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Chapter I

The Usual Family Argument Was In Full Swing at the breakfast-table when the thin, not over-clean hand of Dilly, the maid-of-all-work, was thrust round the door, and her monotonous, long-suffering voice announced briefly,

“Telegram!”

The Mansfield family always argued at breakfast-time, probably because it was usually the only meal of the day at which they all put in an appearance.

“Straggled in!” so Kirby Mansfield, the head of the house described it, for punctuality—with the exception of Jessica—was an unknown virtue to his offspring, and for nearly twenty years his morning greeting had invariably been, as each one put in an appearance, “Late again!—who the devil’s house do you think this is?”

Nobody ever answered him except to say with gay indifference, “Sorry, Dad,” fully aware that the ‘old man’s’ bark was infinitely worse than his bite, and that in less than two minutes he would have completely forgotten his annoyance.

The argument this morning however was a little more heated and interesting than usual, for overnight Gordon, the son and heir, had announced with exaggerated indifference that they might shortly expect a visit from a friend of his—a man from whom he had received warm hospitality during the war, when the ship in which he served had anchored for some time off the coast of Ceylon.

“A tea-planter,” Gordon explained airily. “Nice chap!—Been out there most of his life, but he’s just come into some money, so he’s chucking the job and coming home. I think you’ll like him,” he added with a glance at his younger sister Paddy, who was reputed to like all men far better than her own fair sex.

“What age man?” Paddy enquired, dubiously.

Gordon shrugged his shoulders.

“Don’t know!…in the thirties I suppose— older than me anyway.”

“Only in the thirties! “his father broke in. “And chucking his job! . . . Damned if I know what the world is coming to. Young people don’t seem to want to work nowadays, and yet—here am I—not far off my seventieth birthday and still catching the three minutes to nine train every morning.”

“Well, if he’s come into money—why not let some other fellow take his job? “Gordon submitted, and then—a little hesitatingly—” I’ve told him we’ll put him up for a time till he make? up his mind what to do. He was damned decent to me ——”

“Put him—up!”… It was not often Mrs. Mansfield ventured to criticise any of her children’s plans, but now there was a look of faint alarm in her gentle eyes as she voiced an unusual protest. “But—with only Dilly to help!—and the food question so difficult—I’m afraid we really can’t put him up, Gordon, but if he cares to come to supper one night——”

And then the bomb fell as Gordon admitted that he had already offered the family’s hospitality to the Man from Ceylon which had been gratefully accepted.

There had been unbroken silence for a moment before everyone began to speak at once.

“It can’t be done!… you must wire and put him off!”

“There isn’t a spare room when Selby is at home, except the one where we keep the lumber. Of course you must wire at once and tell him it’s impossible.”

“But he’s already sailed——”

“Then you must wire to the boat ——”

The argument had gone on till midnight without any satisfactory decision being reached, and at breakfast-time—when for once everyone had arrived fairly punctually—it had immediately been continued.

“Give me the chap’s name and the name of his ship and I’ll wire from Town—” Kirby said firmly. “He’s not coming here, and that’s the last word I have to say. Your mother has more than enough to do now, you know she is far from strong.”

Mrs. Mansfield looked at her husband with grateful eyes and gave a sigh of relief before she admitted,

“Yes, Gordon, your father is quite right—and— sorry as I am—seeing he was so good to you, I am afraid we cannot offer your friend our hospitality. If things had been different nobody would have been more delighted than I should, but——”

Gordon interrupted with an impatient protest.

“But it’s all fixed up. I’ve told him he can come—so——” and then the entire family began talking and arguing together in such excited clamour that Dilly’s long-suffering voice was lost in the hubbub until with a thud on the door to draw attention to her presence, she repeated shrilly,

“Telegram! and the boy’s waiting for an answer.”

It was Paddy who jumped up and took the envelope from Dilly’s hand and in spite of the fact that it was addressed to her brother, she tore it open eagerly scanning its brief contents. “Stratheden arrives Tilbury mid-day June 13th. Hope to see you— Monty.”

She had read the message aloud before Gordon leaned across and snatched it from her, as his father roared out,

“June the 13th! That’s today! I never heard such impudence! What the devil next!”

And then Jessica, the quiet one of the family who, as an onlooker, usually saw and understood most of the game, spoke for the first time.

“You can’t blame the Man from Ceylon, Daddy, it’s Gordon’s fault.”

“The boy’s, waiting for an answer,” Dilly complained once more from the doorway.

Gordon sprang to his feet.

“All right—I’ll meet the boat and tell him,” he agreed reluctantly. “Though it’ll make me look a priceless idiot.”

“Tell him to go to a hotel or somewhere,” his father thundered after him. “Tell him to try the Y.M.C.A.——”

But Gordon was already out of earshot.

Paddy chuckled as she helped herself to a generous spoonful of marmalade. “It’ll be a joke if they miss one another and Mr. Monty walks in, won’t it?” she submitted. “The thirteenth is always supposed to be unlucky! isn’t it?”

“There’s time enough to get to Tilbury and back, half a dozen times before midday,” her father retorted. “Well, I must be off, or I shall miss my train.” He stooped to drop a perfunctory kiss on his wife’s cheek. “I’ll be in at the usual time, my dear, barring accidents.”

Kirby always said the same thing every morning and always received the same reply.

“Very good, dear—take care of yourself——” and as usual she followed him to the front door to give her accustomed wave of farewell which he invariably turned at the corner of the road to receive.

The Mansfields were a very happy couple and had never had a cross word or a quarrel in the thirty years of their married life.

“How dull!”… Paddy murmured when once her mother had proudly mentioned the fact. “It would bore me stiff!”

Paddy was the belle of the family, and the youngest, still only eighteen but much more grown up in her ways and her knowledge of the world than Jessica, who was more than three years her senior. Jessica was a home-bird and a little shy. ‘My right hand,’ her mother called her, and perhaps, if she had a favourite, it was Jessica, though she would rather have died than admit it.

“They are alt so different—” she once told a friend who had questioned her on the subject. “And of course I love them all, in different ways.”

Gordon was the eldest, a well-built, rather reckless fellow, who had done exceedingly well in the war and felt a little lost now it was over and his services were no longer required.

For the present he was working with his father, who was a solicitor, and feeling very much like a frog in a pond, so he often complained. It was open knowledge in the family that as soon as possible Gordon intended to turn his back on ‘dry documents and stuffy offices’ and clear off somewhere abroad where he imagined money—in large sums—could easily be made!

Then there was Selby, the brains of the family, as his father proudly insisted. Selby who had come out on top of everything at school, and was still at Cambridge studying for the law. “He will be a barrister, we hope,” Kirby liked to tell people. “Not a dry old ‘make your will’ solicitor like his dad.”

Then there was Jessica, a slim girl with brown eyes and hair, and her mother’s quiet tolerant understanding of life and of her family—and lastly Paddy —an undoubted beauty who had already, young as she was, received three offers of marriage, all of which she had turned down for the same reason, “Not enough money” as she frankly admitted,

“But darling, if you love a man! “Mrs. Mansfield had protested, “what does money matter! When I married your father, we——”

“Oh, I know, Mummie,” Paddy interrupted. “You lived from hand to mouth, didn’t you? And thought it wonderfully romantic, but it isn’t my idea of bliss!—and anyway—I didn’t love any of them,” she added with a surprising note of wistfulness, as she reluctantly visualised the face of one man who had pleaded so hard with her to give him a chance to prove that he could make good, and give her the kind of life she wanted!

Peter Phillips, his name, and he—like so many others—had lost the eight best years of his youth in the service of his country, and was—as far as Paddy knew, for she had not seen him for some months— still looking for a job!

And that was the Mansfield family.

They lived in a moderate sized house in a small Hertfordshire town, which Mrs. Mansfield was not in the least ashamed to admit her husband had bought through a Building Society when he first began to’make a name’as she called it, and that it had taken him nearly nine years to pay off the borrowed money.

“But now it is our own—freehold,” she liked to remind the family with pride. “And your father says that today it would fetch at least four times as much as we gave for it! Not that we have the slightest intention of selling.”

“I would, if it was mine,” Paddy retorted. “Especially as Daddy admits that today the pound isn’t worth more than five bob! Who wants a big house anyway? Give me a flat every time.”

It wasn’t really such a big house—only four bedrooms and, as Mrs. Mansfield had reminded Gordon —an extra one where they kept the lumber—two good-sized sitting-rooms and a small study, but there was a pretty garden of half an acre, which was the joy of Jessica’s heart. She spent all her spare time tending it, and felt amply rewarded for her pains when someone told her it was the prettiest garden in the road.

“Which isn’t saying much I” Paddy unkindly remarked, “because the other gardens are perfectly awful!”

Paddy could always be relied upon to say downright things like that, but Jessica never took offence.

“She doesn’t mean it,” she would protest tolerantly, when sometimes Gordon advised her to box Paddy’s ears.

“Do her all the good in the world,” he declared, with brotherly candour. “She’s a conceited young monkey,” to which Paddy retorted promptly, “And you’re a conceited old donkey——” before she fled from the room to escape him slamming the door between them….

“I hope Gordon’s friend won’t think it very unkind of us,” Mrs. Mansfield said regretfully, when, having waved her husband farewell, she returned to the dining-room and began to help Jessica clear the breakfast table. “I know how difficult it is for anyone to find suitable accommodation anywhere nowadays, but perhaps he has relations who will put him up—I am sure I hope he has.”

“Daddy always says that only fools live with relations,” Paddy reminded her. “I know I should hate to live with any of mine! Fancy having to face Aunt Lucy across the table at every meal—or to listen to Uncle Harry relating for the millionth time how he shot the mad lion in the jungle and at first go! and so saved the lives of goodness alone knows how many of his pals.”

“It was an exceedingly brave action, Paddy dear,” her mother gently rebuked her.

Paddy said, “Pooh!… not nearly so brave as some of the things our men did in the last war,” and once again there was a wistful note in her careless voice as she thought of Peter Phillips who, singlehanded—had shot down two German planes which were bombing London. That was before she knew him, of course, for she had never seen him in uniform, only as an out-of-a-job demobbed man trying by every means in his power to recapture the missing years and to make good. Where was he now? Sometimes she felt she would give a great deal to see him and at others profoundly thankful that he had kept his promise never to bother her again!

“Are you playing tennis this morning? “Jessica enquired, and Paddy came back from the past with a start and a sigh.

“Yes, I said I would—I shan’t have many more opportunities if I’ve really got to take a job—I’m playing with Gerard and the Bradleys!”

Gerard!—whom Peter had disliked so heartily and of whom he had been bitterly jealous because Gerard was well off and had no need to worry about the future.

Paddy didn’t care about Gerard either, except that she found him useful to take her about to dances and the theatre, and was also a first-class tennis player, a game of which she was particularly fond.

If only Peter had been as well off! How different things might have been! She could have married him, and so perhaps have avoided this call to work of which she detested the very thought. Paddy was naturally lazy!

“A penny for your thoughts,” Jessica invited. “You’re looking quite sad, Paddy.”

Paddy shrugged her shoulders.

“Was I?… I don’t feel sad—” She looked at her sister with sudden interest. “Wouldn’t you like to be married? “she asked abruptly.

Jessica opened her eyes wide.

“Married! I’ve never thought about it, and anyway I’ve never had the chance! I’m not like you, you know, with half a dozen suitors always at your beck and call.”

“But you don’t like men, do you?”

Jessica laughed.

“You mean—they don’t like me! I’m too quiet and uninteresting for them. What makes you ask such a question?”

“I don’t know!… but you’d make a topping wife—much better than I should. You know how I hate housework and all dull things like that.”

“A man doesn’t choose a wife because she’s good at housework,” Jessica answered in amusement. “Which reminds me, I haven’t made the beds yet, and it’s the day to get the rations. Will you be in to lunch?”

“I don’t think so—we shall probably feed at the club.”

Jessica picked up the tray—but before she left the room, she asked,

“What has happened to Peter Phillips? Do you ever hear from him now?”

Paddy turned abruptly to the window, staring out at the sunshine with resentful eyes as she answered flippantly—

“No—he’s finished with me.”

“I liked Peter.”

“Yes, he was quite a good sort,” Paddy admitted. “Well, I must depart. See you later——” and she departed.

Jessica carried the tray to the kitchen where her mother was helping Dilly with the washing-up.

“I’ll do that, dear,” she said quickly.

“It’s done,” Mrs. Mansfield told her cheerfully. “So now I can help you make the beds.” They went upstairs together, first to Paddy’s room which, as usual, was a picture of disorder.

“Oh dear, oh dear!” Mrs. Mansfield sighed. “Will she never learn to be tidy!… A nice pickle the house would be in if she was in charge! If she ever has a home of her own——”

“She’ll take good care to have an efficient staff, or there won’t be a home,”. Jessica interrupted laughingly. “She’s gone to play tennis with Gerard and the Bradleys—and says they’ll lunch at the club.”

Mrs. Mansfield picked up a pair of slippers which had obviously been kicked off and were lying sole uppermost under the bed.

“You know, Jessica,” she said, “I can’t help thinking about Gordon’s friend, and wondering whether after all, we might have managed to put him up for a short while, poor man! He could have had Selby’s room for the time being, couldn’t he? It seems a little—unkind—to have refused, when one knows how difficult life is nowadays.”

“I expect he’ll find somewhere to go. As Paddy would say, a bachelor always falls on his feet!”

“Is he a bachelor?”

“I don’t know—Gordon didn’t say—but I expect he is, or we should have heard something about his wife coming too, shouldn’t we? And that would have been out of the question, wouldn’t it? Selby’s room is so small——”

“Well, I hope Gordon has explained things nicely, so the poor man won’t feel hurt,” Mrs. Mansfield said. “Now I’ll just look round the pantry and write out a list of what we want from the shops.” She left the room, returning a moment later to say with a smile, “It’s a pity about the Man from Ceylon—he might have brought us some tea! and we could certainly do with it, couldn’t we?”

Jessica recalled her mother’s words when later that morning she was in the grocer’s carefully packing some of her purchases into the family shopping basket.

“I must take the tea,” she told the assistant. “But if you can send the rest of the things——”

“Short of tea, miss? “the man enquired with a rueful smile, and then, lowering his voice confidentially, “And I’m told there’s simply stacks of it in the country!—enough to do away with rationing altogether.”

“My father says that applies to most things,” Jessica agreed, and then, as an irritable looking woman beside her asked sharply, “Am I never to be served? “she hurriedly apologised and turned away.

Yes, it was a pity about this Monty man from Ceylon, she thought ruefully, because, as her mother had said, he might have brought them a much desired pound or two of tea! Still, they had managed so far, though both Gordon and Paddy were a bit reckless in their use of all the rations! which was why Mrs. Mansfield usually kept them under lock and key.

She glanced at the church clock as she turned homewards. Half-past twelve! Perhaps the boat had already docked and Gordon was trying to explain the position to his friend.

Poor Gordon!—not a very enviable task—still, no doubt the Man from Ceylon would understand and take it in the right spirit.

What was he like, she wondered! If it was true as Gordon had said, that he was still in the thirties, it certainly seemed very young to have retired from business, though, as Paddy would say, why go on working if you have enough money to live on? What had made Paddy so surprisingly enquire that morning, “Wouldn’t you like to be married?” and why had she answered—not quite truthfully—that she had never given it a thought? She had of course, just as’ all girls did—had thought a little wistfully how nice it must be to have a home of one’s own and a husband to wave good-bye to every morning and to watch for his return in the evening as her mother never failed to do!

A little house was Jessica’s idea of happiness, with a walled garden if possible—yes, a little house facing open country and yet not too far away from shops and the station.

‘Wayside Cottage’—that would be an attractive name for it, she thought, and she would like a little green-painted gate and a crazy-pavement path leading to the front door. A water-butt, too, and perhaps— if there was room—a tiny lily-pond around which she would grow golden marsh-mallows in the spring. . . .

Funny that Paddy’s idea of bliss was exactly opposite! Funny, that two sisters should have such entirely different tastes— for Paddy intended to have a flat, overlooking Hyde Park if possible, or Kensington Gardens, and no doubt her wish would be fulfilled; Paddy invariably managed to get what she wanted!

“But I don’t suppose I ever shall,” Jessica thought with a sigh, though there was no harm in day-dreams and in hoping that some day they might become reality!

The house which had taken her father nine years to pay off was in sight now and Jessica quickened her steps. A lovely morning, warm sunshine and the birds singing in the trees overhead. Jessica had begun to cross the road when the warning hoot of a motor horn checked her and, looking round she saw a small lorry laden with boxes and packing-cases slowing down as it approached, and finally coming to a standstill beside her.

There were two men on the driver’s seat, and one of them, a brown-faced man wearing an exaggeratedly slouched hat leaned towards her as he said,

“Pardon me, but can you tell me whether there is a house named ‘KIBJLOU’ anywhere in this road?”

‘Kirlou’—the name proudly invented by her mother from the first syllable of her husband’s and her own name.

“People named Mansfield live there,” the man explained.

Jessica glanced at the laden lorry with sudden interest and then back at the man. Who was he?— the salvage man?—or just a carrier delivering something ordered by her father or Gordon? She had certainly never seen either him or the lorry in the neighbourhood before.

She pointed across the road.

“That’s the house—’Kirlou’,” and then, as the man smiled in friendly fashion, “And I’m Miss Mansfield,” she added.

The slouch hat was suddenly swept from his head in quick courtesy, as he laughed—

“And I am the Man from Ceylon,” he told her, with confident cheerfulness.

Jessica’s friendly smile changed to a look of blank dismay, and for a moment she felt utterly at a loss.

The Man from Ceylon! So he had come after all—Gordon must have missed him somehow—and there was no room ready for him, nothing very interesting for dinner or supper—and how on earth could they dispose of all that stack of luggage, if indeed it was really his, and did not as she hoped belong to the man beside him who was beginning to look decidedly impatient.

Her perturbed thoughts came to a standstill when the Man from Ceylon said a little dubiously, though he was still smiling—

“Don’t tell me I am not expected!”

Jessica gave herself a mental shake.

“Oh no—of course not!… we’ve heard all about you…. Gordon has gone to Tilbury to meet the boat, but I suppose you missed one another.”

“Looks like it,” he agreed ruefully. “We docked earlier than I expected. However, here I am!”—he jumped down from the seat and looked at her with renewed interest. “You are Paddy, of course!— I’ve heard all about you from Gordon——”

Jessica flushed. “No—I’m her sister—Jessica,” she told him, as she wondered comically what Paddy would say when she heard that she had been mistaken for the beauty of the family!

The Man from Ceylon looked slightly surprised, though he at once held out his hand.

“I am delighted to meet you,” he said warmly. “I hope we shall be friends.” He turned to the driver of the lorry. “That’s the house—opposite—you can drive in,” he told him. “I’ll open the gate——”

“And I’ll run on and tell mother you’ve come,” Jessica said a little breathlessly.

What on earth would her mother say, she wondered in dismay as she ran towards the house. She would be kind of course, and would give the Man from Ceylon a warm welcome, but there was her father to consider—though thank goodness he would not be home until things had had time to settle down and some explanation was possible.

It would come as a great shock to her mother, Jessica feared—she so quickly got excited when anything unexpected happened, and excitement was bad for her as she was not too strong and her heart was weak, so it was a relief to be told by Dilly, when she entered the house, that her mother had gone down the road to call on a neighbour.

“But she’ll be in to dinner,” Dilly added.

Jessica caught her arm as she turned away.

“Listen,” she said quickly, “Mr. Gordon’s friend from Ceylon has arrived, and is outside now. My brother went to meet him at the docks, but they missed one another, so of course he doesn’t know that we—that we decided we couldn’t put him up—” and then as Dilly blankly ejaculated “Lordy!”she continued hurriedly— “He mustn’t know—we must let him think it’s all right and that we were expecting him—you and I can get Master Selby’s room ready for him presently—it won’t take long—and——”

“Is there any luggage? “Dilly enquired.

Luggage!… Jessica laughed.

“I am afraid there is rather a lot of luggage,” she admitted. “But perhaps for the present we can put some of it in the shed or the garage——”

Dilly nodded——“I’ll come and help,” she said at once—and she followed Jessica to the front door where the lorry had already come to a standstill.

Dilly gave one look at it and again ejaculated “LORDY! “—this time with greater dismay, but she smiled as the Man from Ceylon gave her a friendly nod, announcing—” Well, here I am—lock, stock and barrel—” and then, as Jessica said apologetically “I am afraid we shan’t be able to find room for all your luggage in the house “—he waved a deprecating hand—

“That’s all right—I’ve got the things I shall want in a couple of suit-cases. The rest can go in the shed or stay out in the yard—they won’t hurt. Here, you —lend a hand,” he ordered the driver, and together they began to haul down the mysterious looking packing-cases.

Jessica felt deeply impressed as she saw that they were all painted with their owner’s name in huge block capital letters—” HALLAM. LONDON”, as if he was an Ambassador or someone of great importance.

She looked at him with renewed interest.

Not exactly a handsome man—dark hair, closely cropped, but still with a suspicion of a wave in it—very keen eyes—almost startlingly blue against his sunburnt skin—and square, powerful looking shoulders. In the thirties, so Gordon had said, but Jessica thought he looked older.

“The shed and the garage are both unlocked,” she told him. “And I think you will find plenty of room for your boxes.”

“Right ho!” he said cheerily, and as he shouldered one of the packing-cases and turned away, Jessica caught Dilly’s arm.

“Come and help me get his room ready,” she whispered, and together they hurried back to the house.

“Nice gentleman, isn’t he?” Dilly remarked approvingly. “But I’ve never seen so much luggage before! “She giggled before submitting dubiously, “What will the Master say, Miss Jessica?”

Jessica had a very good idea what her father would say, but she fervently hoped that this time his anger would die as suddenly as it usually did and he would realise that the arrival of Gordon’s friend was just the result of misfortune and that nobody was to blame.

“Will the gentleman stay very long, Miss?” Duly enquired as they hurriedly put the one vacant bedroom in order.

Jessica’s impulse was to reply fervently, “I hope not!” but she quickly checked the words, realising they were not quite the truth, for from her point of view at least, life had been a little monotonous since the cessation of hostilities and Hallam’s sudden arrival had already given it a new, if somewhat disturbing interest.

“I really can’t say,” she admitted, dubiously.

“I think he’s nice,” Dilly declared. She giggled. “He reminds me of someone on the films, in that funny hat he’s wearing.”

Jessica laughed. “He’s come from a very hot country,” she explained. “Very different to this because the sun is always shining—at least, I think it is,” she added uncertainly.

“That’s why he’s got such a brown face, I suppose,” Dilly submitted. “My brother was like that when he came back from India after the war ended. Have you ever been abroad, Miss?”

“No—at least—only to France, and that was a long time ago when I was quite small, but I should like to go again because—” she broke off abruptly as her name was called from the hall in shrill insistence —” Jessica!… Jessica!—where are you?”

“The Missus,” Dilly whispered.

Jessica ran downstairs to where her mother was standing at the front door, staring with bewildered eyes at the still half-loaded lorry.

“What on earth is it? “she demanded agitatedly— “And who are those two odd-looking men in the garage?”

Jessica took her hand in a soothing grasp.

“It’s all right, dear, just come in and sit down and I’ll tell you what’s happened—” and then as Mrs. Mansfield firmly resisted she quietly explained. “It’s Gordon’s friend, Mr. Hallam—the Man from Ceylon. He and Gordon missed one another at Tilbury, and so he didn’t know that he—that we were not expecting him——”

Mrs. Mansfield collapsed onto the nearest chair——

“The Man from Ceylon!” she echoed in a tragic whisper. “What on earth will your father say! “She gave a smothered scream and looked towards the door with apprehensive eyes as there was a sudden thud of a heavy suitcase being dropped, and Monty Hallam appeared——

“Phew!…that’s some weight—” he declared. “But we’ve disposed of most of them.…I beg your pardon,” he went on apologetically as he saw Mrs. Mansfield. He took a quick stride towards her with outstretched hand—” This is the un-paying but not, I hope, unwanted guest,” he announced smilingly.

Jessica held her breath, afraid that in the excitement of the moment her mother would admit that he was, indeed, unwanted! But to her infinite relief Mrs. Mansfield rose to her feet and laid her hand in his big grasp——

“So you and Gordon missed one another,” she said quite composedly. “I am Gordon’s mother”— her voice wavered a little before she added firmly— “Welcome to England—I hope you had a pleasant voyage.”

