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CHAPTER ONE

THE HOUSE NEXT DOOR SLEPT placidly in the moonlight. That is, there were no lights and the curtains were neatly drawn and all was silence. Above, the first full moon of summer hung in the sky, making it almost as bright as day, though with a softness that added clarity to the scene.

The house was small and neat and white, framed by a freshly painted white picket fence behind which grew neat flower beds and carefully trimmed shrubbery. In fact, the house stood out in that rather down-at-heels neighborhood, especially in comparison to the two on either side of it, neither of which boasted a fence, fresh paint or flower beds.

In the dwelling on the left, a girl who was only a dim, shadowy figure, invisible to anyone outside, hunched beside the window, watching the neat little white house with a gleam in her eyes.

Down the street, in the thick shadows cast by an old sycamore tree, stood a handsome, expensive coupe. With the lights off, the car was invisible more than a few feet away—except to the carefully hidden watcher who had seen it being parked there shortly before eleven o’clock, long after the shabby little side street had turned out its lights and gone to bed.

Behind the watcher at the window, a clock chimed twelve. She grinned to herself, decided it was safe to risk a cigarette if she stepped back into the shadows of the room before she struck the match. With the cigarette glowing between her fingers, she settled herself a little more comfortably in the battered old wing chair, and once more took up her vigil.

One o’clock struck, and she yawned and made a little impatient gesture. But she did not give up her vigil until the hands of the clock were approaching three. For then there was the shadow of a movement against the house next door. A door opened somewhere in the darkness, without a sound, and closed as silently. A dim, shadowy shape melted across the brief patch of moonlight and into the shadow of the carefully trimmed hedge. The man had to bend low to take advantage of the shadows. And a moment later, the girl at the window heard the sound of the car: a soft purr of the expensive motor, the careful meshing of gears. But the lights were not switched on until the car was turning the corner into one of the less shabby streets.

The girl at the window scrubbed out the tip of her cigarette and deliberately reached behind her and switched on the light. The room sprang into being: a small shabby room, shabbily furnished. A room at which the girl looked in frank disgust and contempt.

Making no effort at concealment, she stood up full in front of the window, yawned and stretched elaborately, and looked at a half-packed suitcase that lay on a chair. She grinned and flipped her fingers toward it with an almost caressing gesture.

She was slim and young and very blond; she had thick, curly hair the color of cornsilk, and eyes that were blue and ordinarily wide and limpid with innocence, though at the moment they were narrowed with malicious enjoyment. As she stretched she slid her hands caressingly over her lovely body, revealed enticingly by the very sheer nightgown and negligee she wore.

Meanwhile, in the house next door, still dark and silent, another woman stood in the shadows behind her curtained windows, and looked at the lighted windows and the figure that moved carelessly across them, and her hands clenched until the nails bit small moons into her pink palms.

“Damn her! Damn the spying little witch! Damn her straight to hell,” said the woman hidden behind the curtains in the neat white house next door….

Barton Stokes was a busy man.

Barton Stokes was the small town’s leading citizen.

He was president of the one bank; he was chairman of the board of the big textile mills in the valley; he was holder of mortgages on half the better farms in the county, and he was known to have more than a finger in various pies, political and otherwise, all over the valley. What’s more, he was happily married to a rather haughty woman who never for a moment forgot that she had brought her husband fifty thousand dollars in cash and real estate and properties, following the death of her father. She was a proud, almost an arrogant woman, and her two children, a boy and a girl, were the pride and joy of her life. Barton Stokes knew very well just where he stood with his wife; one step out of line and she would blast him, without a second’s compunction. So Barton walked very warily, and Barton kept his night life very secret from his wife and the world she called hers.

Or thought he had until that bright early summer morning when his middle-aged, almost terrifyingly efficient secretary came in, puzzled, to say hesitantly, “I know you are terribly busy, Mr. Stokes, but there’s a young woman here who insists that she must see you and that her business is very urgent—and very private.”

Barton looked slightly startled.

“Who is she, Miss Evans?” he wanted to know.

“Anice Mayhew,” answered Miss Evans. “I’ve checked the files. We have no correspondence with her, nor does the bank hold any of her paper—and she refuses point-blank to give me the slightest hint as to the nature of her business.”

Barton said, sharply annoyed, “You’ve been with me long enough to know, Miss Evans, that I never see such people. Send her away.”

“I tried, Mr. Stokes.”

Behind her a gentle voice said shyly, “I’m terribly sorry to be a nuisance, Mr. Stokes—I’m just terribly sorry. But you are the only one who can possibly help me—and I do need help terribly. It’s about my house … at seven twenty-one Maple Road.”

Barton froze for an instant. He took in the girl who stood at the annoyed and protesting Miss Evans’ elbow. He missed nothing of the silken hair that hung to her shoulders in thick, lustrous curls, the heart-shaped face, the big dark blue eyes, the exquisite complexion, the deliciously molded body in its thin summer frock.

Seven twenty-one Maple Road!

And at seven nineteen Maple Road …!

For just an instant he was still, and then he said with formal courtesy, “I can give you a few moments, I suppose, Miss—Miss—”

“Mayhew,” she supplied, and slipped past Miss Evans. “Anice Mayhew. You don’t remember me, but your wife teaches my Sunday School class, and as soon as I realized what a—what a dreadful predicament I was in, I thought right away of you, because you are always so kind and helpful.”

Miss Evans, sniffing slightly, had departed and the door had closed and Anice was seated in the mahogany and leather chair beside Barton’s desk, resting those blue, limpid eyes on Barton’s handsome face. At forty-seven, Barton was what used to be called “a fine figure of a man.” Barton said politely, “And this dreadful predicament? Suppose you tell me about it.”

Anice crossed her ankles, smoothed her brief skirts above dimpled knees in the sheerest of nylons, and put her hands together like a good little girl on her very best behavior.

“Well, it’s terribly embarrassing, Mr. Stokes,” she began gently. “You see, this little house used to belong to my grandmother, and when she died, I was just ever so surprised that she had left it to me. I came to live in it several months ago; and almost right away, I found out that—well, that something awful was going on right next door!”

An echo of the shock this had given her was still in her blue eyes, but it was nothing to the shock that sped along Barton’s veins.

“Oh?” he said cautiously, and found it somehow impossible to meet that candid blue gaze.

“Yes. You see, there’s a woman living in that house. I—well, I thought she was nice when I first went there,” the gentle voice went on sorrowfully. “I even liked her! We went to the movies together occasionally, and we ran in and out of each other’s houses, and it was fun! And then one night when Julia had refused to go to the movies because she had a headache, and I had gone to bed too early and couldn’t sleep, I got up to get a breath of fresh air—and, Mr. Stokes, I saw a man sneaking into Julia’s house!”

Wide-eyed, shocked, she paused to let the full horror of that sink in. Barton had been prepared for it, and to her carefully hidden disappointment, he only raised his eyebrows and said a noncommittal, “Yes?”

“Yes!” said Anice, in a tone of horror. “I was frightened to death because I thought it was a burglar, and so I waited, thinking that Julia would scream. But she didn’t—and I waited and waited. I was terribly frightened!”

“I can imagine,” said Barton dryly, and now there was fury in his eyes.

“Oh, but I was, honestly, Mr. Stokes!” she protested, hurt that he should doubt her. “I was too terrified to go over. And I haven’t a telephone, and Julia has, and I knew she had a gun and that she wasn’t afraid to live alone.” She leaned across his desk and said in a tone packed with drama, “Mr. Stokes, it was after three o’clock when the man left! And then I saw him get into a car hidden behind the shadows of the sycamore, and drive away!”

She sat back and waited for his reaction, everything about her the picture of a gently reared girl, shocked to the core, and quite sure that he, too, would be equally shocked.

After a moment Barton said—and there was a grim edge to his tone—”My dear Miss Mayhew, I’m sure that all this is most interesting, but I can’t possibly see what this has to do with me!”

Anice permitted herself the very tiniest edge of a grin. But her eyes widened a little and her voice was honey. “Can’t you, Mr. Stokes?”

“I’m afraid I can’t!” he tried to awe her with his assurance.

“But you see, Mr. Stokes,” she said very, very gently, her tone soft as silk, mild as new butter, “I saw the man come back again and again and—I know who he is.”

That was letting him have both barrels, and now she waited serenely, watching the storm of emotions that, despite his efforts at control, played across his handsome face. He would have enjoyed wringing her soft white neck; but of course he had to bluff it out.

“Then, in that case, Miss Mayhew, I’m afraid I still can’t understand why you came to me with this—this story,” he said harshly.

“Oh, but that’s simple, Mr. Stokes,” she explained with pretty eagerness. “You see, it’s unbearable to go on living next door to that sort of house. And so I thought it would be best for me to sell mine and go away.”

Barton tried not to let her guess the sharp relief he felt at that. His tone was hearty, business-like as he said briskly, “Well, now, that seems quite a sensible thing for you to do. I have a friend in the real estate business who’d be glad to handle the deal.”

