiet. How could Helen put one of the drawing-room cushions in the gas oven by accident?”

			It was the first time Tom had mentioned that.

			“Put a cushion in the gas oven,” Selina had repeated stupidly.

			“Oh, do try and be helpful instead of repeating what I say,” Tom had snapped. Then, perhaps realising that Selina too was suffering from shock, struggled to make her understand what had happened: “As it was late when I got back from your hotel I took it for granted she had gone to bed, so I went straight to my dressing-room, I didn’t hurry over undressing, so God knows how long it was before I went into our room and found she wasn’t there. Then I went to look for her of course, I thought she might have gone to sleep reading that paper she got from Bernard Task. Then I smelt gas.”

			“Was she dead when you found her?”

			“I think so, I dragged her out, of course, and opened all the windows before I phoned for the doctor. He came at once and I suppose did what he could but it was no good, so he’s rung for the police.” He had broken off there. “That’s the bell, that’ll be them now.”

			Selina telephoned Verily’s school first, she knew the address but not the telephone number. While it was being looked up she gave all her thoughts to Verily, seeing her as she had last seen her on the afternoon before she returned to school. She had been wearing a lavender-coloured cotton frock which made her look more noticeably fair and pale than usual. The child had grinned at her, stretching her odd wide mouth.

			“Don’t flap, Selina. I don’t mind going back to the prison house, honestly I’m quite glad.”

			Directory gave the school telephone number, so Selina, with some difficulty because of her chattering teeth, put through her call. The telephone was answered by a secretary who, though sleepy at first, by the time she had grasped what Selina was saying was wide awake. She made tch-tching sounds while she considered if she was justified in disturbing the headmistress, then, deciding that she was, she told Selina to hold on, she would put her through to Miss Osborne.

			Selina knew Miss Osborne by hearsay. Her pupils called her “The Wizard” from the “Wizard of Oz.” “She looks sort of carved,” Verily had said. “You know, Selina, the opposite of you, every single hair always neat and her clothes never have one tiny crease.” Miss Osborne, Selina gathered, though deeply respected and on occasion formidable, meant a lot to Verily, though the only actual statement she had made in her favour was: “She can be all right sometimes.”

			The secretary had told Miss Osborne the facts over the house phone, so she knew what had happened.

			“What a dreadful business, Miss Grierson. Was she ill, I wonder? She was exceptionally thin.”

			Selina explained about the dinner party.

			“She is—I mean, she always was a marvellous hostess but to-night she was in such extra good form.”

			Miss Osborne got down to her share of the problem.

			“Will it be in the morning papers, do you think?”

			“I don’t know how things get into papers,” Selina confessed, “but I’ve heard journalists are clever at finding things out quickly, and Tom—Verily’s father—told me after I had telephoned you and Tim’s headmaster I was to get on to the people who came to dinner, and one of them was Bernard Task . . .”

			Miss Osborne’s interruption snapped out.

			“That man! Forget to telephone him, Miss Grierson, for he’ll be sure to ring his newspaper.”

			Selina was thankful to be directed.

			“All right, I won’t.” Her teeth were chattering more than ever. “I expect Tom forgot he was on a paper—should I come down and tell Verily?”

			Miss Osborne’s voice was firm.

			“No. I’ve had to do this sort of thing before, I had a school during the war. In any case you must be on the spot.”

			“Oh, must I? Why—I mean . . .”

			Miss Osborne was able even over the telephone to take charge.

			“Where are you speaking from, Miss Grierson?” Selina explained she was in an hotel. “Oh good, then as soon as you have rung off ring for the night porter and tell him you have had a shock, and want coffee, with plenty of sugar—don’t forget that—and a very hot hot-water bottle. You understand?”

			“Yes—of course—coffee with plenty of sugar and a very hot hot-water bottle.”

			“Good. And I wouldn’t try ringing anybody else until your teeth have stopped chattering.”

			“I won’t . . . I can’t think why I’m so silly . . .”

			Miss Osborne did not answer that.

			“Listen. While you are drinking the coffee and before you telephone Tim’s school think over this point. Obviously neither the boy’s headmaster nor I will mention suicide, if we ever do, until we know more. I shall find an excuse to keep Verily out of the way of papers and day girls to-morrow morning, but I shall expect a telephone call from you.”