“Not so bad take it all round, though the ship was a bit crowded—” He glanced round the hall—” It’s more than good of you to take me in, and I am profoundly grateful.”

Mrs. Mansfield smiled as she met his eyes—

“It would be a poor world if we could not help one another,” she said—” Now—about your room— I’m afraid——”

“It’s quite ready,” Jessica interrupted, and then as Dilly appeared on the stairs—” Show Mr. Hallam his room, please.”

Hallam picked up the weighty suitcase—

“I can manage,” he assured Dilly as she would have come to his assistance, and then again, as he, looked at Mrs. Mansfield, “I cannot thank you enough for your most kind reception.”

There was a moment of profound silence when he had disappeared upstairs which was broken by Mrs. Mansfield—

“He’s—nice, isn’t he? “she said.

Jessica gave a sigh of infinite relief.

“I’m glad you like him,” and then in a hurried whisper, “We mustn’t let him know he wasn’t expected.”

Mrs. Mansfield looked quite indignant.

“Certainly not!” she agreed. “Though what on earth your father will say I cannot imagine!”

“We must meet him before he gets home and tell him what has happened—and Gordon—too.”

Her mother nodded—” But all those packingcases!… what can he have in them! “she whispered, and as if in reply to her query Hallam came running down the stairs again—

“I hope my amount of luggage doesn’t appal you? “he apologised. “But I know things are a bit difficult over this side—so I ventured to bring a few odds and ends which i hope may be useful—a case of tea and one or two other things——”

“Tea!” Mrs. Mansfield breathed ; she looked at him with supreme amazement and gratitude—” I cannot think of anything that would be more welcome! It is an absolute impossibility to make our meagre ration go round. My husband is so fond of his tea —and like most men, he never seems to realise what an effort it is to eke it out. Really, Mr. Hallam, you are indeed a friend in need.”

“Please call me ‘Monty’,” Hallam invited as he strode towards the front door—” I’ll just settle with the lorry-man—and send him off.”

“He’s very nice, isn’t he?” Mrs. Mansfield said again, and then in an ecstatic whisper—” Tea!… it’s really too wonderful.”

“We must keep a look-out for Gordon,” Jessica reminded her anxiously, and then as the telephone rang—” That may be him—I’ll answer it.” And she hurried into the sitting-room.

It was Gordon!—talking nineteen to the dozen in deep perturbation—” The boat was in much sooner than they expected—and I’ve missed Monty. I don’t know what you can do if he turns up—He may be half-way to our place already, so if he gets there before I do—” Jessica interrupted him with an amused laugh : “He’s here—lock, stock and barrel— as he calls it—” And then, as her brother broke in agitatedly—” Good Lord! What on earth did you tell him? “she said calmly—

“You needn’t worry. It’s quite all right—mother welcomed him with open arms—more or less!—but mind you never let him know that we didn’t mean to have him——”

She heard him give a prolonged whistle—

“You mean—he’ll stay after all? “he ejaculated, incredulously.

Jessica laughed—” It looks like it,” she admitted, and again she found herself wishing—” I hope he does!”

“And—the Guv’nor? “Gordon hazarded. “Do you think the Mater will be able to manage him? “

“Doesn’t she always?” Jessica reminded him happily. ...


Chapter II

When Jessica Looked Back on the Arrival of the Man from Ceylon, it seemed to be the most important day of her life, during which—for once—she amazingly took control while the rest of the household humbly obeyed her instructions.

As a rule it was the other way about, for by nature she was quiet and unassuming, always willing to fall in with the plans and wishes of the family and uncomplainingly undertaking the less interesting jobs which they—particularly Paddy—would otherwise have left undone.

But today even Dilly, who was inclined to be impatient and slightly dominating, meekly followed at her heels, running hither and thither, fetching and carrying with remarkable willingness.

Gordon arrived home just as lunch was ready and seeing him at the gate, Jessica hurried out to meet him and to give a word of warning.

“Everything is all right, he hasn’t the least idea that we weren’t expecting him, so be careful what you say. He’s got Selby’s room and he’s up there now—unpacking his suit-cases, I suppose—” A little smile crossed her face as she thought of the cheery whistling which had filled the house since Monty’s arrival and of her mother’s approving remark when she first heard it. “He seems quite at home already, doesn’t he?”

Gordon drew a long breath of relief.

“I thought there’d be Hell to pay,” he said frankly. “What do you think of him, Jess?”

“I—think he’s nice,” Jessica admitted, and then humorously, “But there may still be ‘Hell to pay’, as you call it, when Father arrives on the scene.”

“I’ll go and meet him.”

She shook her head. “No, don’t do that. Mother is going—she can manage him better than anyone else.”

“What’s the Mater think of Monty? “

Jessica laughed. “Well, he’s already presented her with two pounds of the best Ceylon tea, and he says there’s heaps more in the packing-cases which we had to put in the garage—there are simply dozens of them!”

“All his worldly goods, I expect,” Gordon said carelessly. “He’s not going back, you know.”

“Perhaps he won’t like being here in such a different climate.”

“He’s not staying—so he told me in his last letter. Thinks of going to one of the colonies to settle— Australia or somewhere. I shouldn’t mind going with him.”

“Oh! I see——” Jessica turned away. “Dinner is just ready—you might tell him, will you? “

Australia!… right on the other side of the world!… There was a vague feeling of regret in Jessica’s heart as she recalled the big, revolving globe of her schooldays, from which she had learned all about latitude and longitude and other uninteresting subjects—remembering how very far away and quite ungetatable Australia had seemed to her youthful mind, a country quite impossible to reach, even if one wanted to!

Oh well!… She gave herself a little mental shake as overhead she heard Gordon and Monty Hallam both talking and laughing uproariously together. Nice to be a man, she thought, men were so much more free and independent than women— women like herself, anyway!

Dilly had to climb the stairs three times to announce that dinner was ready and wouldn’t be worth eating if they didn’t come down at once, before Gordon and the Man from Ceylon appeared in the dining-room, Monty looking a little guilty and apologetic but when he began to express his regret Mrs. Mansfield only smiled graciously.

“I am sure Gordon is to blame,” she declared. “But of course you must have a great deal to talk about as it is so long since you met.”

“Nearly three years,” Gordon agreed.“Do you remember, Monty——” and they continued to launch forth, recalling comical bygone events to which Jessica and her mother listened in amused silence.

“And are the elephants really so intelligent? “Mrs. Mansfield enquired when at last she was able to get a word in edgeways.

“They do everything but talk,” Monty assured her. “They even down tools at twelve o’clock and refuse to work until they have had a dip in the river and half an hour’s rest.”

“I should love to see them,” Jessica said.

Mrs. Mansfield nodded. “Jessica loves all animals. When we used to take her to the Zoo in her schooldays, it was as much as we could do to get her home again. So very different to Paddy—Paddy is my younger daughter, Mr. Hallam—you haven’t met her yet, of course.”

“A treat in store,” Gordon remarked with brotherly sarcasm.

“Is she away? “Monty asked.

“No—playing tennis with some boy-friends,” Gordon told him.

Monty nodded approvingly.

“I’m keen on tennis myself—golf too! Do you play golf, Miss Mansfield?”

Jessica shook her head.

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“Jessica is a home-lover,” Mrs. Mansfield told him. “And my right hand—I don’t know what I should have done without her during these past— terrible years. Paddy and she are utterly different— but you will see for yourself. And I have another son at Cambridge—Selby.”

Monty nodded. “I heard so much of the family history from Gordon when we first met, that I seemed to know you all long before I arrived.”

“Really! “Mrs. Mansfield looked most impressed. “And yet he never told us anything about you,” she said in surprise. “We had never heard your name until ——” She stopped with a sudden guilty recollection of the previous evening, when her husband had declared with angry finality, “He’s not coming here! and that’s my last word.”

Gordon looked slightly abashed, though he said with apparent unconcern, “Never expected to see the old blighter again—met so many chaps during the war——”

Mrs. Mansfield recovered her composure and smiled across the table at the Man from Ceylon.

“But now, as I have said before, we are more than pleased to make your acquaintance,” she told him. “And I am sure we shall be the greatest of friends.”

Monty rose to his feet and bowed with dramatic courtesy—though there was an amused twinkle in his very blue eyes.

“For this relief, much thanks! “he said gravely. “And now I will admit that at the last moment my courage almost failed me as I realised how much it was asking of anyone—especially in these difficult times—to give such generous hospitality to a complete stranger——”

Gordon looked across at his sister with a grin.

“Your turn now, to make a speech,” he remarked, but Jessica only laughed and shook her head.

“My turn to clear away—if you’ve all finished,” she answered gaily, and rising she began to pack the plates on to a tray which stood beside her on a small table.

Monty pushed back his chair.

“Don’t forget that the new butler has arrived, madame,” he reminded her with dignified courtesy. “So please allow me—— “and taking the tray firmly from her, he stalked majestically from the room.

“Lordy!” Dilly ejaculated as he entered the kitchen, and her eyes, small brown eyes, rather like brandy-balls, almost started from her head. “You mustn’t do that, sir,” she reproached him. “It’s not the job of a gentleman like you.”

Monty grinned. “Who’s going to stop me!“he demanded. “Where’s the washing-up bowl? “and he marched into the scullery.

“Lordy! “Dilly murmured again in profound admiration…

And in the dining-room—” He really is extremely nice,” Mrs. Mansfield was saying to Jessica. “When one realises how utterly spoilt most men are—especially bachelors, it is really amazing, and——” She broke off as there was the sound of a car stopping at the gate, and glancing towards the window she said quickly, “It’s Paddy! Already!… She told me not to expect her until after tea—and she’s brought Gerard with her!… Run out and tell them what has happened, Jessica—and hurry, or they’ll be in the house and it will be too late—you know how quick Paddy always is——”

But when Jessica reached the gate Paddy had still made no move to leave the car, and it was Gerard who hurriedly explained.

“Paddy has hurt her ankle—that’s why we’re back so soon— I’m afraid it’s a bad sprain. Can you help me to carry her indoors? I’m afraid I can’t manage alone——”

Gerard was a slim, slightly-built man—“Effeminate,” so Mr. Mansfield who did not particularly like him, always said.

“Oh dear! “For a moment Jessica forgot her mission in her anxiety for her sister. “Does it hurt very much? “she asked in concern.

“Look at it! “answered Paddy grimly. “It looks like an elephant’s ankle, doesn’t it? “

Elephant!… Jessica came back with a start to her mother’s instructions. “Listen—” she said impressively, lowering her voice. “He’s here— Gordon’s friend—Mr. Hallam. They missed each other at the docks and so he arrived without knowing we had decided we couldn’t put him up. We haven’t told him, how could we?—so he’s going to stay, but of course he mustn’t know that he wasn’t expected.”

Paddy’s beautiful eyes opened wide with interest.

“The Man from Ceylon! “she ejaculated.

Jessica nodded, “Yes, but be careful,” she glanced quickly over her shoulder. “Here he comes——” she whispered as Monty suddenly appeared with a suitcase in either hand.

“I’m going to put them in the garage out of the way,” he announced, and then stopped, realising that Jessica was not alone. “This is Mr. Hallam,” she told Paddy. “This is my sister, Mr. Hallam—and Mr. Winter——”

“So you’re the Man from Ceylon,” Paddy submitted with a smile. She held out her hand. “I’ve sprained my ankle playing tennis, so I can’t get out of the car unless someone helps me—sickening, isn’t it?”

“I’ll fetch Gordon,” Jessica said quickly, but Monty dropped his suit-cases and barred the way.

“Let me come to the rescue—I’ve carried far heavier burdens in my time,” he announced with a smile, and before anyone could interfere he had lifted Paddy from the car and was carrying her towards the house. “Light as a feather! “he declared. “Bad luck, hurting your ankle—I was looking forward to beating you at tennis.”

Jessica glanced at Gerard with a dubious smile and when Monty and his burden had disappeared into the house, Gerard said in rather a disgruntled tone, “Odd looking chap, isn’t he? Seems quite at home already. Bit cool, I call it, considering he’s a complete stranger——”

Jessica flushed. “My brother has known him for some time,” she said firmly. “And please be careful not to let him know he was not expected.”

So that was that!

Mrs. Mansfield was greatly distressed when Jessica ran upstairs to tell her of Paddy’s mishap.

“How true it is that troubles never come singly,” she sighed. “First Mr. Hallam arriving as he did— not that I mind,” she hastened to admit. “And now this!… There is sure to be a third thing. What will your father say?… Poor Paddy!…How she will hate being unable to get about!… Ring Dr. Barker, Jessica, and ask him to come at once! Oh dear, oh dear! “

“There’s nothing to worry about,” Jessica soothed her. “I can hear Paddy laughing, so she can’t be in much pain—but I’ll ring Dr. Barker,” and she ran down to the phone.

But Dr. Barker was out. “We expect him in at any moment,” she was told. “And he shall have your message at once.”

“Out, is he! “Monty said, when Jessica hurried to the sitting-room to tell her sister. “Well, we can’t leave the patient as she is. A cold water bandage is the thing! Where’s that Dilly girl!”

He knelt down at Paddy’s feet and gently removed the shoe from her injured foot.

Paddy laughed though she winced with pain.

“A good thing I’m not wearing stockings,” she said comically.

“Don’t you ever wear them? “Monty enquired.

Paddy nodded. “Yes, but not to play tennis. The few pairs I possess are too precious to risk laddering them——”

“I’ve brought some with me from Ceylon— nylons, or whatever they’re called—I’ll dig them out presently.”

“Nylons! “Paddy gasped. “Goodness, you must be a Fairy Godmother.”

“Lordy! “… Dilly ejaculated once again, when having arrived with a bowl of water she stood watching in admiration while Monty carefully bathed and bound up Paddy’s swollen ankle.

“That’s better, isn’t it? “he asked.

“Much better. You’re not a doctor as well as a tea-planter by any chance, are you?”

“Jack of all trades and master of none,” Monty informed her. “But I did a bit of Red Cross during the war. Now, put your foot up on the couch. Nasty things, sprains, I had a bad one myself some years ago.”

“Playing tennis? “

“No—I fell off an elephant—at least, the brute chucked me off, but that was before I knew how to manage him.”

“An elephant! “Paddy shuddered. “Such horrid things, aren’t they? They simply terrify me.”

“I like them.”

She looked at him with renewed interest. “And are you going to stay in England? “she asked.

“Only for the present. I shall go abroad somewhere later on.”

“That’s what I want to do, only”— Paddy glanced round to make sure they were alone—” the family won’t hear of it. So silly, isn’t it? Have you a family?”

Monty shook his head.

“No—I’m a lone orphan, except for a half-brother somewhere in England, but we haven’t met for years, though I used to hear from him occasionally, before the war, haven’t heard a word since.”

“And is his name Hallam too? “Paddy enquired; she always wanted to know everything about people who interested her, and already she considered the Man from Ceylon to be decidedly attractive.

“No—Phillips—he’s much younger than I am, of course. My mother married a second time when I was quite a kid.”

“Phillips! “Paddy repeated the name eagerly. “I know someone of that name—though it’s a long time since we met—Peter Phillips! “

Monty raised his brows incredulously.

“Peter!… that’s my brother’s name too! What a coincidence if it should be the same fellow! Chap with sandy hair—went all through the war in the Air Force—you haven’t got his photograph, I suppose? “

Paddy pointed across the room. “Yes—over there—on the mantelpiece. It’s a snapshot Gordon took of us in the garden here together, but it’s—oh— a long time ago,” she added with a note of unconscious wistfulness.

She watched with concentrated excitement as Monty crossed the room and picked up the snapshot.

“That’s the chap,” he announced immediately. “Well, I’ll be damned!... I beg your pardon,” he apologised quickly.

Paddy laughed. “No need to apologise! I often say ‘damn’ myself… So—Peter is your brother! But you don’t know where he is? “

“Haven’t the faintest idea. How long since you saw him? “

Paddy shook her head.

“I—can’t remember,” she said slowly.

Couldn’t remember!… when it was the one thing in her happy-go-lucky life which try as she would she was utterly unable to forget.


Chapter III

There Was an Unpleasant Look on Gerard Winter’s face when, after hesitating for some time at the gate, he slammed up the door of his car and entered the house, just in time to see Monty putting the final touches to the cold bandage on Paddy’s injured ankle.

In his own, rather selfish way, Gerard was devoted to Paddy, probably because he realised that she was quite indifferent to him, and he was conscious of a very real stab of jealousy as he saw the friendly manner in which she smiled down at this complete stranger who, as he had already remarked, seemed absolutely at home and at his ease.

His first impulse was to say something unpleasantly sarcastic but after a glance at Monty’s powerful shoulders and muscular arms, he thought better of it, and turning abruptly on bis heel he left the house before his presence was realised.

“Damned impudence,” he muttered as he drove away. “I’ll make him pay for this.”

Planting himself on the family merely because he had once met Gordon somewhere in the back of beyond! and already behaving as if he had bought the place! Serve him right if the old man Mansfield chucked him out as Paddy laughingly told him her father had threatened to do. Not that the old man ever carried out his violent threats; as the family repeatedly said his bark was a thousand times worse than his bite. Still, perhaps in this case. . . .

In his angry irritation Gerard was driving at such speed that he had almost passed a tired-looking figure coming towards him on the path before his attention was attracted by a raucous shout—” Hi I You! “and it was none other than Kirby Mansfield himself.

“Care to give me a lift home? “he enquired, as Gerard brought the car to an abrupt standstill. “London’s as hot as blazes today, which is why I’ve left early. Not a taxi at the station, of course—never is when you want one!—and Gordon took the car to Tilbury this morning so I don’t suppose he’s back yet—probably spending the evening in Town with the Tea Planter.”

The grim sarcasm of his voice was decidedly welcome to Gerard, and he laughed as he opened the car door.

“By all means, sir, as you say, it’s a scorcher today. Paddy and I have been playing tennis—oh, that reminds me—she had the misfortune to sprain her ankle—but I got her home all right,” he added a little uncertainly as he recalled the manner in which Monty Hallam had carried her into the house, coolly remarking that he had borne far heavier burdens in his time!

“Sprained her ankle, has she? “Kirby repeated. “Can’t say I’m surprised. She’ll break her neck one of these days, the way she rushes about.”

Gerard turned the car in the direction of Kirlou. “Gordon’s not back yet, I suppose? “Mr. Mansfield remarked drily.

Gerard hesitated remembering Jessica’s firm instruction that on no account must the Man from Ceylon be allowed to know he had not been expected.

“Well—yes, he is,” he admitted. “He was at the house when I left—though I didn’t see him.”

Kirby Mansfield said,” Humph! so he’s managed to dispose of the Tea Planter all right! If he hadn’t——” He broke off as the house came into view with its wide open shed and garage doors, and stacks of luggage and packing cases still piled helter-skelter outside. “What the devil,” he ejaculated, and then as his son and Monty appeared and started to haul one of the cases towards the shed, “don’t tell me that in spite of my orders he’s had the damned cheek to come,” he almost roared.

There was a little complacent smile in Gerard’s eyes.

“Looks like it, I’m afraid,” he admitted, and then half-heartedly, “Gordon missed him at the docks, I’m told, so he arrived alone thinking he was expected —and Jessica says they haven’t liked’ to undeceive him!”

“Not undeceive him! “Mr. Mansfield fumbled with angry fingers at the door-handle. “I’ll damn soon undeceive him,” he threatened. “What does he think this house is? An hotel for non-paying guests? Open this confounded door.” And when Gerard obeyed, in his angry haste Kirby almost fell head-first into the road dropping both his hat and the despatch-case which he invariably carried (though Paddy declared it was only full of emptiness) into the gutter.

And then once again, to Gerard’s chagrin, it was the Man from Ceylon who rushed to the rescue, quickly collecting the few scattered papers which had fallen from the despatch case, and retrieving the hat which had rolled a few yards away down the road.

“All right, sir? “he asked cheerfully, and then, as with a reluctantly muttered word of thanks, Kirby took the things from him, “I’m Monty Hallam, the Man from Ceylon,” he announced.

There was an almost imperceptible pause, during which Gerard waited hopefully for the bursting of the storm, but he received the shock of his life when Kirby held out his hand and said, a little glumly it is true, “Pleased to meet you! Had a good trip? “and then as they were joined by a guilty-looking Gordon, “So you missed the boat, did you?”

“Not his fault,” Monty explained. “We docked earlier than expected—tides, or something I Suppose. Anyway, here I am!”

“You’re home early, aren’t you, Guv’nor?” Gordon said with a touch of anxiety. His father looked at him challengingly.

“London’s as hot as Hell—that’s why,” he explained. “And when you’re my age——”

“We should consider this cool out where I come from,” Monty interrupted, but fortunately—as Kirby was considering whether or not it would be permissible for him to say, “And I consider this cool— meaning your arrival, young man—” the doctor’s car came up the road and stopped beside them.

Kirby liked Dr. Barker and had more than once expressed astonishment that at nearly fifty he was still a bachelor. “Someone’s missed a darned good husband,” he told his wife, “But then, women invariably mistake the dross for the gold.”

“As I did, do you mean, dear? “Mrs. Mansfield asked without a trace of a smile, which brought forth the calm reply that of course she was the great exception which proved the rule. . . .

“How’s the patient? “the doctor asked. “Sorry I was out when you rang up.” And then as he looked at Monty, Gordon hurriedly introduced them.

“This is my friend Hallam—from Ceylon—Dr. Barker.”

“So you’ve come after all, have you?” Barker submitted innocently. “Thought you would, knowing the family as well as I do—— Let’s have a look at Paddy,” and together he and Kirby walked away.

Monty looked after them with a slight frown, but he made no comment until Gerard had again driven away, and he and Gordon returned to the pile of cases and luggage.

“What did the doctor chap mean—that I’ve come after all? “he asked.

Gordon shrugged his shoulders.

“Nothing, except he may have heard from Jess or someone that it wasn’t certain whether he would go straight to the Colonies or not—you said something about it in one of your letters,” he explained carefully.

Monty’s face cleared.

“Oh, was that it! Well, put your shoulder to the wheel and let’s dispose of the goods and chattels. No, not that one—I’ll open that when we’ve stowed the others away. It contains burnt offerings for the family.”

“More tea?”

“No, you’ll see when we jack the thing open. Come on! Heave ho, my lad. ...”

They worked away like Trojans all the afternoon, until Mrs. Mansfield sent Jessica out to tell them she was sure they had done enough for one day, and that tea was ready.

“Ceylon tea, too!” Jessica said with a smile. “Why, you’ve put everything away and made the place quite tidy,” she added in surprise.

“And had about enough of it too,” Gordon announced grimly. “I’ll go and wash some of the muck off my hands.”

“What was the doctor’s verdict?” Monty enquired.

“He says it’s not such a bad sprain after all, though she mustn’t try to walk for a day or two. He was very amused at your bandage—said it was quite a skilful piece of work.”

“Seems a nice sort of chap.”

Jessica nodded. “He is, very nice—he’s a great friend of ours, as well as the family doctor.”

“Married man?”

“No.”

Monty grinned. “All the best men are bachelors,” he reminded her comically.

“And the best women spinsters,” Jessica hastened to add.

They both laughed, and after a moment Monty said with unusual gravity, “May I ask you something, and will you promise to answer quite—honestly?”

She looked at him in surprise.

“Why of course. What is it?”

“Were you really expecting me today—or did I barge in?”

Jessica flushed in profound distress. “Why of course,” she began to say hurriedly, but he cut her short.

“I said—would you answer quite—honestly!”

There was a painful silence before Monty spoke.

“So I barged in—is that it! “he submitted. “Well, I am profoundly sorry, and I’ll clear off as soon as possible. I suppose there’s been some—blunder somewhere. However——” But as he turned away with a philosophical shrug, Jessica caught his hand.

“Please listen to me and let me explain. When you know us all better—especially Father—you’ll understand. You see—Gordon only told us about you the night before last and mother not being too strong and—things so difficult—he said——” She broke off, recalling her father’s violent threat.

Monty smiled a little grimly.

“Said I could go to the devil, I suppose—that’s it?”

“He never means half he says. He was quite nice when you met him, wasn’t he? “she asked in distress, and then as he did not reply, “Oh, please stay—I—we —all like you so much— please stay!”

They looked at one another in steady silence, which Monty was the first to break. “Do you want me to stay? “he asked bluntly. “Honest injun now?”