“But you don’t understand, Mr. Stokes,” she interrupted him sweetly. “I had hoped to sell my house to you.”

“To me?” Barton was by now a little groggy but still game. “And why, in heaven’s name, should I want it?”

She all but laughed in his face.

“It’s such a nice little house, Mr. Stokes,” she told him sweetly.

Barton glared at her furiously.

“I’m only asking five thousand for it,” she told him. “And that’s very cheap.”

“Five thousand dollars for a dilapidated little old shack of a house that is worth about fifteen hundred, even with the present housing shortage?” he barked at her furiously.

Anice was still limpid-eyed and gentle—but there was a tone in her voice that he very much disliked when she said smoothly, “I’m sure you would find it an excellent investment, Mr. Stokes—with all that vacant property beyond it. I’ve heard that Mrs. Stokes is interested in buying property like that for development, but I thought I’d make you the offer first.”

A cold chill began in Barton’s stomach and spread all over him, until he said through his teeth, “In other words, unless I give you five thousand dollars you will go to Mrs. Stokes with this—this ridiculous story?”

Her blue eyes flickered coldly for a moment and she did not look quite so young or so gentle.

“It is the truth, Mr. Stokes, as you and I both know,” she stated flatly. “I feel it my duty—my solemn duty—to dispose of my house at a fair price, either to you or to Mrs. Stokes. And I’m not quite sure that I shouldn’t have gone to Mrs. Stokes first. After all, she has been shamefully treated. As a woman, I owe it to her.”

“It’s sheer blackmail,” protested Stokes.

“I’m not quite sure that my house isn’t worth more than five thousand dollars,” said Anice, and there was an inflexible quality in her voice that made the sweat break out on Barton’s forehead. “After all, if I am to be driven from my own home by the wickedness of a fallen woman and a man who is one of the town’s most prominent citizens, a married man, a father, a churchman—” She shivered delicately, and added, wide-eyed, “It just makes me want to sell my house and go away somewhere where I’ll never be reminded of what I’ve seen all these nights.”

“If I buy your house, you will leave town?” demanded Barton savagely.

“There’s nothing in the town to interest me, once I’ve disposed of my property,” she assured him smoothly.

It didn’t take him long, of course, to make up his mind. It was blackmail, nothing else; but she had been neat about it. If he gave her the money she would leave town. She kept her composure, her air of girlish innocence with difficulty as he drew out a checkbook and opened it.

“Here are the papers to make the sale all legal and everything.” She smiled at him winningly as she brought the envelope out of her large flat white bag and laid the papers on the desk before him.



CHAPTER TWO

IN THE SOFT, VELVETY DARKNESS the man drew the girl closer in arms that were jealously close, and with his cheek against her soft white throat, he said huskily, “Tell me that you love me, darling.”

She smiled in the darkness and her fingers touched his cheek lightly. “I love you,” she said gently.

He thrust her from him almost violently and slid out of bed, fumbling on the nightstand for a package of cigarettes. He found two and lit them in the darkness, the match a tiny pinpoint of flame in the darkened room.

As he gave her one of the cigarettes, he said grimly, “You’re lying, and we both know it. Why do I go on kidding myself?”

Phyllis pulled herself up on her pillows, drew her knees up beneath the thin cover and locked her hands about them. Her voice sounded amused and a trifle cynical as she answered him.

“I’m lying, and so are you, my pet,” she told him. “You pretend to be madly in love with me, and you like me to pretend to be in love, when in reality it’s merely something—well something completely physical. We have fun together. I’m nice to love, and you’re an expert lover—so what the hell difference does it make?”

“Stop talking like a gal in a bawdy house—I don’t like it,” he told her coldly.

She laughed at him a little and put up her hand and switched on the small crystal lamp on the bedside table.

“You know you’re my first lover, and so you go all puritanical on me,” she derided him gently.

“I know I’m your first lover. Ye gods, you sound as if I might be the beginning of a long and ever increasing line of them,” he protested sharply.

“One never knows, my pet, at this stage of the game,” she told him dryly.

He turned on her and glared at her.

In a cobwebby nightdress of pale tea-rose chiffon, with creamy, frost-fine lace that adorned but did not conceal her exquisite breasts, her satin shoulders propped up against the pillow that was no whiter, she was a picture to tantalize the senses. Her thick, shining blue-black hair was tumbled about her flushed face; her dark brown eyes were starry. Her mouth was rose-red, entirely free of any makeup, and had the smoothness of flower petals.

Suddenly Terence McLean groaned and put his face in his hands and said through his teeth, “Damn Kenyon Rutledge! I’d like to blow him to hell and gone—the bastard.”

All the softness, all the warmth went out of Phyllis’ face and she held herself erect. She was pale and her eyes blazing.

“Keep him out of this!” she said through her teeth.

“How the hell can I? When I know you’d never have let me touch you, let alone love you as I have, if you hadn’t been starving for that—that damned stuffed shirt! You’re crazy-mad about him,” said Terry savagely.

“And he looks upon me as a more than usually efficient piece of office machinery, as you very well know,” Phyllis told him sharply.

“Sure—that’s one of the many things that proves he’s a stuffed shirt and a damned fool and a run-over heel,” Terry exploded.

Phyllis had slipped out of bed now, and was knotting the sash of her tea-rose satin negligee about her tall, slender body, her eyes quite cold, her head high.

“I think that’s about enough, Terry,” she told him evenly. “You know the rules.”

“Sure,” said Terry unhappily. “I can come here and love you and we can have fun—as long as I don’t mention Rutledge.”

“And now that you’ve broken the rules, shall we say goodnight? I think it’s high time, don’t you?” said Phyllis sternly.

Terry looked at her, and suddenly he was abject. He put his arms about her slender, stiff body and drew her close to him and, with his face against her breast, made his apologies, winning her over at last—to the extent of a reluctant smile—and finally gained her assent to his suggestion that they both needed a drink.

In the living room, she curled up in one end of the chesterfield while Terry mixed the drinks. He came into the room with two tall amber glasses, handing hers to her with a kiss. She patted the seat beside her and said lightly, “Sit down, Terry—I have something to tell you. I waited.”

In swift alarm, Terry protested. “Oh, now, be reasonable. I’ve apologized, I’ve groveled. Rutledge is a dear, good, sweet guy and the salt of the earth.”

She leaned forward and kissed him lightly. He closed one hand about her slender bare ankle where she sat with her feet tucked up on the chesterfield.

“It’s not that, pet—it’s that we have to stop seeing each other like this,” she began gently.

“No, Phyl—have a heart. Phyl, I’ll do anything—”

“Terry, you blessed idiot!” she tried to silence him. “It’s only that I have a guest coming—a visitor—my cousin from a little town down south. And until she can find a place to live, she will have to stay with me. And, well, she’s a nice girl and we mustn’t shock her.”

“Shock her? She sounds like something out of the Gay Nineties. What the blazes made ‘em gay, I’ve often wondered? And why do we have to start being strangers just because the kid is going to be here? After all, I’ve got an apartment, too—not as fancy as yours, but still, it’s home! You can visit me.”

Phyllis laughed at him, and let him kiss her.

“Who’s the little twerp from down south? I never heard you mention any relatives down south,” he said curiously.

“I haven’t many. My grandmother died three years ago, and she left her house to this cousin, Anice Mayhew,” Phyllis explained. “I haven’t seen Anice since the funeral. She was seventeen then—that would make her twenty now.”

Terry grinned.

“Probably only eighteen—and she won’t thank you for remembering any different,” he warned her cheerfully.

“No, I suppose not.”

“What’s she like—the little twerp?”

“She’s not a twerp at all—the man doesn’t live who could call her one,” protested Phyllis. “She’s a blonde—exquisite. Like, oh, like Dresden china. Silky yellow hair and great blue eyes and a heart-shaped face. A nice young girl, entirely unspoiled.” She broke off and was silent for a moment and added thoughtfully. “And I have never met anyone I disliked more.”

Terry’s eyebrows traveled upward in surprise.

“Then why in heaven’s name have her as a guest?” he demanded frankly.

For answer Phyllis picked up a telegram from the table beside her and held it out to him. Puzzled, Terry unfolded it and read it.

Coming to New York to live. Will spend a few days with you until I find an apartment. Love. Anice.

“Well, for gosh sakes—no ‘if I may’ or ‘by your leave’ or ‘will it be convenient,’” he protested.

Phyllis grinned at him wryly.

“As I remember Anice—and I do remember her, for she was terrified that I would protest the claim she had on poor Grannie’s house—she is not one to ask permission,” she admitted. “It just never occurs to Anice that anybody could be otherwise than completely charmed to have her as a guest as long as she cares to stay.”

“You could lock up your apartment and come and stay with me until she gets discouraged and goes somewhere else,” he suggested, not too hopefully.

“And when finally I came home, I’d find Anice had charmed the superintendent into unlocking my door, and she would be in residence and I would be the guest—very much on sufferance,” said Phyllis.

“One of those, eh?”