			“About what?”

			Miss Osborne spoke in the voice she used when explaining something to the smaller members of her junior school.

			“We may not be able to keep it from the children indefinitely that their mother killed herself, and they will want to know why.”

			“But no one knows why.”

			Miss Osborne dismissed that as nonsense.

			“There will be an answer, of course. Probably her doctor will know. But be sure to find out all you can and telephone me as early as possible to-morrow morning—if, as you say, it was suicide, and it certainly sounds like it, and I decide Verily must know the truth, I must have a reason to give her.”

			Selina, obeying instructions like a child, had drunk a cup of coffee filled generously with sugar by a solicitous ex-air-raid warden night porter, and was hugging the hot-water bottle to her stomach before she rang Tim’s headmaster. Again she was answered by a secretary, and once more what she had rung about was repeated over the house telephone. Mr. Hodgkins, the headmaster, was not known to Selina by hearsay, as was Miss Osborne, for he was not known by Tim. He had a thin, tweedy shape, for Tim saw him in class and at prayers, and he caught enormous salmon, for the school said so, but otherwise he was to Tim as remote as God and had the same unlimited powers.

			Mr. Hodgkins was shocked out of what Selina guessed was his usual calm manner by her news.

			“Miss Grierson! That charming woman! I can’t believe it! Are you sure it was suicide?”

			Selina explained about the cushion in the gas oven.

			“Verily’s headmistress thinks she must have been ill, she says perhaps her doctor will know—I’m to find out all I can before she tells Verily.”

			Mr. Hodgkins threw off his dismay and turned his thoughts to Tim.

			“Quite right. I wonder if the papers have got hold of it.”

			“Do the boys see the papers? Couldn’t you say she just died?”

			Mr. Hodgkins sounded fussed.

			“I don’t know—I shall talk it over with my nephew—please telephone me also if you find a reason, it may be a help.”

			Miss Osborne had not reckoned with the eyes and ears of Fleet Street. Even while Selina was speaking to her Bernard Task’s telephone was ringing. On the line was a journalist on his paper.

			“You know a Mr. and Mrs. Tom Blair, I hear. He’s a stockbroker.”

			Bernard was giving nothing away.

			“Yes.”

			“Well, Mrs. Blair has done herself in.”

			Bernard was annoyed when he was disturbed at night for a reasonable cause, but to be wakened to deny foolish rumours was insufferable.

			“What lunatic told you that? If you must know I dined with the Blairs to-night, in fact I was there until about half-past eleven and I can promise you Mrs. B. was in cracking form.”

			The journalist broke in.

			“‘There is not a one of them but in his house I keep a servant fee’d.’ In this case my spy is in the police force.”

			It took a lot to silence Bernard, but that did. He knew the intricate spider’s web which a good newshawk spun in order that news should reach him. Then into his mind’s eye Helen swam, standing under the portico lights, laughing and waving the News of the World. His mouth went dry and he had to collect saliva before he could speak.

			“It’s the most ghastly shock. How is she supposed to have done it?”

			“Gas oven job.”

			“No! But why?”

			“That’s what I’ve rung you to find out. Was there anything wrong? Heard any funny rumours about her?”

			“Good Lord no.”

			Clearly that answer was a disappointment.

			“Oh! Was the marriage on the rocks?”

			“No, they got on better than most.”

			“Perhaps she had money troubles.”

			Bernard snapped at that.

			“Where do you hide yourself? He’s Stock Exchange and you know how things have been lately.”

			“Then she must have been ill. Cancer probably . . .”

			Bernard again saw Helen as he had last seen her.

			“I can’t believe it . . . you can’t imagine . . .”

			“Don’t be a Charlie. There’s got to be a reason. Good-looking rich women with doting husbands don’t put their heads in gas ovens after dinner for fun.”

			Bernard’s mind again snaked back through the evening. Could Helen have been acting? Was all that joie de vivre put on? He trusted himself as an observer and he did not believe it. He had been sitting next to her when they were working out the plans for cruelty week and he had seen her laugh until tears flopped down her cheeks. Could anyone laugh like that a couple of hours before they did what she was planning to do?