“Yes—I shall be—very sorry if you go.”

He took her hand in a hard grip.

“Right! . . . your word is command. I’ll stay. Now—what about that cup of Ceylon tea?”

There was a strange feeling of mingled pleasure and shyness in Jessica’s heart as she and Monty walked slowly towards the house. Why had he asked so insistently, “Do you want me to stay? “as if her wishes could possibly make any difference to his decision! If he had said it to Paddy it would of course have been quite understandable—for all men adored Paddy.

“A penny for your thoughts,” Monty challenged her abruptly.

Jessica laughed a little self-consciously.

“I was only thinking—you won’t let the family know what I have just told you, will you? Mother would be so distressed; she made us all promise you should never know.”

“The secret shall be kept,” he assured her, “though I am glad you have allowed me to share it. By the way, who is that Gerard fellow?”

“Just a friend—one of Paddy’s admirers—but I don’t think she is particularly interested in him.”

“She’s very attractive.”

“Yes.”

“And, by the way—has she told you that another of her boy-friends turns out to be my half-brother— Peter Phillips?”

In her astonishment Jessica stood stock’ still, staring at him with wide open eyes. “Your—half-brother! What an amazing thing! . . . I can’t remember ever hearing him speak of you, though he used to come to us very often—before——” She stopped in faint embarrassment.

“Before what?” Monty enquired, and Jessica admitted evasively.

“I think there was—some misunderstanding— between him and my sister—I know he was very fond of her and at one time I thought she liked him too— but now it’s some months since we saw him. Do you know where he is? But of course you do.”

“Haven’t the remotest idea; haven’t heard a word from him since this alleged peace—must try to unearth him. Decent chap—had a good war record.”

“We all liked him very much.”

Monty looked at her with an approving smile.

“You know, you’re a wonderful family. Is there anyone you don’t like?”

“Several people I don’t like, I am afraid,” she admitted ruefully.

“Men, I suppose?”

“Oh no!—not all of them. What makes you say that?”

“Because—if you will forgive my plain speaking— I think it’s quite amazing that you should still be enjoying single blessedness.”

Jessica flushed in surprised embarrassment.

“What do you mean!” she protested.

“That I think, from the little I have seen of you, you would make an ideal wife for some—lucky man. You’re so sensible and—homely.”

“Homely! “Jessica laughed. “That’s a word my sister always describes as’damning praise’—she says it’s as bad as calling anyone’worthy’.”

“Much preferring ‘glamorous’, I suppose?”

“It’s certainly a better description of Paddy.”

“And so Mr. Right is still out of sight round the corner? “Monty said presently, with cheerful friendliness.

Jessica shook her head. “I’m sure I don’t know! I’m afraid I have never given a thought to a Mi. Right—or to a Mr. Wrong, either,” she admitted frankly. “I don’t understand men very well— except perhaps my father and brothers—I’m not like Paddy! She makes friends of them all at once, but I’ve so many other things to occupy my time—and of course Paddy will have, too—when she finds a job as she is supposed to, now she has finished her education.”

“How old is she?”

“Just eighteen.” She laughed when Monty said in surprise “Is that all? I should have thought she was at least twenty-one.”

“You’re a regular John Blunt, aren’t you? “she submitted in amusement. “Doesn’t such plain speaking ever get you into trouble?”

“Occasionally, but I like plain speaking. I hate having the truth wrapped up in cotton-wool and handed to me on a silver dish. I’d much rather have an honest brick hurled at my head, even if it left a life-long scar.”

“Then allow me to hurl one now,” Jessica requested with mock gravity. “You said just now that you thought I should make an ideal wife for some’lucky’ man—so if you think husbands are lucky men—why are you still a bachelor?”

“Because,” Monty answered without the least hesitation, “up to date—or— practically up to date— I have never met a member of your fair sex who has given me more than a fleeting interest—my fault, no doubt, but still—there it is.”

“But you must have known a great many girls.”

“Dozens of them,” he agreed cheerfully. “Good company, too, most of them, but when the time came for them to sail away, I could always wave good-bye without a single tear to blur my vision.”

“What do you mean—sail away?”

“So many ships called at Colombo on their way out East and homeward bound—before the war, of course—and in those days everyone seemed to foregather at the Gaulface Hotel—a friendly spot in those days.” There was a note of regretful reminiscence in his voice which made Jessica ask impulsively,

“Wouldn’t you like to go back there?”

“Not now—too old.”

“Too—old! “she ejaculated incredulously. “Gordon told us you are only—somewhere in the early thirties.”

Monty grinned. “Ha! worn well, you see, led such a decent life—but I’m nearly forty, if the tragic truth must be told.”

Jessica recalled her father’s curt remark about Monty being too young to’chuck his job’, and how he had reminded the family that although he himself was not far off his seventieth birthday he still caught the three minutes to nine train to town every morning. It seemed as if Monty could read her thoughts for he said, unhesitatingly,

“To tell you the truth, I was fed up with the job—the heat and the flies—everything! So when some completely forgotten relation of my father’s shuffled off this mortal coil and left me a couple of ten pound notes,” he chuckled, “I thought I’d make the best of things as far as it is possible in this topsy-turvy world and have a look round before I am too old and decrepit. Travel has always been my idea of perfect freedom.”

“It’s Paddy’s, too.”

“And she’s right! . . . What’s the use of a frog-in-the-pond existence when there’s no need to tolerate it?”

“It would be an odd sort of world if everyone thought that way,” Jessica reminded him. She spoke lightly, though she felt vaguely resentful. “I remember reading somewhere—it was written by a poet, I think—that’ Domestic happiness is the only bliss of paradise that hath survived the fall’—but perhaps you don’t agree as you are a bachelor,” she added with a faint smile, but there was no time for Monty to reply as just then a reproachful looking Dilly appeared at the open front door to announce,

“The tea’s getting stone cold, Miss Jessica.”

“And our argument was getting red hot,” Monty remarked in an undertone. “However, we are still friends, I trust, Miss Jessica?”

Jessica tried in vain not to smile, but without success.

“Has anyone ever quarrelled with you—seriously, I wonder? “she enquired, and was again conscious of that new, strange feeling of warm pleasure when Monty answered without hesitation,

“I sincerely trust that you never will!” . . .

They found Paddy stretched out on the drawingroom couch wrapped in a picturesque house-gown of many colours, her injured ankle resting luxuriously on one of the best cushions, and she smiled her sweetest as Monty moved quickly towards her to enquire how she was feeling.

“Not too bad! “she admitted. “Dr. Barker says I shall soon be all right again—not that I mind having to lie up for a week or two, because it will prevent me from joining the world’s workers and having to take some hateful job,” she added with a grimace.

“Rather be a drone than a bee—eh?” Gordon enquired with brotherly frankness. “Anyway, I’ll bet there’s no job you’ll ever keep for more than a week.”

“Really, Gordon! “his mother protested. “That’s not a very kind thing to say, when Paddy has been so unfortunate! You know how she dislikes being unable to get about—no matter what she may pretend to the contrary, and as you and your father are both in Town all day, there’ll be nobody to take her out in the car, unless—” she looked at Monty with a hopeful smile, “You drive, of course, don’t you?”

“I plead guilty,” he admitted. “But I sold my own antiquated ‘bus’ before I left Colombo.”

“But you can drive ours,” Paddy said eagerly. “Not that we’re allowed much petrol, though perhaps, as I can’t walk, they’ll be gracious enough to give us a little extra,” she hazarded hopefully. Paddy invariably had bright ideas when they were to her own advantage.

“Don’t you drive? “Monty asked Jessica, but it was Paddy who replied, “Jess hates anything like that! She much prefers washing up and cooking and mending—dreary jobs which I loathe! But I suppose it’s a good thing we all have different ideas of bliss, isn’t it?”

“In the words of the old song, ‘Someone has got to darn his socks’,” Monty reminded her.

“If he’s got any socks to darn,” Gordon said grimly.

Monty gave a sudden exclamation. “That reminds me—we’ve still got to unpack the burnt offerings.”

“The—what? “Mrs. Mansfield asked in amusement.

“Just a few bits and pieces I brought with me,” he explained. “So if we may be excused——”

And then as she replied, “Why of course, unless you will have another cup of this delicious tea—I don’t know when I have enjoyed anything so much! —What about you, Kirby? Do have some more——”

“I don’t mind if I do,” her husband admitted. It was the first time he had spoken, though he had been an attentive listener, but when Monty and Gordon had departed, he said with a touch of irritation, “What the devil does he mean by ‘burnt offerings’? Brought some hideous Eastern brass lamp or heathen idol with him, I suppose? As far as I am concerned he can keep them—I don’t want that kind of junk about the house.”

“Really, dear! “his wife protested. “Some Eastern brass is very attractive, though of course it will mean something more to clean,” she admitted with a sigh.

“Another job for our Jess! “Paddy said and presently when she and her sister were alone, she asked with faint suspicion, “What were you and Monty talking about out in the garden?”

Jessica looked a little startled.

“Talking about! . . . Nothing in particular—he was telling me about Ceylon—oh, and he mentioned that Peter Phillips is his half-brother—you must have been astonished when you heard.”

Paddy shrugged her shoulders with pretended indifference.

“Truth is stranger than fiction, so they say,” and then, after a brief silence, “I wonder what has become of him?”

“Mr. Hallam said he hadn’t the least idea.”

”’Mr. Hallam’! “Paddy mocked her. “I thought we had all agreed to call him Monty! Or does such familiarity shock your sensitive soul?”

“It’s not twenty-four hours yet since we first saw him,” Jessica reminded her with a faint smile, but Paddy calmly declared that already she felt as if she had known him all her life.

“And thank the powers that be he can drive a car— or I should have been landed here in durance vile for goodness knows how long!…By the way, what happened to Gerard?”

“I don’t know—I suppose he drove away again after he brought father home.”

“He might have looked in to ask how I was! Not that I care! . . .” Paddy declared, not quite truthfully, for though she was indifferent to Gerard, she resented this unusual neglect, seeing that after all, it was his fault she had hurt her ankle because when they both rushed for the same ball, he had collided with her and caused her to slip. How differently Peter Phillips would have behaved! she thought, with sad reminiscence; Peter whose handclasp had meant all the world to her even though she had let him go because he was a poor man and could not give her the good times which she believed meant complete happiness.

Did she still think so? She raised her eyes and looked at her sister who was clearing away the tea-tray. She knew so exactly the humdrum duties which made up Jessica’s life—getting up early in the morning, cooking the breakfast—(Dilly was such a bad cook, they never left it to her)—dusting and cleaning the house, doing the shopping, the mending, sometimes most of the washing too, when the laundry was unpunctual And that would have been my life, if I had married Peter, Paddy told herself? How she would have hated it—and how quickly in such circumstances love would have died.

Oh well! No use looking back and regretting anything! the best of life still lay before her, even though at the moment she felt far older and wiser than her eighteen years permitted.

The Man from Ceylon was a new interest, but it was a stroke of bad luck that she should be laid up just when life might have offered so much novelty and amusement—still, as he could drive the family car. ...

Jessica suddenly broke in upon Paddy’s troubled thoughts.

“Here come the boys.” She laughed as she saw Gordon and Monty staggering towards the house carrying one of the smaller packing-cases. “It will be fun to see what the Burnt Offerings really are, won’t it?”

Paddy raised herself from the pillows—the past fading completely away as she turned her eyes eagerly towards the window.

“Talk about Father Christmas! “Paddy gasped, as she and Jessica looked on in silent amazement while Monty produced parcel after parcel from the depths of the box, piling them on the table between the two girls.

“Help yourselves! “he commanded magnanimously.  “I only hope they’re what you like. I got a lady friend to choose them for me, so I can’t be blamed if they’re not what the doctor ordered, not knowing anything about feminine requirements. Help yourselves,” he repeated quite unnecessarily, for Paddy had already seized upon the parcel nearest to her, and was eagerly tearing it open.

“Nylons!” she gasped. “How perfectly heavenly! “And then, after a squeal of excitement, “And crêpe-de-chine! . . . My favourite shade of pink, too! . . . You must be a thought-reader, Monty!”

“And well in the black market too,” Gordon said with pretended disapproval. “Have you no shame? “But he calmly unfastened one of the parcels and discovered several pairs of men’s socks. “All forgotten and forgiven,” he announced generously. “I think I’ll collar these before the Guv’nor sees them. Here, Jess, just mark these with my name and address, so there can be no mistake. Why, she’s departed! “he ejaculated, for Jessica had slipped away feeling, as she always did, a little unwanted when Paddy was present and as usual the centre of attraction. She was halfway up the stairs when she met her father coming down.

“What’s this hubbub about?” he demanded. “You all seem to have taken leave of your senses since this Hallam fellow arrived.” And then as another babble of voices arose in the sitting-room, “Damned if I’ll, stand it. Anyone would imagine I was the lodger—shan’t be able to call my soul my own if this goes on—I’m going round to the club, tell your mother——”

But Jessica firmly prevented him from passing.

“He’s brought some lovely presents from Ceylon,” she said with quiet firmness. “So please, Daddy——” She broke off as Monty suddenly appeared at the foot of the stairs holding something at arm’s length.

“What the devil,” Kirby Mansfield muttered under his breath and then his grim expression changed as—

“Shirts, sir,” Monty announced. “I hope they are the right size, and that you will accept them as a slight token of my gratitude for your great kindness.”

” Shirts I” Kirby brushed Jessica aside and hurried downstairs. “The very things I am abominably short of!…and no confounded coupons left— shirts!” He grabbed one with schoolboy eagerness. “Linen, or I’m a Dutchman! “. . .

Jessica gave a sharp sigh of relief and was smiling happily as she ran upstairs and came face to face with her mother on the landing.

“No need to worry, dear,” she assured her in reply to Mrs. Mansfield’s anxious, questioning glance— and then lowering her voice, “Monty has brought Daddy some shirts.”

They laughed together in amused relief.

“I was so worried” Mrs. Mansfield admitted. “Your father has been so naughty—I was afraid he might really lose his temper and offend Mr. Hallam. However, thank goodness, it’s all right.”

“‘So we come to the end of a perfect day’,” Paddy quoted happily, when later that evening Jessica was helping her to undress and get to bed. “It’s almost worth while being laid up for a bit now there is someone really interesting in the house! . . . life’s been dull enough lately, goodness knows!”

For Paddy at least, it was anything but dull during the next few days, for Monty was untiring in his attentions, fetching and carrying for her and driving her out in the car for which he proudly announced he had’wangled’ an extra allowance of petrol seeing that she was unable to walk.

He certainly on one occasion asked Jessica to accompany them, but she refused—declaring she had more important duties to perform.

Monty looked at her unsmilingly for a moment before he said grimly, “The willing horse goes all the way, is that it?”

Jessica laughed. “I shouldn’t have thought you knew any poetry,” she told him. “You’re a funny mixture, aren’t you?”

But there was a faint look of regret in her eyes as she watched him drive away, with Paddy comfortably ensconced beside him.

“Why didn’t you go, Miss Jessica? “Dilly, who had overheard the conversation, reproached her. “You haven’t been out of the house for two days.”

“Because I have to make a pudding for lunch,” Jessica retorted briskly, and then as the doorbell rang, “Oh dear!…yet another interruption——”

“Dr. Barker, Miss,” Dilly presently announced. “I told him Miss Paddy wasn’t in, but he said he would like to see you if it was convenient——”

Jessica sighed, as she wiped the flour from her hands, and crossed the hall to the sitting-room.

“Paddy’s out,” she said. “And her ankle is much better.”

Barker nodded.

“Yes—I passed them at the end of the road.”

“Oh! “She looked at him in surprise before she laughed. “You didn’t imagine I was ill, did you?”

“No—though you’re looking a little tired. Anyway, I thought I would like to see you. Sit down—” and then as she obeyed. “Isn’t it possible for you to get a holiday? It would do you all the good in the world.”

“A holiday!…I’m afraid not—I can’t be spared—and—anyway, I don’t know that I should care to go. It’s not much fun having a holiday alone,” she smiled. “You see, I haven’t Paddy’s gift of making friends everywhere.”

Barker turned away from her and there was a slight frown on his face as he said abruptly,

“You’re too unselfish, Jessica.”

“Unselfish! Me!. . . What do you mean?”

“What I say,” he insisted. “You practically run this house and are constantly at everyone’s beck and call. What on earth they would do without you I can’t imagine.”

She laughed. “Anyone would think I was planning to run away.and desert them all.”

He looked at her very directly. “Why not?”

There was a moment of profound silence before Jessica asked in bewilderment, “What do you mean? . . . Why not?’

He took a step nearer to her.

“We all have our own lives to live,” he said, “and…” For an instant he was silent before speaking again. “Will you marry me, Jessica?”

” Marry—you? “She repeated the words in a whisper—and then again, “marry—you?”

“Yes! . . . We’ve always been good friends— and I—I’m a lonely man—and . . . I’m—very fond of you, my dear.”

He would have taken her hand, but she moved away beyond his reach. “I—I couldn’t,” she said faintly. “I couldn’t—because—I—don’t love you— I’ve… never loved—anyone—not—in the way one should . . . if——” Her voice died helplessly away, and it seemed an eternity before he spoke.

“Very well—I understand—but—if you ever change your mind . . .” His voice resumed its usual brisk, business-like tone as Jessica’s mother entered the room, “I’m glad Paddy is so much better. How are you, Mrs. Mansfield? Busy as usual, I suppose? Well, I must be getting along——”

“Is anything the matter, dear? “Mrs. Mansfield asked when he had gone. “You look—as if——Is anything the matter, Jess?”

Jessica gave herself a little shake.

“The matter!…Of course not. It’s a pity Dr. Barker just missed Paddy, isn’t it? She wanted to know if she could leave off the bandages. Well, I must go and finish making the pudding——”

But for almost the first time in her life, pudding-making seemed a tiresome, uninteresting job, for her thoughts were very far away.

John Barker had asked her to marry him! John, whom they had known almost since she was a small child, certainly long before he had become qualified and had taken over his father’s practice..

John!—who, although she liked him—they all did—she had always considered a little dull and— well, a typical doctor, invariably business-like and in a hurry.

A lonely man, he had called himself. How old would he be? Several years older than Monty, of course,—quite middle-aged.

A lonely man! . . .

Jessica momentarily forgot the pudding and looked towards the window and the sunlit garden beyond.

A thing she had always dreaded—loneliness!—a thing for which she had always profoundly pitied Miss Dawson, an elderly spinster woman who lived in a minute flat over a shop in the village. Jessica and she had always been on friendly terms, and Miss Dawson had once told her, with surprising wistfulness, for she was usually a cheery soul, that she had lost her one chance of happiness with the man she loved, because it had been impossible to leave her parents who were an old, helpless couple. “He wouldn’t marry me, and consent to live with them,” she said. “And I couldn’t desert them, and so—— Well, here I am!—a solitary spinster woman!”

Perhaps—some day—I shall be like that too, Jessica thought now. Not for many years, of course —but—supposing she had been in love with John?

“But I’m not, and never shall be,” she told herself firmly. “Perhaps I shall never love anyone!”

But if such happiness should ever come her way—well, it would not be a man like John who would win her affections; he was too quiet, too much like herself —she would want someone more lively and youthful— more like . . . yes, more like the Man from Ceylon —whose boyish exuberance never failed to cheer and amuse her.

The Man from Ceylon! . . . who already, after only a few days with them, had gone the way all men of Paddy’s acquaintance invariably went, and was obviously devoted to her.

It was with a feeling of mixed amusement and depression that Jessica suddenly realised how much older she felt than her twenty-two years. Much older!

“Silly” she rebuked herself firmly, as she tied the pudding-cloth round the basin and began to clear the table just as the telephone bell rang sharply through the silence.

“Hullo! “Jessica spoke with quiet disinterestedness as she lifted the receiver. It wouldn’t be anybody exciting of course—probably someone for Paddy— most of the telephone calls were for her.

But it was Monty’s voice which she heard in reply.

“That you, Jess! . . . Monty here! I’m just ringing up to say we shan’t be in to lunch. Is that O.K.? We’re staying over at a pub called The Greyhound—the most amazing thing has happened— who do you think we’ve met?”

Jessica tried to laugh. “I haven’t the slightest idea. Is it someone very thrilling?”

“It’s Peter—my half-brother—I nearly dropped dead when we came face to face. So we’re lunching with him. Is it O.K.?”

“Of course—give him my love——”

“Right-oh! . . . See you later. Good-bye——”

Peter! Peter Phillips, who, as they all knew, had adored Paddy and had begged her to marry him.


Chapter IV

So Paddy Would be Lunching With Two of Her admirers! There was a mingled feeling of envy and amusement in Jessica’s heart as she hung up the receiver and turned away.

life was funny, she thought again, somehow it didn’t seem quite fair that some people should have all the good looks and admiration while others—she caught sight of her reflection in the hall mirror and moved a step nearer to it, scrutinising her face with a faintly humorous smile.

Nothing very exciting, though her hair was nice, as everyone admitted, even Paddy had always been a little envious of its natural wave.

“You don’t know how lucky you are,” she sometimes sighed. “Just being able to comb it out and know it will look all right, while every few months I have to sit for hours in durance vile and have a P.W. —knowing all the time it’s not really’ permanent’, as they call it.”

Brown eyes, too!—more serious than usual in expression now, not eagerly alert like Paddy’s, which were nearly always bubbling over with laughter and gaiety.

Strange how utterly different brothers and sisters could be I Paddy and Gordon so good-looking and she and Selby—well—Jessica knew that no stranger would ever turn to give either of them an admiring glance, though of course Selby was by far the cleverest of the family. Yes, life was funny, Jessica thought again as she turned away from the mirror, and she wondered what the family would think and say were she to tell them that John Barker had asked her to marry him.

She had no intention of telling them, of course; Jessica was always shy about even the smallest personal achievement, but it gave her a warm little feeling of comfort to recall the surprisingly tender and wistful look in John’s eyes during that brief silence before he admitted “I’m a lonely man—and—I’m very fond of you, my dear——”

John was such a good fellow—even her father, who was reluctant to praise anyone—always spoke of him with admiration.

Dear John, Jessica thought, as she returned to the kitchen to put the unromantic pudding on to boil, and yet—strangely enough, she was visualising Paddy and the Man from Ceylon, no doubt laughing together as if they were life-long friends! Peter would be with them now, of course, such a strange coincidence, meeting him as they had done—like something one read about in a story, finding it a little difficult to believe it could really happen.

Lucky Paddy, Jessica thought again, but she might have been less envious if, at that moment, she could have known her sister’s perturbed feelings as she sat between the two men in the ‘Greyhound pub’, as Monty had called it, over the phone.

As a matter of fact, the Greyhound was a small old-fashioned inn, situated in a village only a few miles away, but it was a well furnished and well run place which, in pre-war days, had been exceedingly popular with motorists. There were not many people there today, but the owner, with whom Paddy was well acquainted seeing that she often lunched there with various admirers, after hearing of her injured ankle, had taken great pains to ensure that she should have every possible comfort and the best table which the quaint, oak-panelled dining-room could offer.

“It can’t be true,” she kept thinking as she looked across the table at Peter Phillips. “I shall wake up presently and find it’s just a dream.” Perhaps hoping that she would, for Paddy hated mental suffering and this chance meeting with the one man who had ever touched her wayward heart had again brought to life the pain and regret she had known and done her utmost to ignore when they parted.

He hadn’t altered—at least not much—a little older looking perhaps, but still the same Peter in whose company she had experienced the greatest and most sincere happiness of her life.

Once, when their eyes met, her heart seemed to stand still for a moment, as in his regard she fancied there was the same look of boyish adoration though almost at once he averted his gaze as if conscious of and regretting its betrayal.

“So you two are step-brothers,” Paddy said with an effort at gaiety. “Well, of all the unbelievable things—I can’t imagine why you never told me about our Man from Ceylon, Peter.”

“He probably had more interesting subjects to discuss,” Monty submitted.

“And why on earth are you staying here of all places? “Paddy demanded, confident that the reason must be because, knowing she was close at hand, he had hoped to see her again.

It was like a douche of cold water when Peter answered carelessly that it was pure chance.

“I was on my way to the West of England, when the car broke down, so as the local garage couldn’t get it right till tomorrow, all I could do was to put up here for the night.”

She made a rueful little grimace.

“No intention of calling to see us?”