Phyllis nodded. “She’s—well, she’s a thoroughly nice girl. Her motto in life is: ‘Be good, sweet maid, and let who will be clever.’ Only she cheats a bit. She’s good—aggressively so—but she’s clever, too. Clever at seeing that everything goes the way she wants it. She tells the truth and shames the devil, and if it happens to be a painful truth that hurts someone rather badly—well, after all, it was the truth—it almost always is—and she’s wide-eyed and hurt that you could mind.”

“I’m beginning not to like Anice a good bit,” observed Terry.

Phyllis smiled at him.

“Oh, but you’ll like her when you see her. She’s lovely,” she told him dryly.

“I resent the suggestion that I’m a sap to be taken in by a pretty face with naught behind it,” he told her haughtily.

Impishly she grinned at him.

“You’ll see,” she warned him.

“And so will you, my pretty!” he told her firmly. “How the hell could I be taken in by such a repulsive creature, when I belong to you from hairpins to shoelaces, and always will?”

Phyllis kissed him lightly. “You’re sweet.”

He thrust her away from him and stood up.

“Stop treating me as though I were a six-months-old cocker spaniel not yet housebroken,” he said harshly. “I know all this that is between us is just a stopgap—some sort of safety valve for you. That I could walk out of that door and within a month you wouldn’t remember my name—or give a damn. As long as you can be around Kenyon Rutledge you don’t care two pins in hell for anybody else. But it’s different with me. You’re the only woman I ever loved or wanted to marry.”

Distressed, she said swiftly, “Terry—please!”

“Oh, sure, I know. You’re kind to me and you think I ought to be contented to sleep with you when you’ll let me, and then pick up my marbles and run along and play. Well, dammit, I can’t! Being with you like this—now and then when you need me—it’s not enough. Phyl, it’s not good enough. I want you always in my arms. I don’t want just to sleep with you—I want to live with you, to love you, to take care of you, to have a family, yours and mine.”

“Terry, I won’t listen. Terry, you know how I feel.”

Terry’s smile was thin-lipped and bitter.

“Damn right I know how you feel. And I know, too, that if I don’t close my trap and get the hell out of here before I say any more, I’ll be lucky as hell if you ever speak to me,” he told her harshly. “So I’m going, not because I’ve said all I want to say, but because if I don’t get out now, you won’t let me back in again.”

He turned and was gone, and Phyllis heard the door close hard behind him. There were tears in her eyes and her hands were shaking. She was a fool, she knew, admitting it as she had admitted it before. A fool to go on eating her heart out for a man to whom she was no more than an amazingly efficient piece of office equipment. Kenyon Rutledge was conscious of her about the office; but not as a woman—young, lovely and desperately in love with him. It would never have occurred to Kenyon to look upon an employee in his office as a woman to be loved, or married to. When the time came for him to choose a wife—and he was beginning, at thirty-six, to realize that the time was now—he would look about him and select a woman from his own world; the world of wealth and luxury and society.

Phyllis’ lovely mouth tightened a little as she remembered some of the women—debutantes, young widows and some post-debbies—who called him, who came into the office to bear him off to lunch. It was part of her duties to look after his social as well as his business engagements, and in the last few months she had seen the name of Letty Lawrence appearing with increasing frequency in his social engagement calendar. Letty was twenty-seven and looked a fresh and luscious nineteen. Her husband had been killed overseas. They had been married six months; he had left her a fortune to add to the one she had inherited from her parents and a stray aunt or two. Letty was definitely “top-drawer”—an ideal mate for him.

Phyllis got up at last, her mouth set and thin, and went back into her bedroom. But it was a long while before she fell asleep, and she had forgotten Anice Mayhew before that time.



CHAPTER THREE

AS USUAL, PHYLLIS WAS ALREADY at her desk in the small office that adjoined Kenyon’s larger, handsomely furnished one when her employer arrived. Tall and handsome and distinguished, wearing excellently cut clothes, affable in his manner toward his employees, pleasant to his very efficient secretary, Phyllis’ uncontrollable heart did the usual acrobatics as he entered and summoned her from her office to his. As usual his first business of the day was to dictate a memorandum of the flowers to be sent to various feminine acquaintances. The inevitable dark red roses for Letty, of course. That was a daily order; but Kenyon never forgot to mention it, to Phyllis’ secret though carefully hidden resentment.

She bent her head attentively above her notebook, but glanced now and then at Kenyon’s hands. At every glimpse of his long and carefully tended hands she felt herself go weak with desire, and the shame of that colored her face with a burning blush.

They were halfway through the morning’s dictation when the telephone rang and the receptionist from the outer office said carefully, “Mrs. Lawrence is calling. She says her business is urgent and she must see Mr. Rutledge.”

Holding the telephone, Phyllis passed the message on to Rutledge and felt her heart curl a little with despair at the frank pleasure on his face.

“Ask her to come in, of course,” he said swiftly.

And a moment later, Letty entered. Letty never merely came into a room; she made an entrance. And Letty could afford to, for she was beautiful. Sleekly groomed; exquisitely dressed in something thin and dark and cool, perfect for summer in the city; gardenias no less fresh and dainty than herself tucked into the narrow belt of her gown, beneath the gentle swell of one lovely breast.

Kenyon greeted her with every evidence of delight and Phyllis gathered her pencils and notebook to make an unobtrusive departure from the office.

Letty said radiantly, “Good morning, Miss Gordon—how’s the perfect secretary this morning?” And without waiting for Phyllis’ answer, she turned to Kenyon and said, “Darling, I think I’m terribly broad-minded to permit you to have such a beautiful secretary! Miss Gordon is lovely!”

And Phyllis, closing the door behind her, heard Kenyon say lightly, “Is she? I haven’t noticed.”

Phyllis stood stock-still just outside the closed door, and the bitterness of that was a pain that she could not fight down. Of course he had never noticed her; he didn’t know whether she was aged and ugly or young and lovely, because he didn’t care. She set her teeth and made herself go on to her own office.

She was at her desk, forcing herself to concentrate on the heavy accumulation of mail, when Kenyon, with the lovely Letty at his elbow, looked in to say cheerfully, “Can you handle things alone today, Miss Gordon? I find I have an important appointment.”

Letty laughed like a pleased child and slipped her gloved hand through his arm.

“You have an appointment with Mr. Duncan about that merger at twelve, and a luncheon engagement with the directors of the bank at one,” Phyllis reminded him.

His face darkened a little. Letty murmured something and he looked at her fondly.

“Oh, well, call ‘em and say that I’m tied up—change the appointments for tomorrow,” he said recklessly. “Mrs. Lawrence wants my opinion on a house she is buying in the country.”

“And I’m such a dunce about business, Miss Gordon,” pleaded Letty gaily, tightening her pressure on Kenyon’s arm slightly. “And you’re so clever—I’m sure you can cope with the bankers and the Duncan person.”

Kenyon grinned warmly at her, and a moment later they went out together. Phyllis jabbed a pencil ruinously into her nice new desk blotter for a long moment before she took up the telephone and began to “cope,” using all her tact and ingenuity, with the two broken appointments….

It was a grueling day. She refused to admit even to herself that the day was made harder by the thought of Kenyon and Letty somewhere in the country having fun together. When she left her office and came down in the elevator to the street, she had only one thought in mind: home to a cool shower and a salad for dinner out of whatever might be in the icebox. But as she walked toward the street through the lobby crowded with office workers, Terry fell into step beside her.

“Mad at me?” he asked boyishly.

“Of course not, idiot,” she told him swiftly, and forced herself to smile at him.

“I had a good day—sold a block of stock and picked myself up a couple of hundred bucks,” he told her happily. “I thought we’d step out and blow it on a binge.”

“Why not put it in the bank?” she suggested lightly.

He shuddered. “What a gruesome thought. I’ve got five hundred dollars in the bank and I wouldn’t think of having any more. I don’t want to become a ‘feelthy reech’ capitalist,” he told her firmly.

As always, her tired spirits rose a little at Terry’s badinage. He was such a grand person. They had had so many wonderful laughs together. Much better to go out with Terry and forget Kenyon for a while than to sit home and brood.

“I’d love it, Terry,” she told him quickly. “But I’ll have to go home and dress.”

He nodded and whistled for a taxi and was astounded when one slid to the curb. He helped her into it, grinned warmly at her and said cheerily, “While you change, I’ll shake up a couple of drinks to fortify us for our rounds.”

He took her hand and laced his fingers between hers and looked down at her adoringly. “Tired?” he asked gently.

“A little—it’s been a beast of a day,” she admitted.

“We won’t think about it,” he comforted her. “We’ll have dinner some place where they don’t have an orchestra, and then find a nice, silly play, and a bistro that’s amusing.”

Insensibly she relaxed a little from the tension of the day. She was so fond of Terry. What a fool she was not to be in love with him. Terry was with a brokerage firm in the building that housed the Rutledge firm. He earned an excellent living, and if he threw it away as fast as he made it—well, that was only because he had no incentive to save it. If he were married, with a wife and children and a little house in the suburbs—

Phyllis gave herself a mental shake and told herself to snap out of it. She was tired and depressed and in a dangerously sentimental mood when she began to dream of a tiny cottage covered with roses—and the inevitable mortgage.