			“I’m beaten,” he said. “I’d swear on my Bible she hadn’t a thought of suicide up till half-past eleven, whatever made her do it happened after we were gone.”

			There was a fraction’s pause.

			“On the telephone? Could be. Was the husband out?”

			“He was. He drove a woman called Selina Grierson home.”

			“Who’s she? Any thing there?”

			“No good barking up that tree. Her people brought Tom Blair up. She’s a hayseed from Ireland, comes over for a month or two each year.”

			“Well, presumably he stayed with the hayseed or with somebody long enough for Mrs. B. to be past resuscitating by the time he got home.”

			“If he’d been with Selina all night Helen Blair wouldn’t have cared—they were probably talking about the kids—there are two, they stay with her in Ireland each summer.”

			“Kids!” The journalist brightened. “Where were they when it happened?”

			“At school and don’t ask me where because I don’t know, and anyway I wouldn’t tell you . . .”

			The journalist gave a snorting laugh.

			“Don’t get self-righteous, you’ll use the children yourself if you get a line on them. Now what about the other guests? Who was there?”

			Bernard gave him the list.

			“Know where the Worns are staying? They’d hardly go back to the castle at that time of night.”

			“I believe they always stay at The Conn aught, but they won’t know anything and wouldn’t tell you if they did. But if you must contact somebody I’d try Olivia Browne.”

			The journalist mentally ran over what he knew about Olivia.

			“Was Olivia Almonte?”

			“That’s her, and before that Olivia Moulin and further back still Lady Adam. She was born Schraff, her first husband was a Scot, McMuller, the porridge king.”

			“Got her number?” Bernard had. “Thanks. I’ll get on to her right away.”

			“Well, be careful,” said Bernard. “She won’t have heard and I swear it’s going to be a terrific shock to all of us who dined with the Blairs to-night.”

			After Tim’s school Selina rang George Worn. It was a one-sided conversation, punctuated with whispered “My dears!” for Miriam was asleep.

			“I wonder if Tom would like me to go round,” George said. “I don’t like to think of him on his own.”

			Selina jumped at the suggestion.

			“Oh, do go—poor Tom—he sounded in an awful state on the telephone.”

			After Selina had rung off George tried to dress quietly but he was not successful. Miriam sat up yawning.

			“What on earth! It’s the middle of the night.”

			George told her what had happened.

			“I thought I’d go round and see if I could do anything.”

			Miriam gaped at him.

			“Helen! Suicide! She couldn’t have! There must be a mistake.”

			“You can’t make a mistake about a cushion in a gas oven.”

			George went on dressing while Miriam turned over what he had said, and the result was disbelief.

			“They’ll find it was murder—a burglar must have knocked her out then put her in the gas oven—to make it look like suicide. Where was Tom?”

			“You remember he took Selina home, when he got back Helen was dead.”

			Miriam held out her hand for a cigarette.

			“She couldn’t have done it.”

			George lit her cigarette for her.

			“It’s no good guessing. It could have been some sort of brain storm, I suppose.” He hesitated, for even in moments of stress Miriam could be impatient at what she considered unfair leaning on God as opposed to human endeavour. “If she was worried about anything she was alone with it—she was not much of a church woman.”

			Miriam let that pass for, though she had not considered Helen a close friend, that she was dead was a shock, and left her in no mood for arguments. But, even shocked, compassion flowed from her.

			“Poor Tom. I feel sick myself, what agony is he going through? Find out if there’s anything I can do. Perhaps he’d like me to go down to the children’s schools. I suppose you’ll stay with him, but if you can get any sense out of him, telephone if there’s any mortal thing I can do.”

			George kissed her.

			“Pray for him, darling. Then take a hot drink and an aspirin. By to-morrow there’s probably a lot we can all do. I’ll let you know.”

			The telephone woke both Celia and Edward. Edward picked up the receiver and as he did so saw out of the corner of his eye Celia sitting up in bed straining to hear, so he kept the news out of the conversation. A startled “Good God!” did escape him at Selina’s first words but after that he listened in silence until she had finished, then he said:

			“I’ll go to him right away. How about you, would you like Celia to come round?”

			Selina answered so quickly there could be no doubt she meant what she said.