She fancied that he avoided looking at her as he replied, “I was in a hurry—wanted to get to Taunton tonight—my friends were expecting me—but I wired them to explain——”

“Friends? “she queried. “Anyone I know? “For in the old days most of their friends had been mutual.

Peter shook his head.

“No—I’ve only known them a few months— Gallon, their name is. They’ve been very good to me since I was demobbed—I’ve spent several weekends with them.”

“Any special attraction?” Monty enquired, and then without waiting for a reply, “What’s that confounded waitress doing with the wine I ordered? “and he rose from the table to go in search of her.

There was an eloquent silence when he had disappeared, until Paddy said, although it was the last thing she intended to say,

“Nice to see you again—after so long, Peter.”

“Thank you.” Peter peppered his soup with unnecessary generosity. “So Monty is one of the family now, is he?”

“Yes. We like him very much, though he has only been with us a few days.”

“He’s a good chap. One of the best. What does the Guv’nor think of him?”

“He likes him, too,” Paddy laughed. “You see, Monty tactfully brought him some shirts from Ceylon —he brought us all something.”

“Monty was always lucky.”

“Lucky?”

“I mean—coming in for all that money.”

“Oh!… Was it—very much?”

“About sixty thousand pounds, I believe.”

Paddy caught her breath.

“Sixty—thousand! “

“Yes—and that was after the death-duties had been paid.”

“Then he’s… almost a millionaire! “she gasped, and when Peter did not reply, “Why didn’t you get a share, Peter?”

“I’m only a half-brother,” he reminded her with a faintly ironical smile, and then with quiet deliberation, “I suppose— had I been the inheritor it would have made all the difference to everything.”

She looked at him, her colour rising with sudden emotion.

“What do you mean—all the difference? “she asked faintly.

He met her eyes with quiet indifference.

“To our dramatic farewell—eight months ago.”

“Oh—Peter! “She half moved a hand to touch his, but he drew it away.

“Money always meant more to you than anything else, didn’t it? “he submitted unemotionally. “However—I’ve no reason to complain.”

“No—reason?… What do you mean?”

“That I’m engaged to be married.”

Engaged!… to be married!… Peter!… who had declared he would never love anyone but her.

Paddy tried hard to speak—to say cheerfully, “I’m glad—I hope you’ll be very happy,” but she couldn’t find her voice; it was as if she had suddenly become dumb—and helpless.

“You must meet my fiancée some day,” Peter said in a matter-of-fact voice. “I think you’ll like her. Rose, her name is, Rose Gallon.”

Paddy nodded mechanically.

“I should—be pleased to meet her,” she heard someone say, and then, realising it was her own voice, with a tremendous effort she managed to laugh—to laugh at herself, as the tragic realisation came home to her that she still loved this man—more deeply than in the old days—Peter! who had so completely forgotten her that he was to marry another girl!

Monty’s voice suddenly broke the stunned apathy of her thoughts—such a cheerful voice—as if its owner had never known the meaning of trouble or disillusionment—as he came back to the table, followed by a smiling waitress carrying the tardy bottle of wine, carefully wrapped in a white napkin.

“Sorry to have kept you waiting, sir,” she apologised.

“All forgotten and forgiven! “Monty assured her, and then as she filled their glasses he raised his and looked across at Paddy with a smile.

“To you, fair lady!”

Paddy raised her glass with an unsteady hand.

“And to you!” she answered, and she thought with unhappy defiance, “Yes!—to you!… and your sixty thousand pounds!”

After all, why worry? There was plenty of fun and excitement to be had with limitless money to spend, so what was the sense of breaking your heart over a man who, although he had said he would never love another girl, had proved so quickly that for him, at least, there was no such thing as constancy.

“To you, Monty! “she repeated gaily, and blew him a kiss from the tips of her fingers, glancing quickly at Peter to see if the gesture had awakened any memories, but he was smiling impartially and presently he asked in a friendly way.

“And how is Jessica?”

“Just the same,” Paddy told him. “Quite happy pottering about the house.”

“Still unattached? “Peter enquired.

Paddy opened her eyes wide.

“’Unattached’?” she ejaculated.

“Not engaged, I mean,” he explained.

” Engaged!…” Paddy laughed. “It would be one of the seven wonders of the world if she was!…As far as I know she has never had an admirer in her life.”

“What about Dr. Barker?”

“John Barker!” She stared at him in blank astonishment. “What do you mean?”

Peter shrugged his shoulders.

“Only that I always imagined—in the old days— that he—rather liked her.”

There was an eloquent silence before Paddy said, “Well, let’s hope you’re right, though it has certainly never occurred to me! “she chuckled. “Fancy Jess as a doctor’s wife!… It would be the thrill of a lifetime to see her married, and——”

Monty bluntly interrupted. “And what would you do without her at Kirlou, I should like to know? The place wouldn’t be the same if she wasn’t there.” He laughed apologetically as he met Paddy’s astonished gaze, and Peter said with pretended tragedy,

“And I can remember the time when—without Paddy in the house, to me life was a dreary desert.”

Paddy’s hand, resting on the table, was suddenly tightly clenched, though when she spoke it was with calm indifference.

“Which goes to prove, as I have always said, what rubbish it is to believe that hearts can break——”

Peter met her lovely eyes with a casual smile.

“I entirely agree. What says our Man from Ceylon?”

Monty shrugged his shoulders.

“It’s a subject of which I am in complete ignorance. Never having lost a moment’s restful sleep for the sake of any fair charmer.”

“Your turn will come,” Paddy assured him confidently. “And now I think we ought to be going —so if one of you will kindly assist a poor cripple to the car——”

Would Peter offer? She despised herself because a sudden passionate desire arose in her heart to feel again the touch of his hand and the clasp of his arm—but it was Monty who at once came forward while Peter stood calmly by lighting a cigarette. Was it, after all, such ‘rubbish to believe that hearts can break’, Paddy wondered, and surprisingly there were tears in her eyes as with Monty’s support she limped painfully away.

At supper that night, just as Paddy had feared, the chief topic of conversation was Peter Phillips, for Monty could talk of nothing else but the strange coincidence of their meeting.

“Has he altered at all?” Mrs. Mansfield asked interestedly. “I always liked Peter so much—I wish he could have found time to call and see us——” She looked at Paddy. “Did you think he had altered at all? “she enquired.

Paddy shrugged her shoulders.

“He looks—a bit older—but I suppose we all do.”

“Has he found a job yet? “her father asked, and then with his usual bluntness, “he ought to have done if he hasn’t—the world is crying out for workers.”

Monty chuckled.

“He’s found one of a sort,” he said. “He’s going to be married.”

” Married!” It was Mrs. Mansfield who echoed the word incredulously. “But I thought——“She checked herself hurriedly before asking with forced interest, “Who is the—lucky girl? Anyone we know?”

Her husband grunted. “Not so lucky if Peter’s still out of work, but nowadays young people seem to have lost their common sense and to imagine they can live on—love—or whatever they call it”

“Kirby dear,” his wife reproached him, “you seem to forget that it is what we did!”

Kirby looked slightly abashed though he answered obstinately, “Yes, but things were very different in those days. We didn’t expect to race about in motorcars and go to the pictures every other night.”

“There weren’t any pictures to go to,” Paddy reminded him.

“Perhaps the Bride-to-be has a bit of dough,” Gordon suggested. “What’s her name?”

“Gallon—Rose Gallon,” Monty told him. “Nice name, Rose!”

“Gallon!” Kirby Mansfield repeated the name interestedly. “Where do they come from? I know some people named Gallon—know the firm, anyway— in the drapery line.”

“Peter said they lived in the West of England, didn’t he, Paddy?”

“Then it must be the same family,” kirby declared. “Used to live in London, but cleared off during the war—bought a mansion in Somerset or somewhere——”

“Then apparently the Bride-to-be has got some dough,” Gordon remarked. “You always said that Peter would fall on his feet some day, didn’t you, Mater?”

“But I didn’t mean—in that way! “his mother protested. “And I am sure Peter would never marry a girl just because she was the daughter of rich people —if she is!”

“Why not?” Paddy enquired frivolously. “I think it’s a very sensible thing to do—’ Marry for love where money is ‘——”

But as she spoke she remembered Peter’s blunt accusation that to her money had always meant more than anything else! He was in the same boat now— if it was true that the girl he was to marry had some’ dough’, as Gordon called it.

The ambition to make—or to somehow obtain— money was the one desire which she and her brother had in complete accord—and both were born gamblers —in different ways—so far without any success on either side.

“You’re very quiet this evening, Jess,” Mrs. Mansfield said, looking at her elder daughter.

“Jess is always dumb when there’s a family discussion going on,” Paddy reminded her. “She never enters into the argument or attempts to take sides!…’ Live and let live’ is her motto,—isn’t it, dear sister?”

“Quite right, too,” her father retorted, quite losing sight of the fact that he always did exactly the opposite. “It’s a pity you’re not all so tolerant and charitable “— and then as a wide grin crossed his son’s face—“and what are you thinking, may I enquire? “he demanded.

Mrs. Mansfield hastily intervened.

“It takes all sorts to make a world—and it would be a very dull place if we all thought and acted alike, wouldn’t it?”

“If, for instance, we all backed losers—like Gordon does,” Paddy said mischievously. “How much have you lost on the gee-gees this month, dear brother?”

“I like a gamble,” Monty said. “Much more fun to make a pound or two on an outsider than it is by the so-called sweat of one’s brow—eh, Gordon? Do you remember that bet on——”

Kirby bluntly interrupted. “Only fools gamble.” He looked at his son with accusing eyes, “Don’t tell me you’ve’ been betting and chucking your money away again!… A nice mess you got into a few months ago.”

Gordon shrugged his’shoulders with pretended indifference.

“Backing horses is no worse than gambling on the Stock Exchange,” he retorted defiantly, and then as Kirby flushed in dull anger at the blunt allusion to his owu particular weakness, Mrs. Mansfield rose determinedly from the table.

“If everyone has finished we will clear away,” she said firmly, for there was nothing she dreaded more than the fierce altercations which occasionally arose between Gordon and his father—although as a rule they ended quite amicably.

“I do hope Monty will not encourage Gordon in this foolish betting,” she said later, to Jessica. “It’s not as if he can afford to gamble—your father paid out quite a large sum of money for him in the spring, if you remember.”

Jessica smiled reminiscently.

“Yes, I remember—and—oddly enough, he lost on a horse called’Fool’s Cap’—or some name like that, wasn’t it? “she laughed. “I told him at the time that it ought to have been a warning, but he was so sure it would win.”

“I think it might be as well for you to give Monty a quiet word of warning,” Mrs. Mansfield said. “You can do it so much more tactfully than I could or Paddy—though he and she certainly seem to be the best of friends.”

“All the men adore Paddy,” Jessica agreed. All except one she reminded herself with a warm little feeling of happiness as she thought of John Barker, and remembered his quiet admission, “I am very fond of you, my dear! “and surprisingly she suddenly found herself wishing that she could return his affection, for what greater happiness could there be in life than the knowledge that there was someone to whom you meant all the world and who meant all the world to you?

“So when you get an opportunity, just say a word to Monty,” her mother repeated. “He is such a broad-minded, sensible man, I am sure he will understand.” She was silent for a moment before she said with a slightly troubled intonation, “So Peter is engaged to be married!… Well, I suppose one should feel glad for his sake—though I certainly never thought anyone would ever take Paddy’s place in his affections. He was so devoted to her. No doubt it’s just a case of second best——”

“And sometimes second best can be very good,” Jessica reminded her cheerfully, but she had felt very surprised herself when she heard the news, having always believed that Paddy was the one love of Peter’s life.

Perhaps this Rose Gallon was even more attractive than Paddy! If so, no doubt as usual Shakespeare was right when he wrote—

“So as one nail by strength drives out another,

So the remembrance of my former love

Is, by a newer object, quite forgotten!”

All the same, it seemed sad that love should so seldom last to time and eternity; at any rate in its original romantic form, though—take the case of her own parents for instance—Jessica knew they were still completely devoted to one another in spite of Kirby’s frequent outbursts of temper.

Jessica would have been genuinely amused had anyone suggested that she was in the least sentimental, but this evening it was amazing how her thoughts kept turning to John Barker and how utterly different she felt now she knew there was one man in the world who cared more for her than for any other woman. She was no longer the Cinderella of the family—only of course the family were in complete ignorance of the fact, and—Mrs. Mansfield broke in upon her thoughts.

“There’s Paddy calling—didn’t you hear her? “and with a sense of guilt Jessica hurried away.

She found Paddy alone in the drawing-room looking a little depressed.

“I thought Monty and Gordon were with you,” Jessica said in surprise.

“No—they’ve gone out.” Paddy raised her injured foot from its cushion. “If only this rotten accident hadn’t happened, I could have gone with them. How I hate being a cripple.”

Jessica laughed. “What nonsense you talk! In a day or two you’ll be perfectly fit again. Where have they gone?”

“I don’t know—but I expect to the Club to get a drink.” And then, “How much money do you think Monty came into from that—whatever relation it was? “she asked.

“I haven’t the slightest idea—quite a bit, I expect.”

Paddy raised herself on an elbow.

” Sixty thousand pounds” she said, and then as her sister made, no comment, “Say something!… aren’t you amazed?— sixty thousand pounds! Peter told me—and he said that was after death duties had been paid.”

“It seems a lot of money,” Jessica agreed. “Whatever will he do with it?”

“Do with it?” Paddy lay back again on the cushions. “I know what I’d do with it—spend it and have a marvellous time,” she sighed. “Some people have all the luck. And don’t say, as mother always does, that money cannot buy happiness, because that’s all rubbish. You can’t be happy without it, that’s quite certain— I can’t anyway.”

“We’ve never had any money, Paddy,” Jessica reminded her. “And you’ve always seemed happy enough.”

“Camouflage! “Paddy declared flippantly. “And thinking things over, I’m not sure I haven’t been a fool to refuse to marry Gerard.”

“But—you don’t love him! You’ve said dozens of times that he bores you——”

Paddy made a grimace. “Oh—love!… I don’t believe in it,” she said defiantly. “It’s no more real than—than any of the silly fairy-stories we used to read when we were kids. Do you believe in it? “she demanded.

Jessica hesitated.

“Yes—I think I do,” she admitted. “Not that I’ve ever had any experience—only what I’ve seen— with other people——”

Paddy laughed. “If ever you do fall in love— well, Heaven help you. You never do things by halves.” She yawned. “Well, help me to bed—it’s half-past nine and the boys won’t be back for ages yet. What a bore life can be, can’t it?”

“It doesn’t bore me.”

“Because you’ve no ambitions,” Paddy told her. “You’re quite content with doing the same things day after day, year after year——”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Jessica agreed cheerfully.

“Now, take my arm and I’ll help you upstairs—” she laughed. “No devoted Monty tonight.”

Paddy looked at her with sudden interest.

“Do you think he really— is devoted? “she asked.

It was a moment before Jessica replied—a little uncertainly. “You ought to know the answer to that question yourself.”

Paddy laughed. “It’s early days yet—but—well, time will tell,” and she changed the subject.

But Jessica remembered it, and more than once as she’ shut up shop for the night’, as Gordon called it, her sister’s words came back to her, “Do you think he really— is devoted?”

Monty had been with them so short a time—only ten days—and yet—somehow it seemed far longer— as if, as he sometimes said, he had always been one of the family.

Supposing he did fall in love with Paddy? and she! —but somehow Jessica could not picture Paddy in love with Monty! He was not her sort exactly—too —yes, too masculine and determined to have his own way. Not like Peter to whom her every wish had been law—

A funny world!… everything seemed sort of topsy-turvy—going round and round like the big Atlas Globe they had had at school—and which they had delighted to set whirling and spinning as fast as possible. Life seemed rather like that today!—the wrong people at enmity—the wrong people falling in love—and as her father continually said, money and power both in the wrong hands.

Jessica crossed the hall, suddenly conscious of the profound silence which seemed to envelop the house.

Everyone had gone to bed except Monty and Gordon who had not yet returned—which of course meant that she must leave the front door ajar as Gordon invariably forgot to take a latch-key.

She glanced at the hall clock—nearly eleven!… Time she too went to bed, for she was always up very early in the morning, but she paused for a moment at the open front door, looking out into the warm darkness of the night, once again conscious of that unusual feeling of loneliness.

Loneliness!—a thing she had always instinctively dreaded.

“Silly! “she told herself firmly and had moved to close the front door when a familiar whistle broke the silence, followed by a step on the garden path and Monty’s cheery voice,

“Going to shut me out, were you?”

Shut him out!… Jessica’s fingers tightened their hold of the door-handle as subconsciously she seemed to hear a voice—her own voice, could it be?— whispering through the silence.

“You’ve only been here ten days—but—shut you out?… I can never do that!… You are here— in my life and in my heart—for ever and ever.”

“Going to shut me out, were you?” Monty repeated. “Or were you—on the contrary—waiting to let me in?”

Jessica laughed shakily.

“I was just wondering if—as usual—Gordon had forgotten his key!… Where is he by the way?”

There was the slightest hesitancy in Monty’s reply—

“He has gone home with that Winter fellow—we met him at the Club——”

“And—weren’t you invited?”

Monty shrugged his shoulders—” Wasn’t particularly interested—so thought I’d come home.”

Home!… Was that really how he felt about Kirlou after so short a time?

“Everyone gone to bed? “Monty enquired.

“Yes—I was just going myself… We must leave the door ajar for Gordon——”

“I’ll wait up for him; he said he wouldn’t be long.”

He followed her into the sitting-room. “Going to stay and talk to me? “he asked, and then without waiting for a reply—” Look here and tell me what you think of this! I found it amongst my bits and pieces today—and wondered whether you would care to have it?”

“You’ve given us so much already,” she reminded him gently.

“‘Us’,” Monty echoed. “When so far you haven’t had a thing. Paddy collared all the stockings, didn’t she?”

He moved nearer to her and put something into her hand—

“What do you think of it?”

Jessica held the little object nearer to the light.

“Why—it’s a bracelet, isn’t it?”

“Yes——”

Beautifully shaped—but not a complete circle, though at either open end was an outstretched hand— one obviously a man’s and the other a woman’s.

“They join together when you put it on,” Monty explained, and taking it from her he slipped it round her wrist. “Like it? “he enquired bluntly.

“I think it’s beautiful—but—it’s gold, isn’t it?”

He laughed. “Do you think I’d ask you to accept it if it was brass?”

She looked up at him almost timidly—

“But if it’s gold—it must be worth a lot of money, and——”

He interrupted with quiet firmness—

“I should like you to have it—I bought it from a fellow out East—supposed to be lucky, so he told me —a sign of friendship—the two hands I suppose. Let me show you how it works,” and before she could protest, he had snapped the two hands together.

“There!… Like it?” he enquired again.

“Yes—very much, but——”

“‘But me no buts’,” Monty said with a smile. “And I hope its legend comes true where we are concerned—and that we shall always be the best of friends.”

“You ate very kind. Will you unfasten it for me? It’s too good to wear every day. I must keep it for best occasions.”

“I should like you to wear it always.”

She laughed a little unsteadily.

“When I am doing the housework and washing up?”

“Why not? Real friendship can stand any hardships—” and then as she shook her head, “All right— have it your way.” He unsnapped the clasped hands. “There!… but I shall keep a sharp look-out to see whether one of these fine days you change your mind, and wear it as a permanent emblem——”

“A—permanent emblem?”

“Yes, of our friendship.”

What would Paddy say when she saw it, Jessica wondered. Paddy loved all jewellery and ornaments, and would be very envious of such an attractive gift.

On the impulse of the moment she spoke her thoughts aloud.

“Paddy would love a bracelet like this.”

“Would she?—well, she need not know I have given it to you,” Monty answered casually. “It shall remain a profound secret between us,”—and then deliberately changing the conversation—” That chap Winter—he’s a worse gambler than Gordon, isn’t he?”

Jessica suddenly remembered her mother’s request. “Why, what do you mean? “she asked a little anxiously.

“Only—this evening he was bragging about the money he makes on horses and telling Gordon that if he would follow his tips he could do the same——”

“Gerard is very well-off, so I suppose he can afford to gamble—” Jessica hesitated before saying apologetically, “But you won’t encourage Gordon to gamble, will you? Don’t be offended,” she added quickly as Monty frowned.

He laughed then—” I’m a difficult chap to offend— and I quite understand—and promise that your esteemed brother will get no encouragement whatever from me. Will you have a cigarette?”

She shook her head’—” No—and I must go to bed —I have to be up early——”

Monty glanced at the clock.

“Nearly midnight!… Jove! how time flies when you’re in good company.” He lit a cigarette and blew a little cloud of smoke into the air. “What is that chap Winter? “he asked.

“I don’t think he’s anything particular,” Jessica told him. “He has some interest in a firm of engineers which his father started—his father is dead now—Gerard was in the Army, though I don’t think he saw any actual fighting.”

“I’ll bet he didn’t! “Monty said impulsively, and then laughed apologetically. “Sorry—he’s a friend of yours, isn’t he?”

“You don’t like him very much, do you?”

“I hardly know him, but—I’m a firm believer in first impressions and—well—” he smiled down at her “As your mother would say, it takes all sorts to make a world——”

The sound of the gate being rather violently slammed broke the silence—

“That’s Gordon,” Jessica said—” I’ll go—Good night” and she hurried away.

“Pleasant dreams,” Monty called after her. “And don’t forget my words of wisdom about friendship, will you? Good night.”

Real friendship can stand any hardships! . .. . the words were echoing in Jessica’s mind as she closed her bedroom door and, turning on the light, looked with unconscious wistfulness at the bracelet.

Why had Monty given it to her instead of to Paddy? And why—when he had asked cheerily,” Going to shut me out, were you?” had that tragic betrayal suddenly come to life in her heart?

She loved him!—yes, impossible as it seemed after so short an acquaintance—she loved him! she, who had never believed it possible that she would care for any man except perhaps, with friendly affection. Was it just imagination? One heard so many instances of’falling in love at first sight’ as the romantics called it—and it was not as if Monty had shown her any special attention—not nearly so much as he had to Paddy, and yet… she closed her eyes and held fast to the gold bracelet as she tried to think clearly and sensibly.

To begin with she knew so little about him—only that he was cheery and considerate and good-tempered—that the sound of his voice and his laugh brought an involuntary smile to her lips, and that without him—after only ten days—the house seemed painfully quiet and lonely.

Against her closed lids she visualised his face—not a handsome face—very sunburnt skin—which made his eyes seem so startlingly blue. Big shoulders, strong hands—not nearly so good-looking a man as Gerard Winter nor—she suddenly thought of John Barker whose surprising admission of affection had given her such a thrill of quiet happiness.

But that wasn’t love! Long as she had known him, and much as she liked him, neither his presence nor the sound of his voice had ever caused her heartbeats to quicken as they had done when Monty called to her out of the darkness—“Going to shut me out, were you?”

If the family knew they would say she was crazy! A faint smile crossed Jessica’s lips as she pictured her father’s look of profound astonishment.

“In love!… you’d better see a doctor, my girl—” and her mother’s gentle protest… “Jess dear—you can’t possibly care for a man you have known so short a time! Nice as he is,” she would doubtless add with her usual kindliness. Strangely enough it was Paddy who had said, only that evening, “If ever you do fall in love—well, Heaven help you. You never do things by halves——”

But none of them should ever know; she would keep her secret closely guarded no matter what it cost her to pretend that nothing had happened to spoil her serenity—and to smile as she trudged along the pathway on which Fate had set her feet—a lonely, monotonous path, as she realised for the first time, now she was confident it would never be shared by the one man whom she knew she would love to the end of time and eternity. ...

A morning or two later Monty announced at breakfast-time—

“If I can be spared, I must go to London for a few days at the end of the week on business—” and then with pretended dismay—” Do my ears deceive me, or did someone mutter ‘Good riddance!’?”

“Lucky you!” Paddy sighed. “I adore London— Is it really on business, Monty?”

He nodded. “Um—otherwise how do you imagine I could tear myself away from the bosom of my family?”

Mrs. Mansfield laughed. “We shall miss you,” she said with real sincerity.

“You spoil that chap,” Kirby told his wife when as usual she went to the door to wave him good-bye. “We shall have him for the rest of our lives if you make such a fuss of him.”

“But—Kirby dear— you like him too, don’t you?“ she protested.

Kirby growled.

“I’m fed-up with everything,” he declared. “Whichever way you turn it’s frustration—frustration —frustration. Anyone would think we’d lost the damned war instead of winning it.”