Terry was taking no apparent notice of her depression. He had launched into an amusing story of the day’s activities and his effort to unload the block of stock, and when the taxi reached her apartment house, she was laughing.

They went up in the elevator, and she gave him her key and he fitted it into the lock. As he swung open the door, they were both startled to see that there was a light in the living room.

As they came into the tiny foyer and paused at the two shallow steps that led down into the living room, a girl appeared at the door of the kitchenette; a young, blond, delectable girl in a blue frock with a ruffly coquettish white apron tied about her slender waist and a long, red-handled kitchen fork in her hand.

“Hello, Cousin Phyllis. I’m so glad to see you. Dinner is almost ready—” she began, and then saw Terry. She flushed and said with pretty confusion, “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought you were alone.”

Phyllis said quietly, “Hello, Anice. I didn’t expect you quite so soon. Your wire said nothing about the time of your arrival.”

Anice looked distressed, and wrinkled her pretty brow.

“I didn’t? Oh, what a dunce I am. I’m terribly sorry, Phyllis. I wondered why you weren’t at the station. My train was late though, and it was after three when it got in,” she apologized anxiously.

“And being a business gal, I was chained to my desk until after five, so I couldn’t have met you anyway,” said Phyllis. She presented Terry, caught the fascinated look on his face and all but grinned derisively.

Anice had accepted the introduction shyly, and then she turned anxiously to Phyllis.

“I do hope, Cousin Phyllis—” her voice put a bridge of years between them, and Phyllis felt that she should have gray hair and at least a touch of arthritis “—that you don’t mind my just barging right in and making myself at home. I explained to the superintendent and he said you never got home before six and he didn’t see any reason why I should have to sit in the lobby and wait. So he let me in and I unpacked and changed. And then I thought it would be nice if I had a good, home-cooked dinner all ready and waiting for you when you came in, and so I went out and got some broilers and things and they’ll be all ready by the time you’ve washed your face and hands.”

The words tumbled out in a childish stream that made Anice seem very young and appealingly anxious to please. But Phyllis, being feminine herself, did not miss the very faint hint of appraisal that Anice gave herself before she turned to Terry and added shyly, “There’s plenty for three, Mr. McLean, and I’d be so glad if you would stay.”

Phyllis stiffened a little. After all, it was her apartment, not Anice’s, even though Anice had cooked dinner. However, Phyllis reminded herself curtly, there was no point in getting her back up over the obvious fact that Anice had dug herself in nicely and was about to take over completely.

“Phyllis and I were dining out,” Terry began, because he, too, had not missed the fact that Anice was smoothly taking over and that the invitation should have come from Phyllis.

“Oh—oh—I’m so terribly sorry. I—I guess it was presumptuous of me to expect to stay. I mean—well, after all, my first night in New York, I shouldn’t have taken it on myself to provide dinner, even if I was just thinking that maybe Phyllis would be too tired to go out.” Anice’s words stumbled and her face was flushed and she blinked her blue eyes hard to keep back the tears.

“I’m sure the dinner you’ve prepared would be much better than anything we could get in a restaurant,” said Terry swiftly, comfortingly, “so why don’t we have dinner here and then do the town—the three of us?”

“Oh!” Anice didn’t clap her hands and jump up and down as an excited child might have done, but she gave the impression that she barely restrained herself. “Oh, but that would be marvelous—I’d love it.” And then she looked swiftly at Phyllis and it was as though a sponge had washed across her face, removing all its bright joy. “But of course I couldn’t think of—thrusting myself on you. I know you two want to be alone.”

“Don’t be an idiot, Anice—of course we’d like to have you along,” snapped Phyllis shortly, and saw Terry look at her, puzzled and a little annoyed at her curtness.

“Of course. Having you along will only add to the general hilarity of the occasion, won’t it, Phyl?” said Terry, and his tone said he thought she was not very nice to have smacked the kid down so hard.

“Of course,” said Phyllis.

Anice flashed her a split-second gleam that might have been triumph, and once more her excited joy was a pretty thing to watch.

“Oh, then that would be wonderful. Oh, I’m so excited. Think of it! My very first night in New York—and I’m going to a party!” she cried youthfully. “Oh, Phyllis, do hurry and dress so we can have dinner and get started. I can’t wait to see New York at night!”

Phyllis gave her a long, level look, but Anice only laughed, a little silvery laugh, and ran back to the kitchenette with an excited comment about dinner. And Phyllis, without a word to Terry, went into the bedroom to change.

Just inside the room, she paused, startled, and looked about her. For the room seemed changed. The dressing table top was divided as by a ruler into two exact halves. On one half, Phyllis’ toilet articles and her various jars of cosmetics and bottles of scent had been herded together; on the other side of the dividing line were other toilet articles and the sort of cosmetics that a blonde would require.

Thoughtfully Phyllis opened the drawers of the dresser in a corner. There were four drawers; Phyllis had always kept them in meticulous order so that, no matter how hurried she was, she could always find fresh gloves, hose and hankies in the top drawer, and so on down. But now the top drawer held slips and nightgowns as well, and the second drawer was filled with Anice’s apple-blossom-tinted lingerie—all of it new and unworn, Phyllis noted in passing. The third drawer held what had formerly been in the two bottom drawers, and the bottom drawer was filled with Anice’s possessions.

Phyllis walked to the closet and swung open the door. By then she was quite prepared for what she would find and she was not disappointed, for her own wardrobe had been crowded as neatly as such crowding permitted into exactly one half of the closet, while the other half held Anice’s possessions. And Phyllis saw that every single garment, every pair of silly little slippers, each of the three hats were brand-new and had never been worn. The labels were from the smartest of New York shops: Bergdorf-Goodman, Lord & Taylor, Saks’ Fifth Avenue.

Puzzled, a thoughtful frown between her eyes, Phyllis took her shower and came back and dressed in a simple white jersey dinner dress. When she returned to the living room, the thoughtful frown was still between her eyes. After all, she tried to tell herself, it was perfectly natural that Anice should have unpacked and made herself at home. And as for the way Anice looked at Terry, Phyllis told herself sternly, “You don’t want Terry, and maybe she does. And Terry likes her….” Nevertheless she barely smothered a little sigh.

The living room looked pleasant and cozy with the gateleg table drawn up before the long windows that looked over a small, ambitious but not too successful garden. The table was spread with a crisp embroidered linen cloth, and there was a black bowl filled with bright-hued zinnias in the center. Phyllis’ peasant china added a gay and colorful note, and the smells from the kitchenette were very appetizing.

Terry came in with a cocktail shaker and two glasses on a tray.

“Anice says she doesn’t imbibe,” he said, explaining the two glasses, and grinned at Phyllis.

“It’s not that I disapprove,” Anice said anxiously. “It’s just that … well, I never thought it was quite ladylike—though of course I don’t mean to criticize you, Cousin Phyllis. I suppose it’s—well, part of being a career girl in New York.”

“I’m not a career girl, Anice,” protested Phyllis shortly. “I am a business girl. I work for my living, not merely for a career.”

“Oh, of course. And I suppose you have to drink in order to keep your job,” said Anice candidly.

Phyllis almost choked over her cocktail and stared at Anice with active dislike in her eyes.

“Odd as it may seem to you, Anice, I’ve never yet had to get drunk in order to hold my job,” she said icily.

Quick tears filled Anice’s eyes and her young chin quivered, but she managed a tremulous smile and said contritely, “I’ve hurt your feelings, haven’t I? And I’m just terribly sorry—I wouldn’t have done that for anything. I only meant that I didn’t disapprove of your drinking.”

“That’s damn kind of you,” said Phyllis through her teeth, before she could check the angry words.

Anice blinked, caught up her apron in two shaking hands and murmured something as she ran back to the kitchenette.

“You didn’t have to be so rough on the kid, Phyl. She seems like a good kid, anxious to do what’s right,” protested Terry.

Phyllis raised her eyebrows a little and said gently, “Et tu, Brute?”

Terry, sharply annoyed, responded, “Oh, for Pete’s sake, Phyl, have a heart! The kid’s trying so hard to make things pleasant.”

Phyllis laughed, a short, mirthless laugh, and said quietly, “Yes, isn’t she?”

Anice, suspiciously flushed and her eyes damp, the golden lashes stuck together in little points, came in bringing food, and as they settled about the table, she watched them anxiously, as though her very life depended on their liking what she had cooked.

“I do hope it’s—well, eatable,” she said.

“It’s delicious—food for the gods. Boy, how you can cook!” said Terry simply, but with heartfelt sincerity.

“Oh, I’m so glad! I was terrified you wouldn’t like it, and I did so want to have a nice, hot meal waiting for Cousin Phyllis. I know how hard she works, and she looks so tired,” cooed Anice sweetly.

Phyllis studied her for a moment and then she asked mildly, “When did you say you got in, Anice?”