			“Oh no, thank you. I’ve got a lot of telephoning still to do. But I’m glad you’re going to Tom, you’ll find George there.”

			Since Prunella’s death Edward had been careful of Celia. Now, as he put down the receiver, she gripped his arm.

			“What’s happened? Where are you going right away?”

			Edward took her hands.

			“Prepare yourself for a shock, old thing. That was Selina. It was about Helen. She’s killed herself.”

			Celia gazed up at Edward, her face as blank as if it were the face of a puppet.

			“Killed herself? Helen! Selina must have made a mistake.”

			“I don’t think she has.” He explained about the cushion in the gas oven. “Now pop off to the kitchen and make us a big jug of coffee. I’m going to Tom.”

			When the front door of the flat had shut behind Edward Celia went back to the kitchen and tried to finish her coffee, but her throat seemed to have closed so it was impossible to swallow. For something to do she washed the percolator and cups, and while her hands went about their business she tried to take it in that Helen was dead. “Helen’s dead,” she whispered. “She’s killed herself,” until at last her mind did accept what her lips were repeating. As acceptance came to her she dropped and smashed the cup she was drying, but, unaware that she had done so, she made her way to a chair and laid her head on the kitchen table and cried as she had not done since she had watched Prunella die. “Oh God!” she sobbed. “What a jealous beast I’ve been, and even now I’m not crying because I’m sorry.”

			Olivia was in Anthony’s arms when the telephone bell rang. Anthony, with a muttered “What on earth?” rolled over, switched on the light and picked up the receiver. A moment later, his hand over the receiver, he said:

			“It’s a journalist on Bernard Task’s paper. He wants to speak to you.”

			Olivia was used to being news-worthy, but as she took the receiver her eyebrows were raised enquiringly. What had she done lately that could possibly interest the Press? Then, while Anthony watched, her little monkey face screwed into an expression of horror mingled with excitement: “One moment,” she said, “I must tell my husband.” Then to Anthony: “It’s Helen. This man says she was found with her head in a gas oven.” She turned back to the mouthpiece. “I guess it was an accident. I never trust gas, I suppose it was that old Mrs. Simpson, their cook who liked cooking on it, maybe she left it on and Helen didn’t know.”

			“We have no details yet. I was wondering if you could tell me anything about the evening. I have Bernard’s account but I’d like a woman’s angle.”

			Olivia would not have admitted it but she was enjoying herself. It certainly was terrible about that poor Helen, but it was quite something to have been one of the last people to have seen her alive. She settled down for a good telephone gossip.

			“It was a wonderful evening, you know how it is, some parties go and some don’t, well this one went. And Helen—Mrs. Blair—seemed just fine; well, now I think of it, maybe she was a little over gay, if you know what I mean.” She lifted her head to argue with Anthony, who had nudged her. “Yes, she was.” Back in the receiver she said: “Mr. Browne has not known Mrs. Blair long so he wouldn’t know how she usually was but I’d say, though I didn’t notice it at the time, that she could have been putting on an act.”

			“Do you know any reason why she should have done it?”

			Olivia could only relate the actions of other women to her own. She had often said she would rather be dead than that so-and-so should happen to her, but she had not meant it, and even casually had never considered ending her life. She supposed there might, in some faraway future, be circumstances which made living intolerable, but she could not visualise circumstances which hit her so suddenly that she would kill herself sordidly lying on a kitchen floor. Surely any woman, especially a soignée creature like Helen, could have found time to manage things better: fill their bedroom with flowers, put on their best nightdress, dab themselves with their favourite scent, and then settle in bed with the aspirins, sleeping pills, or whatever it was, and a strong drink.

			“No I don’t,” she admitted, “but I suppose she thought she was slipping, she wasn’t, but you know how it is with us girls, we get fixations.”

			“What fixation do you think Mrs. Blair had?”

			“I don’t know she had any. I just meant we all get ideas, you know, that our faces aren’t what they were—well, nobody’s face is—anyway everybody gets sour days when everything looks wrong.” A new idea struck her. “I guess it must have been a patch when Helen wanted to look especially good for someone . . .” She broke off again to speak to Anthony. “Stop poking me, Helen may have been feeling that way.”
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