She touched his arm in gentle sympathy.

“Don’t you feel well this morning? If so, why not stay at home for once? A rest would do you good—” and then, as he did not reply, “There isn’t anything really the matter, is there, dear? You would tell me if there was, wouldn’t you?”

“What do you imagine’s the matter?” he retorted, and then more gently, “I didn’t sleep well—that’s the trouble. Don’t worry, I’m all right—I must go, or I shall miss the damned train,” and he hurried away. But for once he did not turn at the end of the road to wave to her.

“Did you think your father looked ill?” Mrs. Mansfield asked Jessica anxiously. “He seemed— somehow unlike himself this morning I thought——”

Jessica had thought so, too—but she answered cheerfully,

“I expect he’s tired, he said he hadn’t slept very well. Why don’t you both take a holiday?”

Mrs. Mansfield sighed—” I wish we could! but everything is so expensive nowadays—” she glanced towards the window with wistful eyes. “He didn’t even wave good-bye to me when he got to the end of the road.”

Jessica laughed.

“I expect he’ll bring you something good from London this evening, dear—flowers, or fruit, or something. He always does when he’s been a bit irritable, doesn’t he?” But she felt a little apprehensive, though her spirits rose when Monty thrust his head round the kitchen door as she was helping Dilly wash up the breakfast things to enquire whether the laundry had come home.

“Short of shirts,” he said with pretended tragedy.

Dilly giggled. “It’s due this morning,” she told him. “And if there’s anything I can do for you, Mr. Monty—I’m a good washer—though we’re a bit short of soap,” she added regretfully.

Monty said “Ha!”with dramatic intonation, and turning, he raced up the stairs two at a time, returning with a bar of Sunlight which he set on the table with a magic wave of his hand—

“The Universal Provider!” he announced.

“Lordy! “Dilly ejaculated—” Is there anything you can’t give us, Mr. Monty?”

“You must let us pay you for that,” Jessica said in businesslike fashion. “If you only knew how welcome it is——”

He looked at her steadily—

“When I have paid my debt to you, it will be time enough to settle such an unimportant account,”—and then as Dilly seized upon the soap and hurried away— “You’re not wearing my valuable gift yet, I notice?”

Jessica flushed sensitively, but there was no time to reply as at that moment Paddy appeared on the scene. Her ankle was quite well again, though—as Gordon occasionally unkindly remarked—she could produce a pathetic limp whenever she wanted a bit of extra attention!

“Someone on the phone for you, Monty,” she announced. “One of your Lady Friends—but she wouldn’t give me her name.”

Monty quickly departed, but was back in a moment—

“It’s Peter’s girl—Rose Gallon,” he told them. “She’s in London for the day and would like to meet me——” Perhaps it was unconsciously that he looked at Jessica as he asked, “Anyone care to act as chaperone?”

Jessica did not even raise her eyes, but Paddy said without hesitation—

“Oh, I’d love to come!”

And Monty answered, imitating her enthusiasm— “And I would adore to take you!—Hurry up and get ready.”

There was a short silence when they had left the kitchen before Dilly said bluntly,

“Good friends, aren’t they, Miss Jessica?”

“Good—friends?”

“Mr. Monty and Miss Paddy…. Shouldn’t be surprised if something doesn’t come of it—” she laughed, and then with a half apologetic glance at Jessica—” I saw Mr. Monty kiss her last night——”

Jessica was looking through the cookery book for a recipe and it suddenly fell from her hands to the floor—

“Oh!… did you? “she said faintly.

Dilly nodded. “They didn’t see me—but I was crossing the ball and—well, there they were. Don’t tell Mr. Monty I see them, will you, Miss?”

Jessica shook her head as she stooped to recover the book. “No, I won’t tell him,” she promised. But for the first time in her life she understood the meaning of jealousy.

Monty had kissed Paddy!… Paddy, whom all the men adored! While she—but there was still John!—John who loved her and had asked her to be his wife.


Chapter V

During the Days That Followed it Seemed to Jessica as if everything began to go wrong from the moment when Dilly told her with smiling interest that she had seen Monty kissing Paddy.

That very evening the usual quiet routine of the family life was disturbed by the fact that Kirby Mansfield did not appear at the usual time, nor—as invariably happened when he was kept late at the office—did he ring up to inform them he had been detained.

Mrs. Mansfield wandered restlessly about the house looking pale and worried, in spite of Jessica’s cheery assurance that she was sure nothing was wrong, and that presently they would see him striding up the road.

“It is so unlike him not to ring up! “her mother answered. “And he wasn’t his usual self when he left this morning. Do you think it’s too late to get through to the office, or will everyone have gone?”

“I’ll try,” Jessica told her, and then as the’phone bell rang sharply through the silence, “There! that will be father—Shall I go, or—” But Mrs. Mansfield was already at the’phone, enquiring happily— “Is that you, dear? Is that you, Kirby? “—and then after a brief silence, “Oh, it’s you, is it, Paddy!…You won’t be home to supper!…going to a theatre!…Oh, very well. Have you got the latchkey?” An unnecessary question, for, unlike Gordon, Paddy was never without one.

Mrs. Mansfield went back to Jessica.

“It wasn’t your father—it was Paddy—Monty is taking her to a theatre.” She again moved restlessly to the window, peering out into the street with worried eyes. “Oh dear, oh dear, what can have happened!”

“Nothing,” Jessica assured her. “Don’t worry, dear—you’ll only make yourself ill.”

But Mrs. Mansfield would not be comforted.

“Gordon isn’t home either—I am sure something must have happened to your father, or he would have let me know he would be late. He knows how worried I always am if he isn’t home at the usual time——”

“I’ll see if I can get through to the office.”

But there was no reply, though she could hear the telephone bell ringing monotonously.

Was there anything wrong, she wondered with sudden premonition—but why should there be? Perhaps there was some trouble on the railway causing the trains to be late!

The operator spoke with bored tolerance—

“Sorry—there is no reply——”

Jessica hung up the receiver and went across the hall to the kitchen.

“We’ll have supper,” she told Dilly. “Keep some hot for Mr. Mansfield—Oh—and Mr. Hallam and Miss Paddy won’t be home—they’re going to a theatre——”

Dilly smiled knowingly—

“Miss Paddy loves the theatre, doesn’t she? “she submitted, and then, perhaps instinctively—” But I think they might have asked you to go with them, miss—you don’t often go anywhere.”

“Two’s company, you know,” Jessica answered with forced lightness, but she was thinking despondendy, as she returned to her mother, nobody wants me! except—perhaps John! but now the knowledge brought her very little comfort.

Mrs. Mansfield only toyed with her supper—

“I’m too worried to eat anything,” she declared tremulously. “If anything has happened to your father it will be the death of me—I—listen! “She half rose from her chair, and for a moment there was breathless silence, till she drew a long breath of relief —” There he is!…thank Heaven, there he is! “and she almost ran from the room.

Jessica looked after her with unconscious wistfulness.

Wonderful to be so much in love with one’s husband after thirty years. The ideal thing—the real thing for which everyone hoped and so seldom attained. She smiled faintly as she heard her mother’s reproachful voice—

“I was getting so worried—why didn’t you ring me? It’s nearly eight o’clock. There’s nothing the matter, is there, dear?”and her father’s reply—a little constrained, she fancied—

“Nothing, my dear—I missed my usual train, that’s all—sorry if you’ve been worried—I’ll just have a wash—shan’t be a moment—get on with your supper——” but to Jessica it seemed a considerable time before he came to the table, and then she thought —or was it just imagination—that in a surprising way he seemed to have aged since he left home that morning.

“Where is everybody? “he asked. “Gordon left the office at five and said he was coming straight home.… Don’t give me such a large helping, my dear—I’m not really hungry——”

“You hardly ate any breakfast,” his wife reproached him, but Kirby merely shrugged his shoulders and changed the subject.

When supper was over Jessica persuaded her mother to go straight to bed.

“You’re looking tired,” she scolded her affectionately. “That’s through worrying about father, and I told you he was all right, didn’t I?”

She hesitated a moment before saying gently, “You’re very fond of him, aren’t you, dear?”

There was a surprising look of youth in Mrs. Mansfield’s face when she replied—

“He is everything in the world to me, and always has been! Ours was a real love-match—and I only, hope that Paddy—that both you and Paddy”—she corrected herself—“will find as great and lasting a happiness as we have. Now put out the light—I shall be asleep in two minutes——”

Both you and Paddy! Jessica smiled faintly to herself as she recalled her mother’s hurried correction. Funny that everyone should take it for granted that romance was not in the least likely to come her way! Well, there was generally one wallflower in every family, she supposed with a sigh—and her thoughts turned to Monty and Paddy—sitting side by side in the theatre now—holding hands?

Mr. Mansfield called to her as she crossed the hall—

“Has your mother gone to bed?”

“Yes—she says she will be asleep in two minutes. It’s very naughty of her to worry so much when you are late home.”

She had turned towards the kitchen when he called to her,

“Come here, Jessica—I want to speak to you.” But when she obeyed it seemed a long time before he spoke.

“There is something I must tell you—I have nobody else I can confide in. Your mother—it would break her heart if she knew what—what a confounded fool I have been. Close the door…” and then the silence fell again before with an effort he said,

“This house must be sold! I am in urgent need of money——”

Jessica caught her breath—

“ Sold! This house!” she echoed faintly.

Sell Kirlou!…the pride of her mother’s heart, which she was never tired of relating had taken them nine years to pay off its cost, borrowed from a Building Society.

“But now it is our own freehold!” she invariably added with pride.

Mr. Mansfield made a gesture of hopelessness.

“I’ve been a confounded fool,” he repeated. “But I thought—I was sure it was a sound investment when I gambled on those shares. Bought them on what I believed was a rising market—and they’ve dropped to nothing, thanks to the scandalous state of the country, and if I can’t find the money to pay for them—it means utter ruination.…” And then as Jessica did not speak, “With luck the house ought to fetch six or seven thousand pounds—prices are good at the moment.” He suddenly turned on her with pathetic irritability—” Why don’t you say something? “he demanded.

It was only with a supreme effort that Jessica could force herself to speak—

“If you—sell the house—where can we go?” and Kirby interrupted sharply—” If I don’t sell it, it will be the end of everything. Don’t look at me like that!…I know I’ve been a damned fool, but I’m not the only one.” He began pacing the room in restless agitation. “I’ve helped enough people in my time, Heaven knows! and now there isn’t a soul who will help me. It’s always the way—the more you do for others the less they will do for you— no gratitude in this damned world——”

Jessica moved a step towards him—

“But Daddy—surely there must be some way out— or—is it—a very large sum of money?”

Kirby avoided a direct answer.

“I’ve approached half a dozen so-called friends,” he said gruffly, “but no luck!…though I wondered if—perhaps—Gerard Winter…he’s a rich fellow—and we’ve known him all his life——”

He looked at her challengingly—” Think there’s any chance he might help me out?”

Gerard Winter!… Gerard, who was never a generous man as even Paddy admitted—but perhaps —with her influence.…

The front door banged suddenly and Kirby said quickly,

“If that’s Gordon—he’s not to know anything of what I’ve told you— nobody is to know—do you hear? “and he picked up a newspaper, turning it over with forced interest.

Gordon looked into the room—

“Where’s Lord Monty?” he enquired—and then, with sudden suspicion, “Anything wrong?”

His father frowned at him—

“Wrong!…what should be wrong? “he demanded irritably—Well, I’m off to bed——”

Gordon looked at his sister with raised brows.

“The old man seems pretty grumpy, doesn’t he? And then again, “Where’s Monty——”

“He’s taken Paddy to a theatre.”

Her brother laughed—

“She’s making the grade pretty quickly—Well, I don’t blame her—life’s a rotten business if you’re doomed to live in Poverty Street forever! You’re looking a bit glum, too. Have a cigarette?”

Jessica shook her head, and then in surprise as he produced an ordinary packet from his pocket, “Why, where’s your cigarette case?”

For Gordon’s gold cigarette case was the pride of his life—a thing he had always longed to possess, and which had cost him—as he comically boasted—almost all the gratuity he had received from a grateful country.

He flushed dully at Jessica’s words—

“Of course you would ask an awkward question, wouldn’t you?” he accused her, and then in a resigned voice, “If you want to know the truth—I’ve sold it.”

“Sold— it?”

He nodded with pretended indifference—

“Yes, sold it—cash down—to pay my betting losses, if you must know the bitter truth!”

“Oh—Gordon!”

“Oh—Jessica!” he mimicked her defiantly. “Don’t spread the glad news, will you? I knew it was no use asking the old man to help me out again—he raised Hell about it before, though he’s as big a gambler as I am. Like father, like son— eh?…

“And—what would have happened—if you hadn’t been able to sell your case? “Jessica asked unhappily.

Gordon shrugged his shoulders—

“Oh, I should have found some way out. Might even have approached our future—brother-in-law. He’s rolling in dough, from all accounts.”

“Future—brother-in-law— Who do you mean?”

“Dear Innocent,” Gordon mocked her. “Who do you think I mean? Why the great Monty, of course.”

She caught her breath. “Gordon!… you couldn’t have asked him to help you! We hardly know him.”

But even as she spoke she realised how untrue the words were. Hardly know him!…when to her, at least, he was everything in the world.

Her brother laughed. “Well, he hasn’t done so badly as far as we are concerned. He was a stranger and we took him in, so to speak—didn’t we? And if Paddy manages to bring him up to scratch——”

Jessica interrupted with sudden anger—

“I wish you wouldn’t talk like that! It’s— horrible! “and, feeling she had reached the limit of endurance, she turned and left him.

First her father—and now Gordon!…The world seemed to be falling about her in ruins—

What would the next thing be? People said that troubles always came in threes!…but hadn’t she had her third already? and didn’t it—selfishly perhaps —seem the greatest of them all—to know that some day—perhaps quite soon—she would hear that Monty —the man she loved—was to marry Paddy?

“It’s not fair—it’s not fair,” she thought with sudden passion. “Why shouldn’t I have some happiness? Why should Paddy have it all—it’s not fair——”

And then, remembering her father’s angry distress, her bitterness died away—

It was worse for him, to be in such profound trouble —he was no longer young and was in danger of losing all that had made life worth living. And her mother? —Jessica knew she had spoken truly when she said it would break her mother’s heart if they were forced to sell Kirlou. Was there no way out? No means by which she, unimportant as she was, could avert disaster? Nobody to whom she could turn for help? confident that it would be given?

She suddenly visualised the two hands on the gold bracelet which as yet she had never worn and Monty’s explanation that they joined firmly together when properly fastened.

What happiness it would have been to know that they were symbolical of his hand and hers! But as it was—Paddy came first in his regard— “And—as usual—I’m just the onlooker,” Jessica told herself, and that night for the first time for many years, she sobbed herself to sleep.

When she was going downstairs the following morning she was surprised to find Paddy’s bedroom door open and to hear her call out,

“That you, Jess? Bring me a cup of tea, there’s a lamb! I’ve got a splitting headache, and I’m staying in bed.”

She did not open her eyes when Jessica entered the room, though she said with her customary light-heartedness, “This is very much the morning after the night before’—I feel simply foul! “

“Were you very late home? “Jessica asked. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“We just caught the last train,” Paddy admitted. “We went on to a night-club after the show and danced——”

“Oh!... I expect you enjoyed it.” There was a slight pause before the elder girl asked, “And what did you think of Peter’s fiancee?”

Paddy turned her face towards the pillow before answering. “Oh—she’s all right—not bad looking. Hasn’t much to say, but she seems quite—popular with Peter!…They spent the evening with us— Peter’s got a job in the Gallon’s firm selling wholesale cami-knicks or something—” she added flippantly. “I enquired if I might be allowed to have some without coupons, but he didn’t seem exactly thrilled at the idea.”

Jessica laughed a little uncertainly.

“You’ve got heaps of clothes, Paddy.”

Paddy yawned, and drew the bedclothes more closely around her shoulders.

“Not enough for a trousseau, anyway. Get that cup of tea, there’s a lamb.”

“What do you mean—not enough for a—trousseau?”

Paddy opened her eyes for the first time and looked at her sister challengingly.

“I mean that I’m not taking a job to please any body,” she said defiantly. “Both Peter and his lady-love practically told me that I ought to be doing something to help the ‘Recovery programme’, or some such nonsense”. Cheek, I call it.”

“Is—she doing anything? Rose, I mean?”

“Yes, says she’s working in an office or something —near where they live. Fancy me stuck in a stuffy office all day!…I’d rather marry the first man who asks me.”

Jessica tried to laugh.

“Well, that won’t be difficult. What about the faithful Gerard?”

Paddy made a grimace, but did not reply until, as Jessica turned to go she said, “I expect Monty would like some tea, too. We’ve both got a bit of a hangover from last night.”

“If Monty wants some tea he can fetch it,” Jessica retorted. “I’ m not waiting on him.” And then she flushed in agitation when, having closed Paddy’s door behind her, she came face to face with Monty on the landing.

Wearing a red dressing-gown, his feet thrust into leopard-skin slippers, and his hair on end, he was an amusing figure, but Jessica was only conscious of the unfriendly expression of his eyes as he said bluntly,

“Listeners never hear any good of themselves. I heard what you said.”

She laughed unsteadily.

“Did you? Well, I’ll put the kettle on.” And then, as he followed her down the stairs, “I hear you had a good time last night, and only came home with the dawn.”

“It all depends what you call a good time,” Monty answered. “I’d had enough of it long before midnight. Where do I find the teapot?”

“Over there in the cupboard.”

Jessica drew back the window curtains, letting in the bright morning sunshine, and as she looked at the garden she suddenly remembered her father’s tragic words of the previous night, “This house must be sold. I am in urgent need of money.”

Sold!

Until then she had never realised how dear KIRLOU was to her, and if that was how she felt towards it, how would her mother feel when she heard they must part with it?

“Penny for your thoughts? “Monty said abruptly, and with an effort she turned her back on the sunlit garden.

“Not worth a penny!” she told him briskly. “Have you a match?”

Monty produced a box from the pocket of his dressing-gown and lit the gas ring.

“Keep the rest,” he told her, but Jessica refused.

“I’ve plenty in the store cupboard, thank you.”

There was a short silence before he spoke again. “I’m not popular this morning, I fear. What’s the trouble?”

“Trouble?” She repeated the word with unconscious bitterness. “Nothing!…What makes you think there is?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Instinct perhaps. Tell me, I might be able to help you out.”

She laughed a little mirthlessly.

“I don’t want any help, thank you all the same.”

“And if you did, you’d rather die than ask for it, eh?” he submitted. He took the teapot from her with a determined hand as she picked it up from the table. “I’ll do that. Having been a planter I know the right way to make the stuff. First you warm the pot”—”

“I always do,” she interrupted with a touch of exasperation.

Monty laughed, and then surprisingly as he looked at her, he said bluntly, “You’ve been crying!…I knew there was something the matter.”

He made a quick movement to take her hand, but at that moment a sudden knock on the back door announced the arrival of Dilly, and with a muttered exclamation of annoyance, Monty turned away.

“A lovely morning, Miss,” Dilly greeted them cheerily., “A lovely morning, Mr. Monty. Looks as if summer’s come at last.”

“And about time, too,” Monty retorted. “We haven’t had much decent weather since I arrived.”

But Dilly was not to be discouraged. “You’ve only been here—not a month yet, is it? Though I must say it seems much longer.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” Monty muttered under his breath.

“And the B.B.C. says it’s going to be a fine weekend,” Dilly persisted. “So you’ll be lucky, Mr. Monty.”

“Lucky?”

“If you’re going to London as you said you was, I mean,” she explained.

Monty glanced at Jessica who had turned away and was pouring out the tea.

“I’ve changed my mind, I’m not going,” he said bluntly, and picking up the tray she indicated, with a muttered thank you, he departed upstairs.

Dilly giggled as she looked after him.

“Doesn’t want to leave Miss Paddy, I expect,” she remarked, and then, having made sure he was beyond hearing, “My brother came down on the last train last night,” she said in a stage whisper, “and he saw Mr. Monty and Miss Paddy leave the station—arm in arm they were, he says—and laughing and talking as happy as happy—looks as if it’s a case of love at first sight, not that I’ve ever come across one before outside novels and the pictures, have you, Miss Jessica?”

Only my own silly case, Jessica thought bitterly, but she made some non-committal reply.

Arm-in-arm, and as happy as happy!…

Oh well!…She shook the words determinedly aside and told Dilly to take up Paddy’s tea. “And don’t forget the sugar,” she reminded her unnecessarily, for Paddy liked everything sweet, and calmly appropriated far more than her share of the weekly ration.

Lucky Paddy, Jessica thought a little enviously, all the good things seemed to come her way, and then she laughed, as Dilly called back from the hall,

“There’s two pairs of kippers as ought to be cooked for breakfast, Miss Jess. They won’t be worth eating if we keep them any longer.”

Love at first sight—and then—kippers! From the sublime to the ridiculous in very truth! But perhaps it was good to have something to laugh over, even when one foolishly felt more like tears.

No use being down-hearted! Perhaps things would improve, Jessica tried to believe, but meeting the family at the breakfast-table was not exactly encouraging.

Mrs. Mansfield looked tired and worried, Gordon gloomily pushed his plate aside, remarking that he was ‘fed up with kippers’, and Kirby hardly spoke a word except to complain that his tea was cold and to irritably demand why Paddy, who was the youngest member of the family, should expect to stay in bed and be waited on hand and foot while at his time of life he had to ‘keep his nose to the grindstone’ for eight hours a day!

But to Jessica’s infinite relief, when he left the house she saw him turn at the comer of the road to wave good-bye to her mother—” So perhaps things are not too bad after all,” she comforted herself, as she moved away from the window, suddenly aware that Monty, who was presumably reading the newspaper, was covertly watching her.

“Feeling better now?” he enquired, and as she did not reply, he threw the paper aside and came across to her. “Look here, Jessica,” he said, “I know you don’t like me particularly—though when I first came we appeared to be good friends—but, being a grateful—if unpaying—guest, if there is anything I can do for you at any time—anything—you have only to ask me and it shall be done. I mean it,” he added quietly, and without giving her time to speak he walked away.

Jessica looked after him with unconscious sadness. Anything he could do for her!…Anything! when there was only one thing she longed for him to do— “To—love me,” she whispered. The one utterly impossible thing!…

“You’re crazy, my girl,” she told herself scornfully. “That’s what’s wrong with you! You’re crazy——”

If only she had never met Monty! She had been happy enough in her own quiet way before he came— but now!…Dilly’s matter-of-fact voice brought her back to the present.

“Baker, Miss!. . . Will four loaves be enough?”

From the sublime to the ridiculous once more!…Down to earth!…leaving behind all foolish, romantic dreams which could never be realised.

Paddy appeared, looking particularly attractive in spite of her ‘hangover’, as she called it.

“Dilly says there’s fish for lunch again,” she complained, “so Monty and I are going to feed at the Greyhound. I’m sick of fish—want any shopping done?”

“No—no, I don’t think so.”

“Got the pip?” Paddy enquired. “Oh, and Monty’s not going away this week-end after all—thank goodness. Well—cheerioh! See you some time this afternoon.”

Dilly, who had overheard, looked after Paddy with disapproving eyes.

“Never thinks of asking you to go, Miss,” Dilly remarked. “And I expect you’re tired of fish, too!” and as Jessica did not reply, “Selfish, I call it,” she muttered.

Jessica laughed then. “Well, at any rate now we can give Miss Paddy’s room a good turn out,” she said cheerfully. “It’s dreadfully untidy.”

Worse than untidy!

“Looks as if there’s been a jumble sale,” Dilly remarked as she began to collect the discarded garments which Paddy had left lying about here, there and everywhere. “And look at all those torn-up papers, Miss Jess!…We’ll give them to the salvage man.”

“I’ll collect them,” Jessica said, and she went down on her knees to gather them together.

Old letters they appeared to be, most of them, and all in the same handwriting, which—with a little shock, she realised was Peter Phillips’. Why had Paddy kept them for so long if it was true she had never cared for him? And—yes—there was his photograph as well, torn across and across, though on one piece the words ‘Yours for ever’ were still plainly discernible.

Yours for ever!…and now he was engaged to marry another girl!…Did love always die so quickly even when it appeared to be real and lasting? A sad disillusionment, and yet—comforting, too, in a way, Jessica thought, as she gathered the torn scraps into her apron; comforting to think that perhaps, some day, her own foolish heartache would be healed, and Monty would mean no more to her than any other man!