“This afternoon a little after three,” said Anice innocently.

“And you came straight here and unpacked and made yourself at home?” commented Phyllis, with almost no expression in her voice.

Terry looked from one to the other, puzzled by a sudden tension that, man-like, he could not quite grasp.

“Why, yes, of course,” said Anice, puzzled, child-like. “I do hope you don’t mind my unpacking and putting things away, Cousin Phyllis? I tried to make everything neat and tidy.”

“Oh, you did—very neat and tidy,” said Phyllis quietly. “The only thing that puzzled me was how you managed to get so much shopping accomplished in just a couple of hours, and to bring the things home and put them away.”

Anice looked at the table and then at Phyllis and said, “But there’s a nice little grocery shop just around the corner.”

“I don’t mean the food, Anice,” said Phyllis quietly. “I mean all the pretty new clothes you put away in the closet and in the dresser drawers. How in the world did you manage to accomplish so much in such a little while?”

“Oh!” For a moment Anice appeared a trifle disconcerted, and then she laughed merrily. “Oh, that The Personal Shopping Agency did that for me—isn’t it wonderful? I sent them my size in everything and they shopped and sent me the things so all I had to do was pack them and, when I got here, unpack them!”

Now why, Phyllis asked herself as Terry said something that was supposed to ease the tension, should she lie about a thing like that? She’s been in town a couple of days, at the very least; she’d have to be to get that much shopping done. And it doesn’t matter a darn to me—so why the heck should she lie about it? There’s a purpose back of everything she does—as I should know! But what is behind this lie?

A little later, they were finishing the apple pie—Anice mourned that it was a bakery pie, because she hadn’t had time to bake one, but she could bake a much better pie than that and some time she would prove it to Terry!—Phyllis asked casually, “Did you rent your house, Anice?”

“No,” said Anice like a delighted child. “Guess what—I sold it! And I got a thousand dollars for it!”

“A thousand dollars? Why, Anice, that was highway robbery!” protested Phyllis.

Anice flushed and looked guilty.

“I suppose it was, but they wanted it just terribly. It was a veteran and his wife and they had two sweet children, and nobody wanted to rent them a house—isn’t it terrible the way landlords won’t rent to anybody with children? And they thought it would be a wonderful place for the kiddies.” She broke off and looked at Terry and at Phyllis, and then asked huskily, “Do you think I should give them back some of the money? Gran was asking nine hundred for it the summer before she died.”

“Then it’s certainly worth a hundred dollars more now than it was then, with the housing shortage!” said Terry firmly. “Dry your pretty eyes, honeychile, and forget it. I bet the vet was tickled silly to get it for a thousand bucks.”

Anice said eagerly, “Oh, he was. It was furnished, you know, and I gave him twenty-four-hour possession, and the wife almost cried, she was so glad to get settled and know she wouldn’t have to be evicted again.”

She beamed happily at Terry, childishly relieved that he had not condemned her for the price she had asked. But Phyllis remembered the generous piles of flowery lingerie, the cobwebby stockings, and the half dozen or more frocks and hats and slippers that had all but crowded Phyllis out of her own room. That outlay must have taken up her thousand dollars—for clothes like that were not cheap, as Phyllis had every reason to know. If Anice had sunk her whole thousand dollars on a new wardrobe, then Phyllis could quite understand her moving in here where she would not have to pay rent.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE EVENING WAS NOT an unqualified success so far as Phyllis was concerned, though Terry and Anice seemed to enjoy it thoroughly. Anice was quite scrupulous about sharing Terry; she danced with him, and then insisted—As though I were a maiden aunt who must be placated, Phyllis told herself, fuming inwardly—that he dance with Phyllis, leaving Anice alone at the table, to look about her with bright, excited eyes, and to imbibe copious draughts of lemonade or ginger ale.

“She’s a cute kid,” said Terry when he and Phyllis were dancing for the third or fourth time.

Phyllis looked up at him with a faint smile.

“I knew you’d think that,” she told him coolly.

Terry flushed. “Meaning, I suppose, that you think I’m falling for her.”

“And if you are, Terry, surely that’s your privilege,” said Phyllis, and there was a faint edge to her voice. “After all, you’re heart-whole and fancy-free.”

“And you don’t give a damn, so what am I waiting for?” Terry finished for her.

“Well, Terry, you’d make some woman a darned good husband.”

“And you’d pass me on to her, though I remember quite well your saying of her, ‘I’ve seldom met anyone I liked less,’” Terry reminded her grimly.

Phyllis danced for a moment in silence and then she said flatly, “What I can’t understand, Terry, is why she would have lied about the time she arrived.”

“I also remember you say she was famous for ‘telling the truth and shaming the devil,’” Terry recalled.

“I think I’m going to have to revise that,” Phyllis admitted her error. “She couldn’t possibly have arrived this afternoon, for she has done a good two days of hard shopping. There’s evidence of it all over the place.”

“She told us she had the stuff bought by a personal shopper and sent down south to her.”

“Which was as barefaced a lie as I’ve ever encountered,” Phyllis pointed out grimly. “No woman in her senses shops for hats by mail, nor for slippers, nor for the kind of frocks and stuff she’s got. It doesn’t make a scrap of difference to me if she’s been in town a week or a month or even a year—it’s just that I can’t understand why she should bother to lie about it.”

Terry nodded. “That does seem a bit odd. How long does she plan to stay?”

“She said in her wire until she could find an apartment,” answered Phyllis slowly. “But from the way she’s settled down—of course apartments are practically nonexistent nowadays.”

Terry was alarmed. “You don’t think she plans to stay with you permanently, do you?”

“I’m beginning to be a little frightened, Terry,” Phyllis admitted.

Terry was frankly downcast.

“Well, if it gets more than you can take, remember I’ve got a little place and you’re welcome to share it permanently, with or without the formality of a trip to City Hall—though I’d much rather prefer the formality.”

Phyllis laughed and slipped her hand through his arm as the music ended and they started back to their table.

“I’m not quite sure how much of Anice I can take, Terry, so don’t be startled if I take you up on that,” she told him.

“I’ll be startled into a seventh heaven if you do. I hope Anice stays forever and develops horns and cloven hoofs, if that’s what it takes to send you flying into my arms,” said Terry frankly.

“You’re much too nice to be accepted as a counter-irritant,” Phyllis told him, and smiled intimately up at him, as he drew out her chair for her at the table.

Anice looked swiftly from one to the other and her mouth thinned ever so little. But almost immediately she began to chatter in her pretty, childish way that Terry found diverting but that would, he was shrewd enough to realize, become unbearably boring in time.

Shortly after twelve, Phyllis stated firmly that as a business gal she must have some sleep and that Anice and Terry might continue the fun if they liked. Anice looked eagerly at Terry, but he shook his head.

“I’m a working man myself, kid. I have to have a few hours’ sleep so I can look all bright-eyed and alert on the job,” he told her, and patted her hand as though she had been a child. “But we’ll do this again soon.”

With that Anice was forced to be content. A little later Terry said goodnight to them both in the apartment lobby, and his eyes told Phyllis how reluctant he was to leave her like that. In fact, the look in his eyes was so eloquent that Anice was thoughtfully silent on the way upstairs, and when the two girls were in Phyllis’ bedroom getting ready for bed, she asked frankly, “Cousin Phyllis, do you mind if I ask you a very impertinent question?”

“Not if you don’t mind my not answering it, if it’s too impertinent,” Phyllis answered lightly, though her eyes were wary.

“Well, I was wondering if you are in love with Terry?” said Anice quietly.

“Certainly not!” Phyllis flashed, and was instantly ashamed of her vehemence.

“I wondered if maybe he was your lover,” said Anice so gently that it was a full second before Phyllis realized what she had said. And before she could flash an indignant answer, Phyllis knew by the burning of her face that the color had risen to her cheeks.

“I quite agree with you that that is a very impertinent question, Anice, and one I refuse to answer,” said Phyllis swiftly.

Anice’s smile was a little like that of a cream-fed cat.

“You have answered it, Cousin Phyllis,” she said coolly, and added quickly, “Oh, I’m not blaming you. I think he’s terribly cute and he must be a lot of fun—as a lover.”

“I’m surprised a ‘nice’ girl like you, Anice, could have such a thought,” said Phyllis, and made no effort to keep her resentment and her annoyance from her tone.

Anice’s eyes were wide and limpid.

“Oh, I didn’t mean I’d ever accept a lover myself, Cousin Phyllis—the very thought sickens me!” she said swiftly, almost but not quite innocently. “It’s just that … well, after all, I know there are women who … who—well, need a man now and then.”

Phyllis’ eyes blazed.

“And you think I am one of them?” she asked through her teeth.

Anice’s eyes were wide with innocence.

“I wouldn’t know, Cousin Phyllis,” she answered gently. “How could I? After all, I don’t know you very well. We’re cousins and all that, but we haven’t seen very much of each other.”