“We bury love,

Forgetfulness grows over it like grass;

That is the thing to weep for—not the dead.”

The words suddenly floated through Jessica’s mind, though she could not remember where she had heard or read them! Until Monty came, sentiment had played so small a part in her life.

“I’ll just get the broom,” Dilly announced, and once again Jessica came down to earth as she gathered up the last scraps of paper and carried them downstairs to the salvage box in the kitchen.

Salvage!…how many hundreds of sentimental memories had already been destroyed just as these had been, she wondered! Old love-letters—poems— keepsakes—photographs—.

Dilly’s urgent voice once again summoned her— in shrill agitation this time—

“Miss Jessica—Miss Jessica—come quick!…It’s the mistress—she’s ill—oh, come quick!”

Jessica let the torn scraps of paper fall unheeded to the floor in her sudden agitation as she turned and ran across the hall to the sitting-room.

“What is it? What is the matter?—Oh— Mother darling” she cried brokenly, for Mrs. Mansfield was lying back in a chair by the window, her face quite colourless and her eyes closed, though she opened them and tried to smile as she whispered faintly,

“It’s nothing—just my—silly—old heart again,” before she suddenly collapsed and fell forward into Jessica’s outstretched arms.


Chapter VI

Paddy’s Lunch at the Greyhound Was Not the success she had confidently anticipated.

For one thing the food wasn’t so good as usual and Monty was slightly abstracted—sometimes appearing to pay very little attention to her chatter.

Paddy looked at him with ill-disguised irritation. What was wrong, she wondered, perhaps it was the result of last night’s ‘hangover’, of which she herself was still faintly conscious. How boring life was! even though one tried to make the best of it. All very well for the poet—or whoever it was who wrote ‘The best is yet to be’—to profess such optimism, when something seemed to tell her that never again would she experience such complete happiness as she had known with Peter. No, not ‘complete’ happiness, she contradicted herself, for the ugly figure of poverty had always stood beside them, and had eventually forced them apart.

“My fault, I suppose,” she told herself with a sigh, for Peter had always been pathetically confident that some day the luck would change and all would be well.

Perhaps he was right, for now he was engaged to the daughter of well-to-do people and had got a job in their exceedingly prosperous firm. Some day no doubt he would be a partner, and he and Rose Gallon —she thrust the thought angrily aside. Why think of it!—the whole affair was definitely ended as far as she was concerned, and if Peter could so quickly replace her, when he had professed such undying love, why worry? There were as good fish in the sea as any that had been caught.

“Give me a cigarette, Monty,” she said a trifle impatiently, and then as he somewhat half-heartedly groped for his case, “You’re very quiet this morning!…Is someone walking over your grave?”

It was a moment before he answered, and then it seemed to be a question somewhat wide of the mark.

“Do you believe in premonition?”

“In—what?” Paddy laughed. “I don’t believe 1 could even spell the word, though I suppose it means —superstition, doesn’t it? or clairvoyance, or something of the sort. Why do you ask?”

“Because I’ve got an uncomfortable sort of feeling that”—he shrugged his shoulders—” that there’s something—unpleasant lurking round the corner.”

Paddy refused to take him seriously.

“You’re sure it’s not at this table!… meaning me?” she enquired ironically, but Monty did not even smile or contradict her.

“I had it once before,” he said. “This same feeling—about a friend who was killed out in Ceylon——”

“A girl friend? “Paddy asked lightly, and then as he frowned she patted his arm. “Cheer up!… You ought to have taken more water with it last night —that’s what’s the matter. Get the bill and we’ll be off.”

But even when they had left the inn and were driving away through the sunshine, Monty was still silent and preoccupied,

“Want to go home? “he enquired presently.

Paddy bit her lip in annoyance.

“Meaning you do, I suppose? All right—home sweet home—because we live there!… I can’t think of a more exciting reason for returning to the bosom of my family.”

“You’re lucky to have such a home—and such a family,” Monty told her stoically.

“Yes,” she reluctantly agreed after a moment. “Though sometimes it’s very boring”—and then as the car turned into the road which led to KIKLOU—” That’s John’s car at the gate——”

“Who’s John?”

“The Family Physician,” she explained. “I thought you knew. I suppose he’s called to see if I’m still in the land of the living—or to have a look at Jess.” Monty turned quickly towards her.

“At—Jess!… there’s nothing wrong with her, is there?”

“Not as far as I know, but I’ve always imagined that John has a decided weakness for my dear sister—premonition again, perhaps.”

Monty increased speed a little before he asked,

“You mean—the chap’s—keen on her?”

“Sometimes I’ve thought so, but I’m probably quite wrong. Well, here we are,” she added in a long-suffering voice. “Back to monotony. I’ll open the garage door for you—oh, it is open!…so I suppose I’d better go and let dear John inspect my, ankle, if that’s why he’s here! See you presently!”

And with a nod and a smile she left him to turn the car in at the gate.

“Ungrateful little devil,” Monty muttered. “A fat lot she’s got to complain about——” and having parked the car in the garage he slammed up the door with unusual violence just as Dilly came running from the house looking a little scared and breathless.

“Oh, Mr. Monty——”

He glanced at her unsmilingly.

“Well, what’s up now?”

“It’s the mistress—she’s been taken ill. The Doctor’s here—been here a long time, and they’ve phoned to the master to come home quick. He’s on the train now—the one that gets in at three, and Miss Jess says will you go to the station and meet him. She saw you coming up the road—and she says— please be quick—because the Mistress is very ill— very ill.”

“I’ll go at once—out of the way.” He turned to open the garage door again, but Dilly still lingered.

“I’ve got an aunt that tells fortunes, Mr. Monty,” she told him in a troubled voice, “and only last week she warned me that there was something bad lying in store for me—for us, she said! More than one thing, she said—and now this is the second. Do you believe in fortune-telling, Mr. Monty?”

“No—it’s rubbish,” Monty declared ruthlessly, and then as he swung the door back, “What do you mean—that this is the second bad thing?”

Dilly moved closer to him.

“I wouldn’t tell anyone but you, sir,” she said in a stage whisper, “but only last night—not that I was listening when I ought not to have been—but the sitting-room window was open and I was out in the garden picking some parsley, and the parsley grows just under the sitting-room window in that round bed —I expect you’ve seen it——”

Monty impatiently interrupted her. “Well, get on with it—what happened?”

Dilly drew nearer still, her eyes large and troubled.

“The Master was talking to Miss Jessica, and I heard him say “— her voice dropped to a whisper— “I heard him say that he was hard up—and that he’d have to sell this house. Sell this house, Mr. Monty.”

There was a poignant silence before he spoke sharply.

“Have you told anyone else what you heard?”

Dilly shook her head positively.

“Oh, no, sir, but now the mistress is so ill, I thought maybe it’s what’s worrying her and——”

Monty took her arm in a hard grip.

“Now listen to me,” he said masterfully. “You hold your tongue and forget that you ever heard a word—do you hear? If I catch you repeating it to anyone else—well, I’ll wring your neck———understand?”

There were sudden tears in Dilly’s eyes.

“Oh yes sir—I’ll never tell a soul—but it’s true— that’s what the master said, sell this bouse! . . .” Her voice broke.

Monty got into the car and started the engine.

“I expect you imagined half of it,” he said bluntly, and then as a final warning, “But all the same I mean what I say!… Let me catch you talking and— Well, you’re for it, my girl—” and he drove recklessly away.

Premonition!… was this the meaning of that vague foreboding which had haunted him all the morning? Monty had always considered KIRLOU to be such a happy, care-free abode, in spite of Kirby’s outbursts of short-lived rage, and Gordon’s foolish love of gambling, concerning which he had more than once—prompted by Jessica’s hesitating appeal— cheerfully remonstrated with him.

But now, if this Dilly-girl’s statement was correct, and he did not doubt that it was—coupled with Mrs. Mansfield’s sudden illness, the clouds seemed to be settling over them with ever-deepening tragedy.

And so that doctor-fellow—John something-or-other—whatever his confounded name was—fancied his luck with Jessica, did he? Not that Paddy could definitely be believed when she made such a statement.

“Oh—hell I” Monty muttered as he was forced to jam on the brakes to avoid running over a black cat which had suddenly decided to cross the road—and in so doing bumped his head against the wind-screen.

Still, fortunately, the cat was not injured and it was generally considered unlucky to kill a black cat! Premonition again!… Perhaps Paddy had been right when she said that last night he should have taken more water with it!—not that he had had an unusual amount to drink. Who was the bloke who declared—

“In trouble to be troubled
Is to have your trouble doubled——”

Not bad advice!… much wiser to grin and bear it, Monty decided, but he still felt gloomily apprehensive as he turned into the station yard and saw the London train steaming slowly in.

He was on the platform before it came to a standstill, and muttered a “Thank heaven” when he saw that Gordon had arrived with his father.

“My—wife? “Kirby asked hoarsely.

Monty touched his arm with a reassurance he was far from feeling. “All right—sir—much better— I’ve got the car——”

“Really—better? “Gordon questioned him in an undertone as Kirby hurried on ahead.

Monty shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know—Paddy and I lunched at the Greyhound, and when we got back the Dilly-girl ran out and asked me to meet this train——”

“It’s one damned thing after another,” Gordon muttered gloomily.

The drive back was painfully silent, and as soon as they arrived Kirby left them without a word.

“Poor old chap,” Monty said sympathetically.

“It’ll be the end of him if anything happens to the Mater,” Gordon agreed.

Monty gave him a vigorous slap on the back.

“Don’t be such a pessimist,” he said with forced cheerfulness, and then, after a moment, “What do you mean—that it’s one damned thing after another? Been up to your betting tricks again?”

Gordon glanced towards the house to make sure his father was out of sight, before he said even more gloomily,

“No, it’s the Guv’nor, so I hear, though of course he’d never tell me himself, but from all accounts he’s in a fine mess this time.”

“Sorry to hear that!… Stock Exchange?”

“Um. Chap named Winter—I can’t stand the man! Always thought he was a crook.”

Monty interrupted quickly—

“Winter!. . . Not—Paddy’s admirer?”

“No—his brother—but between you and me, I’ve always suspected that Gerard’s in with him—trading on gullible fools like the old man—not that I know

anything for certain, but——” He broke off. “Here

comes Jess—don’t let her know, will you?”

Don’t let her know! when—according to Dilly—Jess was the only one in whom Kirby had confided, Monty thought pityingly, as he turned to meet her.

“Mother’s better,” she said thankfully. “John says with care and rest, she’ll soon be herself again, but this attack was a terribly bad one. She wants to see you, Gordon——”

“I’m afraid you’ve had a rough time of it, my dear,” Monty said sympathetically when Gordon had left them.

“Yes,” Jessica flushed faintly as she met his eyes. “This was the worst attack she has had—it’s her heart, you know. Thank heaven, John was in when we sent for him—he is always so kind—more like an—understanding, sympathetic friend than just a doctor——” she added with an unconscious touch of warm enthusiasm.

There was a brief silence before Monty said with forced lightness, “But he is a great friend of yours, isn’t he?”

“Yes, we have known him nearly all our lives.” Jessica sighed before adding hesitatingly, “Today he told me he didn’t think father was looking too fit.”

“Worrying about your mother, I expect.”

“Yes, and——” she checked herself hurriedly. “Still, Mother’s really better, and that’s all that matters. I’ll tell Dilly to get some tea—I can do with a cup myself. You’d like one, too, I am sure. Paddy says the lunch at the Greyhound wasn’t so good as usual.”

“Did she? I thought it was all right.”

Because he was more interested in Paddy than in the food, Jessica thought quickly, as he followed her into the house where they found that Dilly had already made the tea and was bringing it into the sitting-room.

Paddy appeared in the doorway looking a little pale and scared.

“How is Mother?“she asked in a whisper. Paddy was terrified of all illness, and invariably kept as far away from it as possible.

“Much better,” Jessica assured her. “Come and have some tea.”

Paddy gave a profound sigh of relief.

“Thank goodness…” She looked at Monty and smiled. “Was this your premonition, do you think?” she enquired, and then without waiting for a reply as she saw a delivery van stopping at the gate, “Oh, that reminds me—can you lend me a pound, Jess? Take it out of the housekeeping if you haven’t got it—I’m broke till the end of the month! That’s Taylor’s man bringing the things I had cleaned, but he won’t leave them without the money—such cheek, I call it——”

Monty thrust a willing hand into his pocket.

“I can give it to you——”

But Jessica intervened firmly, “No—I will, thank you all the same. There’s a pound in the dresser drawer, Paddy—Dilly will give it to you—” and when her sister had gone, “Paddy is invariably ‘broke’ as she calls it,” she said with a smile.

“We must find her a wealthy husband,” Monty submitted drily.

Jessica laughed rather constrainedly.

“I believe she will do that without any assistance from us! She is always quoting that silly saying, ‘Marry for love where money is’. As if there is any happiness to be found that way!”

“Money doesn’t interest you, evidently?”

Jessica hesitated before admitting, “I have never thought much about it! But lately——” She stopped and turned to pour out the tea, as she realised wistfully how wonderful it would be at this moment to be rich, not only to help her father in his tragic difficulty, but to save KIRLOU!

“You don’t take sugar, do you? “she enquired, absently.

“No thanks, you may have my share—as I have told you before.”

“I don’t take it either.”

“Well, that’s one thing we have in common,” Monty remarked dryly. “And—by the way—I shall be going to Town this week-end, after all. Changed my mind again, you see!”

Jessica looked up quickly.

“I hope it’s not because you think you will be in the way now Mother is ill?”

He shook his head. “No—I can’t pretend to be so kindly considerate. It’s just that I have to see a man on a matter of business—and the sooner it’s settled, the better.”

“Will you be away—very long?”

Monty looked at her challengingly.

“How long can you bear to be without me? “he enquired ironically, but as Paddy came clattering back, Jessica was spared a reply.

* * * * *

Paddy said it was’a rotten week-end’ without Monty. She wandered restlessly about the house—“Getting in the way all the time,” so Dilly complained, “and never offering to help, though she must see you and me on the go from morning till night, Miss Jess; as if things aren’t bad enough with the mistress so ill and——”

“Oh, but she’s much better,” Jessica interrupted cheerfully, but Dilly’s fount of eloquence was by no means checked.

“And the master looking worried to death,” she went on, determinedly. “And you looking tired out and worn to a shadow——”

Jessica laughed. “Nonsense,” she protested briskly, but she knew Dilly was right when she said that Kirby was looking worried to death—realising that not only her mother’s illness was responsible.

And there was no way in which she could help him! Since his broken admission that KIRLOU must be sold, he had determinedly avoided her, spending most of his time in his wife’s room, where by doctor’s orders she still lay in bed although she frequently protested that she felt well enough to be up and about.

It was an additional shock to Jessica when, on the Monday morning, her father announced that he should not go to London, and he seemed to avoid looking at her as he explained that he did not like to leave his wife until she was really fit again.

“John says she is quite out of danger,” Jessica reminded him gently, but Kirby only said, with a touch of his old irritability,

“Pooh!… doctors will say anything that they think you want to hear. I’m staying at home, anyway.”

Could it be that he was afraid to go to London, Jessica wondered? She understood so little of financial problems, and though her mother had frequently said that she considered the Stock Exchange to be the greatest and most dangerous form of gambling, she had never explained why!

Kirby stayed at home on the Tuesday also, and as Gordon left to catch his train, Jessica heard her father say to him with forced indifference—

“If Winter rings up or calls at the office—Stephen Winter—tell him I’m away for a few days, and that you are not sure when I shall be back.”

Jessica did not know Stephen Winter very well, but she had always vaguely disliked him, not that she had much affection for his brother Gerard either, and she was profoundly glad that Paddy agreed with her.

“Gerard’s got such a wonderful opinion of himself,” Paddy once said scornfully. “But apart from his money I can’t understand anyone looking at him!”

* * * * *

Paddy had appeared unusually interested in the arrival of the postman since Monty’s departure— racing to the door whenever she saw him or heard his knock, and remarking, as she hurriedly sorted through the letters, “Not a word from the great Monty! I think the least he can do is to drop me a line——” and then Jessica’s heart would contract as if it had been touched by an unkind hand, though she managed to answer carelessly,

“I expect he’ll be back—today or tomorrow.”

It was on the Tuesday afternoon that she saw Paddy standing in the hall with an open letter in her hand, staring down at it with a strangely drawn expression on her pretty face.

“From Monty? “Jessica asked, and then as there was no reply she repeated the question with forced cheerfulness, “Is our lodger coming back at last?”

Paddy gave herself a little shake as if she found it difficult to control her wandering thoughts.

“No… Look! “she said with slow defiance, and thrust the letter into Jessica’s outstretched hand.

Not a letter!… but a formal invitation to the wedding of Peter Phillips and Rose Gallon—printed in silver lettering and adorned with a true lovers’ knot.

There was an eloquent silence which Jessica tried in vain to break, but she could think of nothing to say, and it was Paddy who spoke first with harsh bitterness.

“They haven’t wasted much time, have they? Peter had evidently decided to take my excellent advice and to marry money while he has the chance.”

“Peter would never do that,” Jessica reproached her gently. “I am sure Peter would never marry anyone he didn’t really love.”

Paddy laughed. “Oh—love I” she said scornfully. “I’m sick to death of the word!… Love!… there’s no such thing——” and then to Jessica’s distress she burst into tears, and pushing her sister aside when she would have stopped her, she rushed upstairs shutting and locking her bedroom door behind her.

Love!… there’s no such thing!… Jessica looked down at the wedding card with troubled eyes, realising more surely than ever before that—as she had always feared—Paddy still cared for Peter.

So now she and Paddy were in the same lonely ship! both in love with men to whom they were less than nothing.

Her father’s voice suddenly broke the silence, asking with sharp intonation. “Any letters for me?”

“No—no!… Only one for——” She stooped to pick up the envelope which had fallen to the floor. “It’s addressed to us all—to the entire family—and it’s an invitation to Peter Phillips’ wedding——”

Kirby growled.

“Well, I’m not going,” he told her, flatly. “Why on earth can’t people get married quietly, without all this fuss and performance, as your mother and I did!… Sheer waste of money, I call it. Look at the price of things today!… and not worth having when you’ve got them! Must say I gave Phillips credit for more sense,” and with another grunt he turned away, only to stop and to ask, without looking round, “How do you think your mother is?”

“Much better—John said he hoped she might be able to get up for a little while tomorrow—though not until he’s seen her.”

Kirby said, “Humph!… and a nice bill we shall get from him, I suppose!—not that I grudge any money spent on your mother, God knows, but——” He glanced over his shoulder at Jessica. “You don’t think she guesses, do you? About the mess I’m in, and that’s what knocked her over?”

“Oh no, I’m quite sure she doesn’t,” Jessica answered positively, and then—” Are things—still as bad? I mean—shall we have to sell this house?”

Kirby shrugged his shoulders with pretended philosophy.

“It’s the only way out I can see, unless a miracle happens,” and when Jessica said hopefully,

“Perhaps it will—something good often turns up when we are least expecting it,” Kirby gave a final grunt.…

“Don’t believe in miracles—there’s no such thing,” and he walked away.

No such thing as love! and no such thing as miracles!… Jessica sighed as she paused for a moment at the open front door to look at the sunshine. Life seemed so filled with disillusionment, and it took all one’s courage and strength not to admit or to believe that this ‘so-called peace’ as her father liked to express it was indeed a pathetic disappointment.

But mother is better, and the sun is shining, she reminded herself with quiet determination, just as a well-known, cheery whistle broke the silence, and Monty appeared at the gate.

“The wanderer returns!” he announced, “but where are the flags I expected to see hanging across the street?”

Jessica’s depression lifted as if by a magic touch and she laughed. “We didn’t know you were coming,” she told him, “or I would have had an illuminated address of welcome ready for you. Have you had a good time?”

“First rate!… Everything went off like clockwork. I got my own way on every point.”

“Don’t you always?”

Monty shook his head with pretended regret.

“Not always!… though I seldom give up hope!… How is your mother?”

“Much better. John thinks she may be able to get up for a little while tomorrow.”

“And—the Guv’nor!…Not been to London this week, I hear.”

She looked at him in faint surprise.

“How did you know—who told you?”

He waved a hand of dismissal.

“Oh—er—must have been Gordon!… I spoke to him on the phone this morning—wanted me to stay in town with him this evening, but being anxious to return to the home of my adoption—or rather, to the home that has so amazingly adopted me— I refused.”

He suddenly took both Jessica’s hands, gently pushing back the sleeves of her blouse so that her wrists were bare.

“No sign of eternal friendship yet, I see,” he remarked drily.

“What do you mean?—oh!…the bracelet——” Her colour rose a little. “Gold bracelets and housework hardly go together, you know.”

Monty released her. “Where there’s a will,” he remarked. “However—time will tell,” and picking up the suitcase which he had set down on the doorstep he followed her into the house.

“Where’s Paddy? “he asked.

“Upstairs—I think she has missed you,” Jessica told him with unconscious challenge.

“Meaning, I take it, that you have not!” Monty submitted, and then as she did not reply, “And is that the end of the home-service news?”

Jessica suddenly remembered the invitation to Peter’s wedding.

“No—it isn’t—Peter—your brother—we have been invited to his wedding—in a fortnight’s time—in London—but of course you know all about it!”

“I do. I am to be Best Man. I suppose you will all grace the occasion with your presence?”

Jessica shook her head.

“I may not be able to come—it will depend how mother is and if I can leave her——”

“Do you ever consider yourself?” he demanded with sudden exasperation, and without waiting for a reply he marched upstairs.

Jessica had fully expected that as soon as Paddy heard his voice she would put in an appearance, but it was supper time before she left her room, and then—thanks to careful make-up, at which Paddy was an expert—there was no sign of tears or distress in her face.

It was Dilly’s evening’ off’, so Jessica had laid the supper-table and prepared the meal, but it gave her a profound shock to realise, after the family had assembled, that she had not set a place for Monty!— only for four—her father, Paddy, Gordon and herself. Monty was the first to notice the omission and he stood looking across at her with an air of profound martyrdom before reciting grandiloquently—

“’This is the most unkindest cut of all’ “—and then as she looked at him in bewilderment—”’By the world forgot’.”

Paddy chuckled.

“You haven’t laid a place for the wanderer,” she explained. “I’ll see to it——” and she ran off into the kitchen to get the necessary cutlery and plates.

“I’m so sorry,” Jessica apologised. “I’m not usually such a bad parlourmaid,” she laughed, “I suppose now I shall get a month’s notice.”

“A month’s notice to leave tomorrow,” Monty assured her.

“Jessica has far too much to do,” her father said with unusual appreciation. “Why don’t you insist that Paddy does her share, my dear? “but Paddy’s return silenced him. ...

“Isn’t it nice to hear Monty’s cheerful voice about the house again?” Mrs. Mansfield said later that evening when Jessica went to’tuck her up for the night’, as she called it. “I have missed him, haven’t you?”

“I think we all have.”

Mrs. Mansfield pointed across the room. “Have you seen what he brought me?”

Jessica turned round. “Oh!… what lovely roses!”

Her mother nodded. “So kind of him! They must have cost a lot of money. They were about one and six each in the shops the last time I saw any. Of course your father calls it wanton extravagance—” she smiled, “but you know he never means it when he says things like that. Well, good night, my dear— I feel so much better I am glad to say. Don’t stay up late. I know it’s Dilly’s evening off, but let the work go—you mustn’t tire yourself out.”

“I don’t feel tired,” Jessica assured her, but it was not strictly the truth, and it was with a sigh of relief that at last she went to her room, leaving Paddy downstairs, laughing and chatting away light-heartedly with Monty and Gordon.

“Love!. . . there’s no such thing”… Jessica recalled her sister’s surprisingly passionate denial, marvelling that to all appearances she had already completely recovered from her unhappiness. Wonderful to be able to throw it aside so quickly, but Paddy was like that, always able to hide her feelings!—and now she had got Monty back again of course it would make life much brighter for her.

Jessica walked over to the dressing-table and looked at her reflection in the mirror.

Less attractive than usual tonight, my dear, she told it comically, and then, as she looked down for her hair brush, she saw a three-cornered note lying beside it.

It had not been there earlier that evening, she was sure—or if it had been, funny she had not noticed it.

She picked it up and unfolded it—no beginning to the written words, and no signature—just a few pencilled scribbled lines—in Monty’s handwriting, she knew at once.

“I hope, as no unwelcome guest
At your warm fireside when the lamps are lighted,
To have my place reserved amongst the rest—
Nor stand aside, as one unsought and uninvited——”

She knew well enough to what the words were intended to refer!—to that forgotten place at the supper-table!

‘As no unwelcome guest’! Did he really imagine that was how she felt about him?—an unwelcome guest?

What would he say—or think—were it possible to tell him that there was one unsought place—in her heart!—which was his to the exclusion of all else, and would be to the end of her life!


Chapter VII

Kirby Went to London as Usual the Morning following Monty’s return.

“Not that I want to go,” he told Jessica, “but your mother insists that she is so much stronger, she thinks it’s absurd for me to stay at home! Not that I want to go——” he added with a note of despondency.

“Perhaps you will find that things are better,” Jessica said with forced cheerfulness, to which her father replied gloomily—

“Well, they can hardly be worse! “And then warningly, “Mind you don’t breathe a word to your mother about selling the house—I shall be home early, and if you want me, ring up at once——” and with pathetic reluctance he took down his hat and coat from the hall-stand.

Jessica watched with sympathetic eyes—as he walked slowly down the road, turning from force of habit to wave his usual farewell when he reached the corner, and though she waved back, her heart sank as she realised what a tragedy it would have been had her mother died.

The end of everything for Kirby, she was sure! The end of everything for all of them, perhaps. Good-bye to their home, and the quiet, undisturbed happiness they had known for so many years—even though Paddy had always declared it was’deadly monotony’.

“Nothing ever happens,” she so often complained, although perhaps even she would not be able to find anything thrilling in the menacing cloud now overhanging them all.

Jessica lingered wistfully over her housework that morning, with an unhappy premonition that perhaps —before very long—she might be saying good-bye to the familiar rooms and furniture, without which she could not picture life at all, and remembering how— when the husband of a friend had suddenly died his wife had told her brokenly—

“I shouldn’t feel so desolate if I could keep my home and all its memories—but I can’t—I’ve got to let them go.”

“But ah! the little things for which I sigh,

As each day passes by;

The open book, the flower upon the floor,

The dainty disarray—

The sound of passing feet,

The opening door—

Alas! the little things of every day!

Alas, alas!—for little things my heart is breaking.”

She had sent that verse to Jessica after her house had been sold and she had moved away, and it seemed somehow prophetic that she should remember it today when perhaps she herself was on the verge of such a parting.

I won’t think about it, she told herself firmly—I’ll believe that everything will come right—but her courage failed her again when Paddy called out from the hall that she and Monty were ‘off for the day’.

“So you won’t have to bother much about dinner,” she added half apologetically.

Jessica looked down at them over the balusters—

“Have a good time,” she said with forced cheerfulness. “Where are you going?”

Monty shrugged his shoulders.

“’All the way there and back again—To see how far it is!’” he quoted, and then as she did not reply— “Anything I can do for you before we depart—or would you rather we stayed at home?”

It was Paddy who answered him—

“We’re not staying at home, so come along,” and taking his arm, she led him away.

It seemed an endless day, though Jessica busied herself about the house unceasingly, trying in vain to check her thoughts which persistently turned to her sister and Monty.

Where had they gone? What were they doing? It was such a lovely, sunny day with hardly a cloud in the sky, but somehow instead of lifting her depression it seemed to increase it.

“I really think I might get up just for tea,” Mrs. Mansfield said cheerfully, but Jessica firmly refused—

“John said you must not think of getting up until he gave you permission,” she told her. “Dilly’s going to do the shopping for me this afternoon, so I’ll bring the tea upstairs and have it with you.”

Mrs. Mansfield sighed—” I wonder how many times a day you come up and down to me, my dear,” she said. “You must be very tired—I do think Paddy might have stayed to help you——” but Jessica only laughed and declared she managed better by herself.

She was in the kitchen setting the tea-tray when she heard the front door open, and her father’s step in the hall.

Home so early!…she caught her breath apprehensively as she hurried to meet him, but contrary to her expectation he was smiling in his old cheery way.

“Surprised to see me?” he enquired, and then. lowering his voice— “Don’t look so apprehensive, my dear—I’ve good news for you! “... And then in an exultant stage-whisper—“I’m out of the wood”

She repeated his words vaguely—

“Out of the wood?”

Kirby nodded. “Yes.” He followed her into the kitchen, closing the door behind him. “It’s a miracle—and I still can’t believe it’s true, but apparently I’ve a good friend somewhere—pessimistic as I’ve been—” he put his hands on her shoulders, shaking her with playful insistence—” Say something, my dear!…don’t stare at me like that. I’m out of the wood, I tell you——”

“You mean—we needn’t sell the house? “she faltered.

Kirby nodded. “Everything is O.K.—thank God,” he added with profound emotion.

“But—what happened? Who is the friend?” Jessica asked in bewilderment.

Her father shook his head.

“I can’t tell you. It’s all a mystery to me—but when I got to Town, Winter—Stephen Winter—was at the office and he informed me that someone—he refused to tell me who—said he had given his word to keep it a secret—had settled all my liabilities—and that I owed him nothing.” He passed a hand over his forehead as if wondering whether he could really be speaking the truth—” Can’t believe it—seems like a dream—but it’s taught me a lesson—and I’ve finished with the damned Stock Exchange once and for all! Finished, I tell you,” he added fiercely, as if daring her to contradict him, and then laughing lightheartedly—” Forget it, my girl—forget what a crazy fool your father has been—!…There’s someone at the door—I’ll run up and see your mother—” but before he turned away he took her hand in a warm clasp—” Forget it! “he repeated. “ And go and see who’s at the door——”

It was John Barker, but for a moment Jessica felt completely dazed and could think of nothing to say as she stood aside to let him enter.

Out of the wood!…the words echoed again and again through her mind with unbelievable thankfulness.

Out of the wood!…the house was not to be sold!—and her father—thanks to some wonderful friend—was miraculously out of his trouble.

“Anything the matter? “Barker asked with a note of anxiety. “Your mother. . . .”

Jessica found her voice with difficulty.

“Oh no—she’s much better—it’s only——” and the tears came—tears of passionate relief which she could neither check nor control.

“I’m sorry—it’s nothing—really,” she sobbed. “Don’t take any notice—I—it’s only” she gave a smothered cry of protest as John suddenly took her in his arms, pressing her cheek to his shoulder.

“You’re tired and run-down, my dear,” he said with infinite concern. “If only you would let me care for you—if only you would be my wife——”

Neither of them realised that the front door was still half open, or that Paddy was hurrying up the garden path.

She came to an abrupt standstill as she saw Jessica in John Barker’s embrace, and a faintly incredulous smile crossed her face before she turned away, walking carefully on the grass border so that her footsteps should not be heard, and then rushing round to the garage where Monty was putting the car away.

“What do you think’s happened? “she challenged him breathlessly. “You’ll never guess!…I’ve had the shock of my life—I told you it was John’s car at the gate—but——”

Monty interrupted her in concern—“Not—your mother?”

Paddy shook her head.

“No—not Mother this time—it’s Jessica—

Monty suddenly dropped the rug which he was placing over the bonnet of the car—

“You mean—she’s ill? “he asked sharply.

Paddy chuckled. “It depends what you mean by’ill’—At any rate, she and John are locked in each other’s arms—they didn’t see me, of course—much too engrossed—but”—her voice hardened defiantly —“it looks as if Peter’s won’t be the only wedding we shall have to attend in the near future!…I wonder whose the third will be!…troubles always come in threes, so we’re told—but I never imagined that Jessica would beat me at the game——”

Monty had turned away and it was a moment before he spoke—

“You mean—you mean that she and Barker…” he said with slow difficulty.

“You can bet your sweet life,” Paddy assured him confidently. “Mother always thought John rather fancied Jess—but—oh well—I don’t mind admitting it’s given me a bit of a shock to see them—like that! Our circumspect Jess, of all people! “She laughed. “I expect you’ll be the next to succumb to somebody’s charms——” she prophesied gaily, but her smile died away as Monty took a sudden step towards her.

“Any hope? “he asked briefly.

Paddy stared at him with wide-open eyes.

“Any—hope? “she echoed, and then with an effort at lightheartedness, “Trying to be funny, my dear?”

Monty laughed shortly.

“No—quite serious—for once!…What do you say, Paddy? We get along quite well together—and I—I—like you.”

“Like me!” Paddy winced as she suddenly thought of Peter Phillips, and the passionate words with which, he had expressed his undying love for her. They had meant so little, after all—or how could he have changed so soon?

“ Like me!” she repeated—she eyed him critically. “Well, I rather like you, too,” she agreed after a moment with pretended sincerity—” So if this is a genuine offer…I may consider it——”

Why not? she asked herself defiantly. Monty was a rich man, and life was too short to grieve for ever over a love which had never been sincere.

One could do so much with money—travel, buy lovely clothes—and live in the luxury of which she had always dreamed—

They would be married quite soon, too—there was nothing to wait for—married before Jessica, who would no doubt be sufficiently old-fashioned to expect at least a six month’s engagement—perhaps even before Peter and Rose Gallon—which would show Peter how completely indifferent she was to his unfaithfulness.

Unfaithfulness!—Paddy’s conscience gave her an unkind twinge as she remembered that it was she who had so definitely scorned Peter’s love—she who was solely responsible for the way in which he had left her.

Oh well, what did it matter? Stupid to look back and to regret anything; from this moment she would only look ahead to the good times she could have as Monty’s wife.

Sixty thousand pounds!—a colossal sum more than she had ever dreamed of possessing—not that it would actually be her own—but Monty was extremely generous, as she had already discovered—so—she came back to the present with a start as he suddenly spoke—

“A penny for your thoughts, fair lady!”

Paddy laughed—” A whole penny!…Are you sure you can really afford such a colossal sum! “And then, as she saw John Barker’s car moving away from the gate, she took Monty’s hand—” Come along, and let us congratulate my happy sister, and tell her our own wonderful news.” She half raised her face as if confident that he would kiss her, but he only said—” You run on while I lock up the garage.”

So this was romance!…Paddy was torn between tears and laughter as she walked slowly to the house. Did Monty really care for her? Yes, he must care, or why had he asked her to marry him?

But— had he asked her?

In the hall she met Jessica, carrying the tea-tray— and she seemed to avoid Paddy’s eyes as she spoke.

“You’re home earlier than I expected. Father is, too! so we were having tea together in mother’s room

—but I can soon make some more——” she had half

turned back to the kitchen when Paddy stopped her—

“Prepare for a great surprise, dear sister, before you give me one! Monty and I are engaged—!…Oh— mind!. . . you nearly dropped the tray—and you know how short we are of cups. I suppose the news is a bit of a shock, isn’t it?”

Jessica laughed unsteadily—

“No—oh no—I think I—guessed it would happen. I hope you will be—very happy.”

“The reciprocity of the sentiment is unbounded! “she replied dramatically. “Mother always thought John was keen on you—so your news won’t come as a surprise to her.”

Paddy made a little grimace.

“What do you mean—my news? “Jessica asked sharply.

Paddy laughed—” Only that I saw you locked in his embrace—quite by accident, of course!…So we’ve made a double event of it—we might even arrange a double wedding, with luck!”

Jessica set the tea-tray down on the hall table with unsteady hands—

“You’re talking nonsense,” she said agitatedly. “I’m not engaged, if that’s what you mean. You’re talking nonsense—” and then as Paddy stared at her disbelievingly she admitted with an unconscious note of defiance—” If you must know, John did ask me to marry him but I refused because——” she broke off sharply as Monty appeared at the open door.

There was a brief silence before Paddy said profoundly,

“Well!…Did you hear that, Monty? Jess isn’t engaged— So after all it’s only you and I who are in the headlines!”

Jessica had hurriedly turned to pick up the tea-tray again, but Paddy grabbed it from her.

“I’ll take that up and ‘break the news to mother’, as the old song has it, at the same time. It will cheer her up,” and with a nod and a smile to Monty she departed upstairs, comically whistling the well-known bars of the “Wedding March “.

Jessica looked at Monty with a wavering smile.

“So you really will be one of the family? “she said with forced lightness, and then as he did not speak, “I hope—I am sure—that you and Paddy will be very happy together. I’11 just put the kettle on again and make another pot of tea for us. I’m sorry we haven’t anything more exciting with which to celebrate the great occasion.”

Monty followed her into the kitchen.

“Dilly out? “he asked.

“Yes, she’s gone to do the shopping for me.”

There was a moment’s silence while she refilled the kettle and set it on the gas-ring, before Monty said,

“So it was a false report, was it?”

“What do you mean?”

“That Paddy believed you were to be the future Mrs. Barker.”

Jessica laughed. “Yes, utterly and entirely false. Paddy has too lively an imagination.”

“Don’t you—like the fellow?”

“John? Oh yes, very much indeed, but not well enough to marry him.” She turned to take some more cups from the dresser asking with an effort at gaiety, “Any more questions from learned counsel?”

She was so confident that he would make a joking reply that her heart seemed to miss a beat when he said bluntly,

“I suppose you’ve never been what is called’in love’, have you? Don’t believe in it, perhaps?”

Jessica shook her head. “I’m not lucky like Paddy, you know. I haven’t had any experience——”

“I asked if you believe in it,” he insisted.

“Believe in it!…Well, I suppose we all do, don’t we?”

“I never did—until the day I barged into your family circle as an unexpected guest——”

“And then of course, it was a case of love at first sight,” Jessica submitted light-heartedly. “Paddy’s other countless admirers will be green with envy when they hear the news, poor boys!”

There was another brief silence before Monty said with slow intensity, “You seem very sure that I am referring to—your sister.”

She turned abruptly to look at him. “Well— naturally,” she submitted, and then as he suddenly caught her hand she gave a stifled exclamation, “What are you doing, Monty? What have I said?—what is the matter?”

She tried to shake his hand aside, but it was useless, and there was a grim look in his eyes as he said bluntly,

“I’ve made a damned fool of myself, that’s what’s the matter. Listen, Jessica—I——” He broke off with a smothered oath, sharply releasing her as the back door opened and Dilly marched in.

“Biggest queues at the shops I’ve seen for weeks, Miss Jess,” she announced as she plumped her laden shopping-basket down on the table. “Because jam’s off the ration, I suppose!…Not that it’s worth having, or it wouldn’t be!…Kettle’s boiling over— I’ll make the tea—you go and have a rest. I suppose you’ve been on your feet ever since dinner-time. Looks tired, doesn’t she, Mr. Monty? Is the mistress all right, Miss Jess?”

“Yes, quite all right—and——” Jessica laughed with a note of defiance. “We’ve got some news for you, Dilly—Mr. Monty and Miss Paddy are engaged to be married.”

Dilly gasped, and almost dropped the kettle.

“Engaged!…Well, I can’t say I’m altogether surprised—I see it coming along, as you might say. I’m sure I hope you’ll be very happy, sir.”

“No harm in hoping,” Monty retorted grimly, and turning abruptly, he left the kitchen.

Dilly looked at Jessica with a dubious smile.

“Well, that’s the second wedding we’ve heard about this week, isn’t it? “she remarked. “And now there’s sure to be a third—so they say, don’t they, Miss Jess?”

Jessica tried to laugh. “Well, let’s hope it won’t be yours,” she said. “I don’t know what I should do if you suddenly made up your mind to desert me too.”

But Dilly confidently assured her there was no such possibility.

“I’m like you, Miss Jess—not the marrying sort.”

Paddy’s cheerful voice suddenly called from upstairs. “Monty—you’re wanted. Come and receive a blessing from your future in-laws——”

Dilly chuckled. “And he’ll give her a diamond ring, I suppose, won’t he, Miss Jess? Mr. Gordon says that Mr. Monty’s a very rich gentleman! Not that money’s much good nowadays, from all accounts.”

Was anything much good, Jessica wondered, and she glanced down at her hand which Monty had gripped so fiercely.

What had he meant by that sudden strange outburst? Wasn’t he really happy in his engagement to Paddy? But of course he must be—she was so attractive to all men, and besides, Monty would never have asked her to marry him unless he had really wanted her.

Dilly broke in again upon her agitated thoughts.

“Where will you have the tea, Miss Jess? Shall I take it to the mistress’s room? There seems to be a real party going on up there,” she added with a chuckle, as a sudden burst of laughter from Kirby broke the silence. “And the master home so early too! Perhaps he guessed what had happened,” she added knowingly. “You ought to go up and join them all, Miss—so—as——”

Jessica interrupted her. “No, I’ll just have a cup down here——” for of course they were all quite happy without her, she told herself with a sigh, and a sudden feeling of regret rose in her heart as she thought of John Barker.

Perhaps after all the wiseacres were right who said that second-best is better than none—better than loneliness surely? And now she had sent John away perhaps some day—like poor little Miss Dawson down the road—she too, would know the full and tragic eloquence of that word.

Loneliness! Life was so perplexing!…Only yesterday Paddy had declared that she was sick to death of the word’love’ and that she did not believe in it— only to burst into tears a moment later at the thought of Peter’s forthcoming marriage. And yet today she was all gaiety and excitement over her engagement to Monty, whilst he— “I’ve made a damned fool of myself——”

Jessica tried in vain to forget the blunt and surprising admission but it persistently haunted her throughout the evening, especially when Kirby—with an air of profound mystery—produced from some unknown source a bottle of what he declared to be ‘a magnum of pre-war fizz’, in which to drink the health of the newly-engaged couple!

“A bit flat, isn’t it? “Paddy remarked, screwing up her nose after the first sip. “What do you say, Monty? “But Monty merely replied that he was no connoisseur and firmly believed in’ putting the spirits down to keep the spirits up’.

Everything seemed ‘a bit flat’, Jessica thought with a feeling of weary depression as, after the family had drained the bottle of its last drop and she was gathering the empty glasses onto a tray, Gordon gave her a brotherly pat on the shoulder and said, “Well, here’s hoping it will be your turn next, old dear!”

“Why not yours? “she submitted. He made a grimace.

“No thanks—no matrimonial ties for me. My idea of bliss is to live alone in the backwoods—far from the madding crowd and all female influence——”

Paddy gave an exaggerated shudder.

“What a loathesome thought!…I’ll bet you’d hate it and refuse to go if the opportunity ever came. You’ve been far too spoilt at home to be able to shift for yourself.”

“And—supposing the opportunity has come?” her brother suggested calmly.

Jessica looked at him with sudden apprehension.

“You’re joking,” she said quickly. “And anyway, you know it would break mother’s heart if you went abroad to live.”

” Do hearts break? “Paddy enquired ironically.

There was a brief silence before Monty spoke.

“Well, if you want a partner to help run the show—the sheep-farm, or whatever the proposition is—I’m your man.”

Gordon laughed. “I can’t see Paddy in the back of beyond dressed in old slacks and not a boy-friend within fifty miles.”

“How right you are,” Paddy agreed. “And for goodness’ sake stop talking such nonsense. The fizz must have got into your heads.”

But though she determinedly changed the subject, later that evening when Paddy had turned the wireless on full blast to listen to her favourite dance band, Gordon drew Jessica aside.

“Come here—I want a word with you.”

And when, a little mystified, she followed him to the dining-room, he said abruptly, “It’s not a joke— what I said this evening—about going abroad. I’ve got the opportunity—a chap I met at the Golf Club— he’s going out in a month’s time—to Southern Australia—and has offered to take me along——” And then as she would have interrupted—” It’s what I’ve always wanted, you know it is! I hate the City and all the red tape stuff of office work. I’m no good at it, anyway, and the Guv’nor knows it. This is too good a chance to miss. You’ll stand by me, won’t you, Jess? There’s no future for a chap like me in this country today, and the sooner I’m off the better. Well, say something!”... he urged impatiently as she just looked at him in stunned silence.

Jessica found her voice with a supreme effort.

“Does—father know?”

“Not yet, but I shall break the tragic news tomorrow.”

“I wonder if you realise—what—tragic news it really will be,” she said slowly, and then a little shakily, “It will break mother’s heart, you know you have always been her favourite and that she thinks the world of you.”

Gordon turned abruptly away.

“It’s too good a chance to miss,” he repeated obstinately. “A chance which may never come again. After all, we must all make our own lives. I’ve had enough of this dreary starch-collar job-catching the same train to Town every morning— being polite to people who bore me to death. Monty agrees with me—he’s all for clearing out himself— though now he’s tied up with Paddy, I suppose it will make a difference. How the devil he expects to make a success of marriage with her, I’m hanged if I can see. You’re much more suited to him.”

He took a cigarette from his pocket, lit it and flung the match into the grate defiantly.

“Anyway, I’m going,” he repeated. “So that’s that.”

Yes, so that’s that! Jessica repeated in a whisper when she was alone. Gordon going—Paddy going— and—Monty!…It was as if some ruthless giant hand had suddenly turned her world upside down, emptying it of all that for so long had made life worth living.

There was still Selby, of course, but he had always been the aloof one of the family—entirely wrapped up in his own work, and even when he was at home, asking nothing more than solitude and the companionship of books which Paddy protested were ‘just double Dutch’ and that she couldn’t understand anyone bothering to publish them, let alone to read them.

“Gordon was talking through his hat, wasn’t he— about Australia? “Paddy asked later when, as usual, Jessica went to bid her good night. “The back of beyond!Ugh! It gives me the shudders. What’s wrong with London, I should like to know?” and then without waiting for a reply, “Which would you have if you were me, diamonds or sapphires for an engagement ring?”

It was a moment before Jessica spoke.

“Won’t you let—Monty choose for you?”

“If I did he’d buy some old-fashioned looking thing like our grandmothers used to wear.”- Paddy held out her left hand, regarding it critically. “I think perhaps I’ll have diamonds—they’re more attractive, don’t you agree?”

“I don’t know much about it.”

Paddy laughed. “I suppose if you had agreed to marry our dear John, he would have given you a plain signet ring or something, with your initials on it, and you’d have been perfectly satisfied! Well, perhaps it’s a good thing we all haven’t the same expensive tastes. Good night, old dear.”

But as Jessica reached the door, Paddy called to her again.

“I suppose Monty is really—in love with me, isn’t he?” she hazarded.

Jessica tried to laugh.

“Would he have asked you to marry him if he wasn’t, do you suppose?”

Paddy relaxed onto the pillows.

“I suppose not!…but he’s certainly got a funny way of showing his devotion,” she admitted. “Well, good night. Pleasant dreams——”

But there was no sleep for Jessica that night, and the long dark hours seemed interminable as she lay awake, longing for the daylight, the same troubled thoughts echoing again and again through her mind.

Gordon going!—Paddy going—and—Monty!…Whilst she—as Paddy had so often chaffed her—was to be left’high and dry on the rocks’.

Well, people said that there was usually one old maid in every family, she reminded herself humorously, when at last daylight came and with a sigh of relief she got up and dressed.

What would today bring forth, she wondered? So much seemed to have happened in the last few weeks —since Monty came—so many events of importance seem to have been crowded into such a short space of time.

Paddy did not put in an appearance at the breakfast-table.

“Too much fizz last night,” she told Jessica drowsily. “Is my future husband down yet?”

“Yes.”

“Well, give him my kind regards,” Paddy murmured. “And tell him I hope he’s not heart-broken because my place at the table is empty.”

But Monty did not even comment on Paddy’s absence—and it was a somewhat silent meal until, as Kirby rose to prepare to catch his train, Gordon said suddenly,

“Half a minute, Guv’, I want a word with you,” and he followed his father from the room.

Jessica looked after them with worried eyes, and when the door had closed behind them, she turned to Monty.

“Do you think he—Gordon—is really serious about going to Australia?”

Monty nodded. “Yes, and you can’t blame him. He hates City life. Should hate it myself—can’t tolerate London——”

There was an unconscious note of defiance in Jessica’s voice when she said, “But Paddy will expect to live in London.”

“Will she? Well, we shall see. It wouldn’t be your idea of bliss, I imagine, would it?”

She shook her head.

“No, if I could choose—if I were alone and were free to choose—I’d try to find a cottage in the country somewhere—in England, of course.”

He looked at her steadily.

“Then for once two great minds have but a single thought, because it is what I should do—if I were free to choose,” and then as she did not reply, he added deliberately, “And I think that—together— in such circumstances—you and I would find complete happiness, Jessica.”