“No, that’s right, but it begins to look as though we may very soon, don’t you think?” said Phyllis, and indicated the bedroom, with its neatly divided closet and dressing-table space.

“Oh, but it’s only until I can find an apartment,” said Anice, flushing, her head held high. “After all, where else could I go, until I find a place of my own?”

Phyllis was tired, and too angry to risk arguing, lest she lose her temper completely.

“Shall we skip it, for the time being?” she asked curtly. “I’m a bit tired.”

“Of course, Cousin Phyllis,” said Anice, all sweet solicitude. “I’m a beast to upset you like this. How shall we manage about sleeping?”

Phyllis glanced at the big, low double bed with its quilted satin headboard, and its covers neatly turned back.

“There seems to be plenty of room—” she began.

“Oh, but I couldn’t sleep with anybody—I never have. It’s silly of me, I know. I thought maybe we might draw straws, or toss a coin, to see who sleeps in here and who sleeps on the couch in the living room. Or we could take turns—I could sleep there one night and you could sleep there the next, couldn’t we?” Anice’s tone was that of one very gentle and considerate, who is speaking irrefutable logic.

Staggered, and not quite sure how it happened, Phyllis found herself a little later making a most uncomfortable bed for herself on the chesterfield in the living room and wondering, a little dazed, what the future might hold for her if this blond, blue-eyed gentle-voiced child was going to be her apartment-mate for any length of time.

“Beginning tomorrow morning,” she told herself firmly, beating her pillow in a futile effort to make it seem less as though it had been stuffed with paving blocks, “I shall telephone everybody I can think of. Perhaps Mr. Rutledge might own a building somewhere with a vacant apartment. There’s got to be one somewhere! And soon!”

She was awakened by the heartening smell of coffee perking merrily, and when she sat up, puzzled to find herself in the living room instead of in bed in her own room, it was to see Anice setting the table beside the window.

Anice was crisp and fresh in a checked gingham dress and a coquettish little apron, every shining golden hair in place, her complexion fresh and glowing without the slightest artifice.

“Good morning,” she caroled gaily when she saw that Phyllis was awake. “Breakfast will be ready as soon as you are—isn’t it a gorgeous morning?”

Phyllis passed a hand across a forehead that ached a little and was conscious of an unpleasant taste in her mouth.

“Is it?” she asked dryly.

Anice looked prettily concerned.

“I’m afraid it’s because you had too much to drink last night, Cousin Phyllis. You’ve got a bit of a hangover,” she said sweetly.

Phyllis smothered the retort that rose to her lips and stumbled into the bath. A brisk shower made her feel better. The bedroom was in shining order; illogically enough, that added to her feeling of irritation. When she came back into the living room, dressed for the office, Anice was putting crispy golden toast and ajar of jam on the table.

“I brought you some of Granny’s strawberry jam,” she said brightly. “I remembered how much you liked it. And Grannie had such a wonderful lot of canned things, and I knew they’d be hard to buy here.”

She turned toward the kitchenette and paused to ask, “How do you like your eggs, Cousin Phyllis?”

Phyllis barely restrained a shudder at the thought as she swallowed freshly squeezed, properly iced orange juice. Anice smiled and shook her head. A little later she came back with her own plate on which there were two tiny sausages browned to a turn and scrambled eggs which she attacked with gusto.

Phyllis managed coffee and orange juice and toast and was glad when she could gather up her gloves and bag, and depart for the office.

“What time will you want dinner, Cousin Phyllis?” asked Anice, following her to the door with a housewifely air that ruffled Phyllis a little, even though she knew her attitude was completely unreasonable.

“I won’t be home for dinner,” she said brusquely. “I’m taking my Spanish lesson—I probably won’t be home until late. Sorry I didn’t know you were coming, so I could make plans.”

Anice was sweetly understanding.

“Oh, but you mustn’t worry about me, Cousin Phyllis,” she protested eagerly. “I don’t want to be the slightest bother to you. I’ll pick up something to eat before I come home.”

Phyllis said something she hoped sounded pleasant and escaped. She could not know that as the door closed behind her, Anice stood quite still, an odd expression on her lovely little heart-shaped face.

“Now why, when she’s got this great big place,” said Anice thoughtfully to herself, “should I bother running around trying to find a place that would cost me two or three hundred dollars a month? With housing conditions so acute, Cousin Phyllis shouldn’t mind sharing her place. And I’m sure she won’t—not when she has time to think it over. Of course, I know it bothers her a little, not being able to have Terry here to spend the night when she wants him. But after all, if my being here keeps her from committing a sin—well, then surely it’s my duty to stay! And maybe I can shame her into stopping drinking. And she smokes too much, too—a nasty, filthy habit.”

She moved about the apartment, setting everything in order, and when she had finished she nodded to herself.

“Yes, it’s nothing less than my duty to stay here and help Cousin Phyllis to mend her morals,” she said at last, and grinned impishly, and added, “Besides, it ought to be fun!”

Her carefully trained conscience whispered that she had lied about the price she had secured for Grannie’s shabby little down-at-heels cottage. But it was never hard for Anice to soothe that seldom aroused conscience.

“After all,” she reminded it, “I didn’t say I only got a thousand dollars—I just said I got a thousand dollars, and didn’t mention that it was a thousand dollars and more! So it wasn’t a lie, at all.”

After which she felt much better and got herself lovingly and carefully into one of her smart new frocks, tilted a silly little hat over one eye, and gathered up her bag and gloves, assuring herself that her shiny new checkbook was in place. She was a little disappointed that none of Phyllis’ clothes fit her; she liked one of Phyllis’ hats, but decided that her own was new and more becoming. And, too, it was soothing to know that her own clothes were of better quality than Phyllis’.

It added a new sparkle to her eyes to realize that if she stayed on there in Phyllis’ apartment, she would save herself a good deal of money that could go to the further adornment of her person.

“Of course—” she smacked down the faint conscience the moment it tried to raise its head “—I’ll pay my share by doing the housework and keeping her clothes in order and doing the cooking. I like to cook, and I’m a good housekeeper, and there’s very little work to keeping a place like this nice!”

She barely restrained a little skip as she went to the door, and paused to look back at the big living room with its flowery prints and its hand-blocked linen floor-length draperies.

“It’s a darling place!” she told herself happily. “I’m going to love living here!”



CHAPTER FIVE

FOR A WEEK, PHYLLIS CAME HOME each evening to find an exhausted Anice deploring the lack of available apartments in New York. An Anice who explained almost tearfully how she had simply walked and walked and walked, and nobody had anything at all to rent. And Phyllis, who had been doing a good bit of searching on her own account, was beginning to be a little desperate.

It was again her turn to sleep on the living room couch, and as she prepared for bed, Anice turned to her and said with an air of sudden inspiration, “Cousin Phyllis, why couldn’t we get rid of this double bed, and buy a pair of twin beds, and then we could both sleep in here?”

Phyllis stiffened slightly.

“Are you planning to stay here permanently, Anice?” she demanded flatly.

The hot color burned in Anice’s lovely little heart-shaped face and the expression of her blue eyes made Phyllis feel as though she had kicked a baby.

“You hate having me here, don’t you, Cousin Phyllis?” She barely kept the tears out of her small, shaking voice.

“It isn’t that, Anice—it’s just that I’m used to being alone. I work hard all day and when I come home, I like to—well, I like privacy.” Phyllis tried to fight down an almost irresistible urge to strike out at the annoying little person.

The tears slid from Anice’s eyes and, though she did not brush them away, she tried hard to steady her voice as she said, “I’m terribly sorry that I’m so unwelcome, Cousin Phyllis. I thought that if I did all the work—and looked after your clothes and did everything I could to make you c-c-comfortable, you mightn’t mind my being here.”

“Look, Anice, there’s nothing personal in it. And I have a very good maid—a jewel of a maid, really. I was very lucky to get her—” Phyllis began.

“But … oh, Cousin Phyllis, I thought you knew,” said Anice wide-eyed and stricken. “I let her go last week.”

“What?”

“But there wasn’t anything for her to do. I love cooking and housework and sewing, and I don’t have much to occupy me, so it seemed foolish to go on paying her twenty dollars a week just to come for an hour or two every day.” Anice’s voice stumbled to a stricken silence beneath the look on Phyllis’ white, angry face.

“Why, you—you meddling little—” Phyllis barely managed to click her teeth shut before she said more. After a moment she said stiffly, “I’ve had Mrs. Perkins for three years, Anice, and she was a prize. I know dozens of people who’d have been tickled to death to snap her up.”

“That’s what she told me, Cousin Phyllis,” said Anice eagerly. “That was why I didn’t feel badly about letting her go, now that you have me and aren’t—don’t need her anymore. She said she had a waiting list of ‘clients’.”

Phyllis said sharply, “Well, of course she has. Maids are scarcer than apartments—good ones.”

Anice dissolved in tears.

“I’m very sorry, Cousin Phyllis.” She wept like a heartbroken child. “I thought I was—well, earning my board and keep by letting her go. I’d be so glad to do everything she did, and more, too, if only you’d let me.”

Phyllis sighed wearily.

“Oh, all right, Anice—stop crying,” she said at last. “I’m sorry I hurt your feelings. It’s just that you took me so by surprise, and I was very fond of Mrs. Perkins. She was completely honest and entirely trustworthy.”

Anice’s tears had dried as by magic.

“Well, so am I, Cousin Phyllis. And you’ve been so good to me, taking me in like this—there’s just nothing I wouldn’t do to help you. And the twenty dollars a week you were paying Mrs. Perkins can be my board money!” she said eagerly, all bright-eyed and smiling, as though everything were quite wonderful in the best of all worlds. “And shall I shop for twin beds? I’d just love to!”

Helplessly, feeling herself completely out-generaled, knowing she was being a fool, yet not quite certain how she could be anything else, Phyllis said, “I suppose you might as well.”

Anice moved about the room cautiously, as though not quite sure yet just how far she dared go beyond the point she had gained. And then, flushed, confused, she said shyly, “There’s just one thing more, Cousin Phyllis.”

Phyllis looked up, suspicious, wary.

“What now, little gal?” she asked dryly.

“It’s just that I know Terry McLean is—well, that you’d like to have him up now and then,” said Anice awkwardly. “And I wanted you to k-k-know that any time you want him, I’ll go to a movie—a late one—and come home any time you say. Or I’ll go to a hotel for the whole night.”

Phyllis was very still for a moment, for she did not trust herself to speak. She had never in her life so yearned for a hairbrush, a strong right arm and Anice in exactly the right position across her knees. There was something unbearably insulting in Anice’s gently voiced, shyly spoken promise to absent herself while Phyllis dallied with her lover. Somehow, the offer made Phyllis feel that her affair with Terry—an affair that had been gay, lighthearted, even sweet—had become a dirty, filthy matter of a room in a five-dollar red-light house.

When at last she could control her voice, she said icily, “That won’t be necessary, Anice—I assure you it won’t.”

As she went through the doorway into the living room, to her uncomfortable bed, Anice said gently, “I just wanted to be helpful. I didn’t want you to think I was narrow-minded, just because I couldn’t dream of ever taking a lover myself.”

Phyllis said thinly, her voice dripping sarcasm, “Oh, so you’re saving yourself for your husband—Mr. Right?”

“No,” said Anice, wide-eyed and sweet. “I’m saving myself for—me.”

And that, thought Phyllis, closing the door with what was just barely not a slam, was as good an exit line as she could think up; though she felt sure that given a few moments, Anice could—and would!—have improved on it….

It was several days later that Anice dropped in at the office to beg Phyllis to have lunch with her. Phyllis was startled, not too pleasantly, but there seemed no point in objecting. So she gave Anice a seat in her office, while she took some papers in to Kenyon. A few minutes later, just as she was ready to leave, Kenyon came in.

“This Anson deal, Miss Gordon—” he suggested, and then his eyes fell on Anice, and widened a little with pleasure. He said quickly, “Oh, I’m sorry—I thought you were alone.”

He waited expectantly and Phyllis said quietly, “My cousin, Miss Mayhew, Mr. Rutledge.”

“Oh, I’m so pleased, Mr. Rutledge—Cousin Phyllis has told me such wonderful things about you.” Anice glowed sweetly.

She looked fresh and cool in a summer sheer of black; a tiny white hat, lost somewhere in her golden curls; a gardenia tucked against her shoulder and gloves, spotlessly white.

She was artlessly delighted, child-like in her innocent pleasure, and Kenyon, being essentially male even if a bit of a “stuffed shirt,” as Terry insisted, expanded visibly.

“Well, well, that was very kind of Cousin Phyllis,” he said, and included Phyllis in his pleased, admiring amusement at the pretty child. “We couldn’t possibly manage around here without her, I can assure you.”

“Oh, I’m sure you couldn’t!” Anice agreed with him. “I think Cousin Phyllis is just marvelous—so clever and efficient and all.”

“I quite agree with you,” Kenyon told her. He turned to Phyllis, got the information he wanted on the Anson deal, and took himself off.

Anice watched the door through which he had vanished, and after a moment she breathed youthfully, “Gosh, Cousin Phyllis! I don’t wonder you like working here! He’s—why, he’s simply marvelous! Like—oh, like Walter Pidgeon, only lots younger and ever so much better-looking!”

Phyllis was adjusting her hat in front of the mirror above the bookcase, and she said nothing, merely watched in the mirror the oddly speculative look in Anice’s eyes. For Anice believed herself unobserved and for the moment her usual perfectly fitting mask was not in place.

“I suppose he’s married, of course,” said Anice at last. “All the grand-looking men are.”

“He’s not married—yet,” answered Phyllis dryly.

Anice said instantly, “Is he engaged?”

“Not officially—but I expect the announcement momentarily,” said Phyllis, a little amused at the girl’s behavior.

“Of course,” said Anice, and looked a little crestfallen.

Throughout the meal that followed, she was thoughtful and a little distracted.

Having had Anice for lunch, Phyllis felt she couldn’t possibly stand her for dinner, too. And so she had a solitary meal in a little tea room where, though there were five different meat dishes on the bill of fare, all of them tasted exactly alike.

She was not conscious of any processes of thought by which she reached a decision, but a little after eight o’ clock she was knocking at the door of an apartment in a shabby but still respectable apartment house on the West Side.

Terry swung open the door, and then stood stock-still, quite sure that he was seeing things. He was in shirtsleeves, and a pipe was clenched between his teeth.

“Hello, Terry,” said Phyllis, laughing a little. “Remember me? You said it was a standing invitation.”

Terry put out both hands and drew her into the small, shabby but very comfortable room. It was a completely masculine room, reasonably tidy, but obviously designed for comfort and not for luxury or beauty.

“It’s the darnedest thing,” he told her joyously. “My horoscope for the day said something wonderful was going to happen to me, but the poor thing couldn’t possibly realize how wonderful. Gosh, let me look at you. Why, you haven’t changed a bit! You’re not a year older than when I saw you last.”

“Amazing! Considering that the last time you saw me was the day before yesterday,” Phyllis reminded him.

“When we passed in the corridor, and I said, ‘Hiya, how’s every little thing?’ and you said, ‘Not so good—she’s still here,’ and that was that!” Terry recalled, and beamed at her. “I haven’t really seen you since that little bitch arrived.”

“Terry! Such language!” she protested in mock horror. “And I thought you were so impressed with her—her youth and beauty and everything!”

“And so I was,” Terry agreed frankly. “And so I was—the first time. And then the more I saw of her, the more I understood her. When she began digging her pretty little claws into you with every word she said, I gave up my plans to like her and decided to hate her, instead. And I’m getting along wonderfully at it, too!”

Phyllis dropped her hat, her bag and her gloves on a table, and put her hands to her hair, loosening the thick dark waves that had been crushed a little by the small hat.

“Terry, am I a dirty so-and-so because I can’t stand her?” she burst out, turning to face him. “She’s such a nice girl, so willing, even anxious to look after me—only, damn it, I don’t want to be looked after. I was doing fine before she showed up!”

Terry chuckled and drew her unresisting into his arms, and held her closely. For a moment they were silent, and then Phyllis looked up at him and said, a little smile quirking her soft mouth, though there was hurt in her eyes, “She’s not only a nice girl, Terry—she’s a very understanding one. She offered to go to a hotel any time I wanted you to come up and spend the night with me.”

Terry said through his teeth, “Well, damn her big blue eyes. What does she think you are—a two-dollar call girl?”

“I’m afraid it’s something like that,” she admitted.

Terry’s face was grim and set, but after a little he said with a cheerfulness that was somewhat forced, “Well, cheer up, angel-face, she’ll soon be gone.”

“Oh, no, Terry—she’s going to be a permanent fixture,” Phyllis told him. “We’ve bought twin beds for the bedroom, on account of she simply can’t sleep with anyone, and she’s fired my maid and is doing the work herself, and she feels that the twenty dollars a week she saves me is ample to cover her room and board.”

“A thousand dollars a week wouldn’t pay for your lost privacy,” snorted Terry furiously, aghast at Anice’s behavior.

“I don’t think she feels that a desire for privacy is quite—well, quite respectable,” Phyllis told him wryly. “She’s convinced that I’m an incipient drunkard and a nymphomaniac, and that it is her Christian duty to save me from my sins!”

“It seems to me a little spot of murder is indicated,” said Terry grimly.

“I have the same feeling—except that murder is so messy,” said Phyllis, laughing a little in spite of her mood.

“There must be some way to get her out before she drives you to the booby-hatch,” said Terry. “Question is—what?”

“A man,” said Phyllis promptly.

Terry quirked a startled eyebrow at her.

“Oh, come now—” he protested.

“Correction, please—I should have said a husband! It seems the lady has a yen for a home, a husband and kiddies, with a small vine-covered cot and stuff,” said Phyllis. And suddenly she added, before he could speak, “Oh, Terry darling, am I the world’s worst cat that I simply can’t like her, in spite of everything she tries to do? Because she does try.”

“They tell me that hair shirts are good for the morals, but damned bad for the morale,” said Terry dryly. “And if you’re a cat for disliking her, then what am I?”

Phyllis laughed.

“I can’t get over your sudden dislike for her,” she admitted, “but I can’t help confessing I’m glad. So you see what a beast I am.”

“Oh, I’m sure most men would throw a glance or two her way,” Terry confessed amiably. “After all, she’s the type to arouse the wolf in even the mildest of guys. They might think she’d be fun to—well, to play around with. But I’m completely wrapped up in you—d’you know something, angel-face? You spoil a guy for any other woman. Maybe that’s why I caught every nasty little jab she was throwing your way, with that wide-eyed, innocent look. When she calls you ‘Cousin Phyllis’ in that gentle, docile little manner of hers, she behaves as though you were ninety and slightly senile. And when she hints that you drink too much and smoke too much and are promiscuous, I could enjoy wringing her neck as I’ve never enjoyed anything in all my slightly hectic career!”

Phyllis was comforted by his wholehearted support and for a little while she rested in his arms, quite content. And then she looked up at him and asked frankly, “Could we find her a husband, do you think?”

“Hmm—nothing I’d like better,” he answered, and added, “Trouble is, I don’t know any fellows I dislike enough to fling ‘em to her.”

“Oh, well, maybe she’ll get bored and go home,” said Phyllis lightly.

“Yeah, and maybe water will flow uphill and the leopard will change his spots—only I don’t think so,” said Terry without any pretense whatever of hope. “But it occurs to me you and I are wasting a hell of a lot of irreplaceable time that could be used to better advantage than in chattering about the little hair shirt.”

His arms tightened about her, and his mouth sought and claimed her own, and a delicious lassitude swept over Phyllis, making her turn thirstily for his kisses and for the caresses that grew more insistent, more demanding, as her own response leaped to meet them….

It was well after midnight when Phyllis let herself into the apartment, moving stealthily in the hope that she could ease into bed without rousing Anice. But the hope died quickly, for as she closed the door behind her, a light leaped up in the living room and Anice stood there, saying eagerly, “Is that you, Cousin Phyllis?”

“Whom were you expecting?” asked Phyllis lightly.

“Oh,” said Anice in a tone of sharp relief, “I’m so glad you’re home. I’ve been worried sick about you. I was so afraid you’d met with an accident, I called the hospitals.”

Phyllis stared at her, outraged.

“For heaven’s sake, Anice, are you off your head? It’s a little after twelve—barely the shank of the evening. Why should I call in and report to you when I’m going to be late?” she snapped.

Anice flushed and there was the shimmer of tears in her eyes. “I’m—I’m sorry, Cousin Phyllis. It was only that I had such a nice dinner for you. I waited and waited and waited, and when you didn’t come I began to be frightened.”

Phyllis brushed past her into the bedroom and began to undress, and Anice, after a moment, followed her.

Phyllis kept her face turned away from the bed on which her cousin sat, and after a moment Anice said softly. “Have you been with Mr. McLean, Cousin Phyllis?”

“And if I have, what business is it of yours?” Phyllis flashed hotly.

Anice’s eyes met hers; eyes that were wide and blue and that held, somehow, a look that was contemptuous and disdainful. Yet when Anice spoke, her voice was gentle and conciliatory. “None at all, except that I’m glad. You’ve been—well, so irritable lately, I thought perhaps—well, of course I don’t understand much about such things—”

Phyllis’ face burned with helpless fury, but she controlled herself with an effort and said through her teeth, “Well, suppose then we don’t discuss it any further.”

“Of course, Cousin Phyllis,” said Anice gently, and slid beneath the thin covers of her newly purchased twin bed and put her arm up to protect her eyes from the light.

Fuming inwardly, yet trying hard to convince herself that it was nonsense to let the girl upset her so, Phyllis got into bed. The very thought of having to put Anice up indefinitely appalled Phyllis. Perhaps, she thought hopefully, she might be able to find an apartment for herself, and turn this one over to Anice. But that, too, was a very small, very frail hope. She knew too much of the apartment situation in Manhattan. There was nothing she could do, she told herself, gritting her teeth, but make the best of it—and the best of it was by no means an appetizing prospect.



CHAPTER SIX

FOR A FEW DAYS THERE WAS outward peace. Anice was careful not to annoy Phyllis, and the very obviousness of that caution annoyed Phyllis more than any overt act could have done. Phyllis developed the habit of getting dinner out and going to a movie, if Terry was tied up, so that she could go home just in time to go to bed. And if Anice complained reproachfully that she had cooked an especially nice dinner and it had been wasted, Phyllis merely reminded her curtly that she was a free agent and if she didn’t want to come home to dinner, there was no law that demanded it. Whereupon Anice looked wounded to the heart, and pathetically like an unfairly abused child, but offered no comment.

And then one evening when Phyllis had been too physically weary to struggle with finding a decent meal in a restaurant and had gone home to the apartment that no longer seemed much like home to her, Anice was waiting for her, all bright-eyed and eager with some plan she forebore to discuss until Phyllis had dined. The food was delicious: expertly cooked, and very appetizingly served. And Phyllis had an unwonted feeling of compunction, when Anice flushed with delight at her quite sincere praise.

“Cousin Phyllis, I’ve been wondering,” Anice burst out as though emboldened by Phyllis’ mood. I’ve got to find a job of some kind, because—well, a thousand dollars doesn’t last forever, you know.”

“Not at the rate you’re investing in Milgrim frocks and Dache hats, I shouldn’t think so,” Phyllis agreed lightly. “But what kind of a job, Anice?”

“Oh, a stenographic job, Cousin Phyllis. I’m an expert stenographer,” answered Anice eagerly.

Phyllis stared. “You are? I never thought it of you!”

“Oh, I know, you think I’m a pretty worthless somebody,” said Anice humbly. “I suppose I am a scatterbrain and all that, but I took the commercial course in high school, and graduated, and I worked a year in the offices at the mills in Clairesville. So I thought maybe—d’you suppose you could get me a job with you?”

Phyllis was startled. “In my office?”

“With your firm,” said Anice eagerly. “I don’t want to just run around anywhere looking for a job. They say that—well, sometimes a girl runs into things that … that aren’t nice! And I thought if there was an opening in your place, I’d know it was a respectable place where a nice girl would be quite safe.”

Phyllis was a little touched in spite of herself. There were several openings in the stenographic department, she knew. There usually were; it seemed quite impossible to keep the office properly staffed with dependable stenographers. So she said impulsively. “I’m sure there’s an opening, Anice. Come to the office with me in the morning and I’ll introduce you to the personnel manager, and see what he can find for you.”

Anice was like an excited, happy puppy. She kissed Phyllis, and then apologized, and danced a bit around the room.

“I was beginning to be—well, just a little scared!” she confessed, happy tears shining in her eyes. “My money just sort of seemed to melt—I am about broke!”

“Well, you wouldn’t have been in danger of starving, Anice,” said Phyllis dryly. “After all, I can still run the apartment.”

“I know, and you’re so sweet to me and I’m just terribly grateful to you, but I just simply can’t go on living off you always. I have to earn a little money so I can at least supply my own spending money,” said Anice earnestly. “And I don’t want you to worry about finding another maid. I can still do the housework and the cooking, before and after office hours. I love getting up early and I can do an awful lot of work in an hour or so. And the money I save you for a maid covers my share of the expenses, so you must let me keep on doing it.”

Phyllis said, “Oh, well, we’ll see. After all, finding a good maid is not a matter to be accomplished in a few hours. It takes time!”

“Of course, if I can’t keep the work up to please you, and you do have to get a maid, I’ll give you half of my salary as my share of the expenses,” Anice assured her quickly. “I insist on doing that, because I can’t bear to be an object of charity. I haven’t very much, but I can’t bear to—to sponge on people.”

Phyllis was touched. “Well, you’ve certainly not sponged on me, Anice. You’ve more than carried your share.”

Anice beamed joyously. “Oh, I’m so glad, Cousin Phyllis. I’ve—well, I’ve worried about that.”

She sprang up and began clearing the table, and she wouldn’t allow Phyllis to help. And Phyllis told herself she was a low-down cat for resenting the presence of this nice girl who had taken over so completely in the apartment that had once been Phyllis’ cherished home….

In the morning, Phyllis took Anice in to the big general office, and to the desk of Mrs. Currie, who was the head of office personnel. There was no love lost between Phyllis and Mrs. Currie, but they maintained an air of polite cooperation, since both were too sound as businesswomen to permit any outward friction.

“Mrs. Currie, this is my cousin Anice Mayhew, who’s an expert stenographer looking for a job. I wondered if you had something to give her?” said Phyllis politely.

Mrs. Currie hesitated and then she said evenly, “Well, we could use a couple of good stenos, but the jobs are not private secretaryships.”

“Anice wouldn’t expect that unless she works her way up to it, and is entitled to it,” said Phyllis pleasantly.
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