There was a profound silence, during which Jessica felt her heart almost cease to beat as she just stared at him, the colour dying slowly from her face.

“I mean it,” he insisted quietly. “And—in spite of the—confounded fool I have been—I am going to tell you something which will perhaps give you the shock of your life, my dear, and it is that I love you— I think I have loved you from the first moment we met—when I stopped you that morning on the road and asked if you knew where KIRLOU was!…No, don’t say anything,” as she would have spoken, “I know I’m nothing to you—except—shall we call it an unwanted guest?—but I had to tell you—I had to tell you!…and now forget it.”

Forget it!…Jessica had unconsciously stretched a hand to him when suddenly the door was burst open, and Kirby entered the room, his face flushed and his hair ruffled as it always was when he suddenly lost his temper.

“What do you think’s happened now? “he almost roared. “What the devil do you think Gordon has just been telling me? Or do you know? “he accused Jessica. “That he’s going abroad—going to Australia—turning his back on the old country—clearing put to the backwoods where——”

Jessica rose quickly to her feet. “Oh, please— don’t talk so loudly. Mother will hear, and if she does, it will only make her ill again. Oh please, Daddy.”

But Kirby was too much carried away to keep silence.

“Well, she’s got to hear sooner or later, hasn’t she? She’s got to know what a damned ungrateful——” He broke off as Jessica slipped past him and out of the room, closing the door behind her.

There was a moment of silence before Kirby turned to Monty and burst out afresh.

“Did you know about this? Did you put him up to it? The boy’s a damned fool, that’s all I can say. A nice mess he’ll make of a sheep-farm—if he ever gets one—bigger mess than he makes of things in my office. Well, if he does go, I wash my hands of him once and for all, and I’ve told him so! Wait till his Mother hears of this Tom-fool idea——” he broke off choking in furious wrath, and Monty said quietly—

“Surely not such a Tom-fool idea, sir, though I have every sympathy with your point of view, but as a matter of fact, I am thinking of emigrating myself——”

Kirby burst forth afresh.

“Then you did put him up to it! I might have guessed you were responsible. Why the devil can’t you mind your own business—behaving as if the house belonged to you!…I’ve had enough of it I can tell you— more than enough! and the sooner you find some other fools who will treat you as well as you’ve been treated here, the better I shall be pleased——” His rage had reached boiling point, and he raved on at the top of his voice—” You may as well know now, that we never intended to have you —or wanted you here! I was against it from the start as Gordon can tell you—if he’s got the pluck to speak the truth——” He paused again for breath just as the door opened and Paddy appeared, looking wide-eyed and apprehensive.

“What is the matter? “she demanded. “I could hear you shouting from my room, Father—though the door was shut——” She looked from one to the other before catching Monty by the arm—” What has happened?— Monty, what is the trouble?Tell me!”

Monty met her anxious gaze unsmilingly as he answered—

“There is no trouble—quite the contrary—merely that the—unpaying guest—is packing up, and leaving this house today.”


Chapter VIII

The Silence of Eternity Seemed to Fall Over everyone following Monty’s blunt announcement, and for once even Paddy was utterly at a loss for words. She just stared at her father’s flushed, furious face with blank eyes, not even moving or speaking when Monty strode past her and out of the room.

“And good riddance! “Kirby muttered, and then as Paddy would have spoken, he swung round, “And you’d better go with him,” he challenged her. “A nice grateful family I’ ve got! Self, self—nothing but self! No consideration for your Mother or for me, after all we’ve done for you. And a nice mess three will make of things in the Colonies——”

Paddy interrupted him with shrill determination. “But what’s it all about?—I don’t know what you mean, or what has happened!…Who is going to the Colonies? And what has Monty done? “

Kirby glared at her.

” Ask him! or ask your brother!…I’ve done with the lot of you,” and flinging a chair aside with angry violence, he took his departure.

Paddy passed a hand across her eyes as if to make sure she was not dreaming, before she ran out into the hall, calling Monty’s name. “Monty!…Where are you, Monty?”

There was no reply, though after a moment Dilly appeared from the kitchen looking thoroughly scared.

“Mr. Monty’s gone out,” she whispered. “Gone without his hat, too! I see him go down the road— walking that fast he was—What is the matter, Miss Paddy?”

Paddy shrugged her shoulders with an indifference she was far from feeling.

“Nothing I…only Father in one of his tempers—” she tried to laugh. “It will blow over, as it always does. I’ll just run after Mr. Monty—” and then, realising she was still in her dressing-gown— “Oh, bother!. . . I can’t go like this,” and she hurried up to her room, meeting Jessica on the landing.

“What has happened? “Jessica asked in a whisper. “Father has gone off to Town without saying goodbye to mother——”

Paddy laughed. “Slamming the gate behind him too, I suppose,” she submitted. “Well, I don’t know what the trouble actually is—but Monty says he’s leaving us today—though I don’t suppose he really means it,” she added hopefully.

Jessica followed her into her bedroom.

“But the trouble started over Gordon,” she said in anxious bewilderment. “He told father he is thinking of emigrating—but that is nothing to do with Monty, is it?”

Paddy let her dressing-gown fall to the floor, and pulled a frock over her head with impatient fingers.

“I’m sick to death of things,” she declared. “Every day something seems to go wrong. However, if Monty does go, I shall go with him. At least I shall be free to do as I like once I’m out of this blessed KIRLOU—What did you say? “she demanded.

Jessica shook her head. “Nothing!…I didn’t speak,” but in imagination she seemed to be hearing Monty’s voice, saying again with quiet deliberation,

“In a cottage, somewhere in the country—in England of course—I think that together, you and I, would find complete happiness, Jessica.”

A beautiful dream, which like all dreams, could never materialise.

Paddy was hastily powdering her face at the mirror, and she said, “Dilly tells me she saw Monty go out— down the road—so I’m going to find him and bring him back,” and snatching up a coat from the back of a chair, she ran downstairs, and out of the house only to find to her annoyance that it was drizzling with rain.

“It would!” she told herself cynically. “Nothing is ever quite right! . . .I suppose I must go back for a detestable gamp or something——”

But as she was hesitating at the gate a car came along the road, and the driver seeing her, stopped. “Want a lift? “he enquired opening the door, and it was Gerard Winter.

“Thank goodness,” Paddy ejaculated, as she climbed in beside him, and then, with a return of her usual coquetry, “Why haven’t we seen you for so long?”

Gerard shrugged his shoulders.

“I imagine my place to be adequately filled,” he told her, and then as she remained silent, “Is it true that you are engaged to this—chap from Ceylon?”

Paddy opened her eyes wide.

“Why—how did you know? “she enquired. “The great event only happened yesterday.” She held her left hand towards him. “As yet I haven’t even received the outward and visible sign.”

Gerard smiled rather grimly.

“Hoping for the Koh-i-noor? “he submitted.

Paddy laughed. “Well, you never know. By the way, I suppose you didn’t see Monty anywhere as you came along the road?”

“I hadn’t that pleasure—why? Is he trying to make his escape already, and are you on his track?”

“Don’t be silly—but—well, as a matter of fact he’s had a few words with my dear parent—you know what father is when he loses his temper——”

“Perhaps the old man doesn’t fancy him as a future son-in-law?”

“Who cares?” Paddy retorted. “Anyway, I’m going to marry him and the sooner the better.”

There was an eloquent silence before Winter spoke.

“So you have abandoned your life-long idea of marrying for money, is that it? and have fallen for the old’ love in a cottage’ business.”

Paddy made a little grimace.

“Love in a cottage!…Ugh!…It gives me the creeps. No—thank goodness Monty’s got all the money we shall want—and I mean to have a flat in London and to travel and see the world—at last!”

Gerard changed gear with an uncomfortable jerk of the car. F

“To travel—on what?” he enquired calmly. “And how far do you imagine you can get on the limited income which is all our dear friend from Ceylon can boast about—or has he told you some fairy-story which you are—guileless enough to believe?”

Paddy flushed angrily.

“Stop the car and I’ll walk,” she said sharply. “You may not like Monty, I suppose I can hardly expect you to, but—I’m not listening to this sort of thing. Stop the car,” she repeated insistently, and as she foolishly tried to open the door, Gerard reluctantly obeyed.

“You’ll get wet through,” he warned her, and then as she moved to get out, he caught her arm in a determined grip.

“You were always a little fool,” he said with unusual emotion, “but I never thought you’d fall for a chap like Hallam. Why on earth don’t you marry me? I can give you all you want, whereas he——”

Paddy tried to free herself.

“Let me go!” She looked at him with furious eyes as he obeyed and she stepped out onto the road. “And I don’t ever wish to see you again,” she flung at him.

Gerard saluted with mock courtesy.

“Then one last word before we part, Miss Mansfield, and it is—that whatever tales of great fortune your unwanted guest has dazzled you with, it’s just poppycock!…And I can assure you that all he possesses now is a few hundreds a year—just about enough to pay his way—and yours—in humble surroundings. Well, good morning,” and he drove rapidly away.

The rain was falling more heavily, and after a brief hesitation, Paddy impatiently turned her steps homeward.

No use getting wet through, and anyway, there was no sign of Monty down the deserted road, so perhaps after all he would be back at KIRLOU.

How detestable Gerard had been! jealous, of course, but who could have told him of her engagement? Detestable! that was the word, daring to say that the only money Monty possessed was a few hundreds a year, when she knew beyond doubt—that he was an exceedingly rich man.

She had a great mind to tell him what Gerard had said. Not that it mattered!…She increased her speed as she felt the cold rain trickling down her neck, and a sigh of relief escaped her when, as she reached the house, she saw Monty at the open door of the garage.

She ran towards him.

“Where have you been? Dilly told me she saw you go down the road, so I went after you. Why— what are you doing? “she asked breathlessly, as she saw that he had taken down one of the large empty cases he had brought with him on arrival and was filling it in haphazard manner with various possessions.

“Packing up—as requested,” Monty answered calmly. “I am afraid it will be a day or two before I can remove all my goods and chattels, but the unwanted guest will definitely take his departure this afternoon.”

“This afternoon!…Where will you go?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Does it matter? No doubt I can persuade some Good Samaritan, in London to take pity on me.”

“In London!…Then—when will I see you again?”

It was a moment before he replied with a note of sarcasm.

“I think—and I am sure you will agree—that it will be better for all parties concerned if we—end our brief—romance!”

Paddy gasped.

“You mean—you don’t want me—after all? “and then as he remained silent, she laughed a little uncertainly. “Don’t be silly, Monty. It’s all such a fuss about nothing. It’s not the first time you’ve seen father in one of his tempers, and tonight— when he comes home—it will all be forgotten, and he’ll be the first to say he is sorry. Anyway,” she added emphatically, “I’m not breaking our engagement. I want to marry you—and I’ll marry you tomorrow if you like, Anything to get away from —from this humdrum existence and have a good time.”

Monty looked at her with coldly critical eyes.

“Rather a back-handed compliment, isn’t it?” he submitted calmly. “And I am not at all sure you would find your idea of’a good time’ in the backwoods of Australia.”

Paddy stared at him. “Australia! . . .but— you’re not going there!”

“I am seriously considering it, because——”

She broke in breathlessly. “But you can’t!…I should hate it—I know I’ve often told you I want to travel—to go abroad—but not to live! Oh Monty, don’t be so difficult. Think of the fun we can have in London—you don’t know what wonderful places there are we can go to, and if we have a flat——”

Monty laughed. “I understand that London flats cost a small fortune nowadays and my name is not Croesus.”

Paddy laughed, then—” You do talk nonsense, don’t you? “she said gaily. “When you know that you’ve got all the money you can possibly want——”

Monty shoved a pair of riding boots into a corner of the rapidly filling packing-case.

“It would be more true to say that I— did have— once upon a time,” he corrected her. “But—quite recently I have realised the truth of the saying that a fool and his money are soon parted. Ever heard that proverb? “he enquired with mock interest.

Paddy put out a hand to steady herself against the garage door, and when she spoke her voice was little more than a whisper. “You mean—you’ve lost it?…Then—Gerard was right—after all.”

“Winter!”…Monty’s face was grim. “Well, be certainly should know—if anyone does,” he agreed.

“Lost it!”…Paddy whispered again. “But —it can’t be true!…all that money!…How—how did you lose it?”

Monty took a cigarette from his pocket and lit it before he explained. “I fear—as is the case with many other—wiser and more knowledgeable would-be speculators than my humble self—we must blame that mysterious concern known as the Stock Exchange.”

“The— Stock Exchange! “Paddy repeated the words blankly. “But—only the other day I heard you and Gordon agreeing that unless you knew a lot about it—it was—madness to speculate! I heard you say so—Gordon had been talking about Father and—”

Monty laughed. “Perhaps in the words of the old-song I’ve been ‘following in Father’s footsteps— following the dear old Dad’. Anyway, my child, there it is! Sorry to disillusion you, and now—if you will pardon me—I must get on with my packing. By the way—” he turned to look at her with calm enquiry. “With regard to Peter’s coming nuptials— what is the correct thing for me to wear as I am to be Best Man? Not that I have an extensive wardrobe from which I can choose, but——” Paddy broke in with childish anger,

“What does it matter what you wear! What does anything matter? I hate weddings!—I hate everything—including you——” and bursting into tears she fled from the garage towards the house.

Nothing ever goes right for me, she told herself passionately. Life was one disillusionment after another, First Peter—and now Monty! Peter for ceasing to love her even though she had refused to marry him, and Monty for recklessly gambling away his money with which she had determined to find some sort of happiness, even if it was only second-best! Was it the truth that he was no longer the wealthy man she had believed him to be? Or had he just said so because—as she had always vaguely suspected—be did not really care for her and he guessed it would be a way of escape?

But Gerard had told her the same thing about him! Had said that all Monty now possessed was just a few hundreds a year—“Enough to pay his way—and yours—in humble circumstances.”

Those had been his actual words, but even if they were true, how could Gerard have known? He and Monty had never been on friendly terms—in fact, from the first it had been obvious that they disliked one another.

She hurriedly averted her face, brushing her tears away as Jessica crossed the hall towards her.

“Where’s Monty? “she asked. “He’s wanted on the’phone and I can’t find him——”

Paddy laughed shakily.

“He’s in the garage, packing up his goods and chattels. Don’t look so tragic! “She challenged her sister. “It won’t break my heart if we never see him again. Our engagement is at an end—if it ever had a beginning——” she added defiantly.

Jessica stared at her. “At an— end!. . . What do you mean?”

“That I’ve been—disillusioned once again,” Paddy told her harshly. “Well, that’s the second time, so perhaps the third will be lucky! It’s what the clever prophets say, isn’t it? “she submitted defiantly, as she walked away.

Jessica stood very still, conscious of her quickened heart-beats.

“At an end—if it ever had a beginning——”

Then perhaps—some day—that beautiful dream of a cottage in the country, where two people who loved one another would find complete happiness…But how foolish to allow her thoughts to wander so far ahead.

She gave herself a determined shake and called to Dilly.

“Mr. Monty is in the garage—please run out and tell him he is wanted on the’phone——” and afraid to face him, she hurried up to her room.

But presently she heard his step in the hall, and his voice—

“Hullo!…Yes—Hallam speaking. Who is it? I can’t catch your name—” and then there was a brief silence before she heard him give a smothered exclamation. “My God!... Not—dead—is he?”

Jessica caught her breath, her hands clenched.

“Not— dead?” Who? Who? she asked herself wildly, and then she heard Monty again—” Where are you speaking from? Yes, yes, I understand— I’ll come at once——” and the click of the receiver being returned to its place before he came to the foot of the stairs and called her name, very quietly,

“Jessica—come here—I want you, Jessica——” and when she joined him in the hall he took her hand, drawing her into the sitting-room and closing the door, but it was a moment before he could speak.

“I’m afraid it’s—bad news, my dear. There has been an accident “He held her hand more closely. “It’s—Gordon—knocked down by a car on the Chipham Road—ten miles away. I knew he was calling there before he went to London. They were ringing from the Chipham Hospital and say he is bearing up wonderfully. They can’t get your father, —he hasn’t arrived at the office yet, so Gordon told them to get hold of me as his chief anxiety is that your mother must not be worried.”

“If anything happens to him, it will—kill her,” Jessica said in despair, and then sobbingly, “Oh Gordon, dear Gordon.”

Monty gave her a gentle shake.

“No looking on the black side now,” he insisted firmly. “It’s up to you to be brave—as usual . . .” and then as she tried to smile—” Feeling better?”

“Yes—I’ll be all right—directly.”

He raised her hand to his lips.

“That’s the stuff,” he said approvingly. “That’s my brave girl!…Now, I must be off—I’ll take the car and I’ll ring you as soon as I’ve seen him.”

“Can I—can’t I come with you? No—of course not, I must stay here.”

“And tell Paddy not to do any play-acting stunts,” Monty warned her. “Tell her to hold her tongue.”

But Paddy had apparently sensed disaster, for as Monty hurriedly left the house she came running downstairs.

“What’s the mystery? “she demanded. “What’s Monty been talking to you about? If it’s anything to do with me——She took Jessica’s arm, shaking it impatiently. “What’s the matter? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Don’t speak so loudly,” Jessica implored. “We mustn’t let mother hear” and in a few broken words, she explained what had happened.

“On the Chipham Road! “. . . Paddy said sharply —for that was the direction in which Gerard Winter had driven after she left him. “Whose car was it?”

“I don’t know—they didn’t say——”

There was a moment’s silence before Paddy spoke in her usual indifferent way—” Well, he can’t be so badly hurt to have told them to ring Monty. I expect the whole thing’s frightfully exaggerated as accidents always are.”

“Isn’t that—a little heartless? “Jessica could not refrain from asking.

Paddy shrugged her shoulders.

“Probably,” she agreed. “But then I’ve never been credited with a heart, have I? Well, what do we do now? Just wait and see what happens I suppose. What a hateful world, isn’t it?”

Jessica turned away without answering, to find Dilly hovering in the hall, her eyes wide with apprehension.

“Is it more trouble, Miss Jessica?” she asked in a whisper. “I couldn’t help hearing Mr. Monty on the’phone——” The tears trickled down her cheeks as Jessica told her what had happened.

“And Mr. Gordon was always so nice to me,” she said sorrowfully. “Never said a nasty word to me, he never did. The house won’t be the same if he never comes back.”

Jessica winced. “We must hope for the best,” she said with forced cheerfulness. “Mr. Monty has promised to ring us as soon as he has seen him— and Dilly, Mother mustn’t be told yet—so you’ll be careful, won’t you, not to say anything.”

Dilly nodded and brushed her tears away.

“I’ve got a feeling it’ll be all right,” she declared. “And I’ll keep me fingers crossed.”

But as he drove through the rain along the Chipham Road, Monty’s face was set and grim.

“Badly injured we fear——” had been the reply to his question on the telephone, an admission which he had been afraid to repeat to Jessica.

Well, it had been a pretty rotten day—starting as it had done with his own expulsion from Kirlou—not that it was in any way comparable with this second disaster. And the third thing? Not very consoling to remember that Paddy invariably insisted that troubles always came in threes, though perhaps the third trouble had already materialised in their broken engagement—if it could be called an’engagement’.

A damned silly business, Monty told himself irritably— his fault of course, for rushing headlong into it because she had declared that Jessica was to marry the doctor-chap.

Jessica was such a wonderful girl—his face softened as he thought of her patient, uncomplaining tolerance, and entire lack of selfishness. If only she would give him the chance to show that he could make her happy! to prove his unfailing devotion to her.

Funny, that after all his years of determined bachelorhood he should have fallen so instantly and profoundly in love—’ at first sight’ as the romantics called it.

The first girl who had ever really attracted him— and she would be the last, he was convinced, though who would believe it? he asked himself ruefully.

And now he had been ordered out of Kirlou, he might never see her again, for of course she would side with her father and in spite of the fact that on his arrival she had so sweetly begged him to stay, no doubt in her heart of hearts she would be as thankful to see the back of him as the old man had declared be would be!

Oh well—Monty slowed down as the hospital came into sight. A taxi-cab was turning into its wide open gate, and he drew up behind it at the main entrance, just as its door was flung open and Kirby Mansfield hurriedly alighted.

Monty quickly joined him, feeling a little dubious as to the sort of reception he would receive, but Kirby grasped his arm as if he was the one friend he had longed to see, as he asked hoarsely,

“How is he? What happened? I came as soon as I got the message. Took a taxi down as there was no damned train for half an hour. How is the boy?”

“Bearing up wonderfully, they told me—” Monty answered with a confidence he was far from feeling. “Don’t worry. He’ll be all right, I’ll bet you.” Kirby still held his arm as a porter joined them and, after asking their names, led the way to a waitingroom.

“I’ll tell the Matron you are here, sir.”

He closed the door behind them, and as he did so a man rose from a chair by the fire, and it was Gerard Winter.

His right arm was in a sling, and he looked pale and shaken, though he drew himself up with an attempt at jauntiness before he spoke.

“Heard the news of course!…Not my fault!…Gordon crossed the road without looking behind him. I tried to pull up and to avoid him, but the car skidded and turned over, knocking him down. Been damaged myself, as you can see—so——”

Kirby interrupted him with fierce intensity.

“So it was you, was it!…Driving like the devil as usual, I suppose. I’ll pay you out for this—I’ll get your licence taken away. Ought to have been done months ago when you killed that dog in the village.” He turned to Monty, his face red with fury. “Winter’s a menace on the road, and always has been!…Thinks the world was made for him—just because he was born with a silver spoon in his mouth and has never had to do a day’s work in his life. If anything happens to my son——” He shook his fist in Winter’s face. “Broken your arm, have you? Pity you didn’t break your damned neck.” He took a threatening step towards him, but Monty hurriedly intervened.

“That’s enough, sir—let the fellow go. No use upsetting yourself—” and then, with an attempt to avert the obviously rising storm—” Accidents will happen, even in the best regulated families you know,” he added cheerfully.

Gerard Winter turned on him in sudden fury.

“You mind your own damned business,” he almost shouted. “I suppose you think you can rule the roost just because you were fool enough to save your future father-in-law from bankruptcy. Much good it will do you—you’ll be broke yourself before you know where you are—and a damned good job too. No one will be more pleased to see you down and out than I shall!”

He turned towards the door, his eyes blazing but Kirby barred his way.

“Say that again,” he challenged him, “say that again——” but Winter roughly pushed him aside, and was out of the room, banging the door behind him before either of them could stop him.

There was a moment of profound silence before Kirby could speak, and he suddenly looked old and shattered as he turned to Monty—

“Is it the truth? “he asked hoarsely. “The truth that it was you who—came to my rescue? “And when Monty remained silent—” I might have guessed —I might have guessed. And—only this morning I—ordered you out of the house. . . .”

The door opened and a uniformed nurse appeared.

“Mr. Mansfield? “she asked, and then—as Kirby inarticulately nodded—” Your son is asking for you— please come—quickly.”


Chapter IX

To Jessica—After Monty Had Left the House— every moment seemed an eternity. A hundred times she looked at the clock, confident that something must have happened to it, and it was no longer working, and every time there was the sound of a car in the road, or a footstep passing the gate she ran to the window, hoping in vain that it would be Monty returning.

How many times she went up to her mother’s room she never knew, but each time Mrs. Mansfield was peacefully asleep, and Jessica tiptoed away again unutterably thankful that as yet she knew nothing of the tragedy which had overtaken them.

Paddy was nowhere to be seen, and although Dilly —from the kitchen—was determinedly singing in rather a doleful tone in an effort to appear optimistic the house seemed pathetically quiet and deserted.

What was happening over at Chipham, Jessica asked herself in despair again and again? Had it been possible to get in touch with her father? And if Gordon—died! . . . She closed her eyes tightly in a vain attempt to shut out the thought— Gordon!— who, as they all knew was their mother’s favourite, although she would never have admitted it. Another look at the clock, but only five minutes had dragged by since she last glanced towards it.

Dilly tiptoed across the hall.

“I’ve brought you a cup of tea, Miss,” she announced. “It’ll do you good—you look so cold—” and then as Jessica thanked her, she went on with an encouraging smile, “There’s a black cat just walked in at the back door, and rubbed itself against my leg—and that’s a sign of good luck. Black cats are always lucky, they say, don’t they? so I gave it a saucer of milk, and Mr. Gordon will be all right now, I’m quite sure. Just drink your tea while it’s nice and hot, and before long we’ll be hearing good news.”

If only I could believe it! Jessica thought, and then her heart seemed to almost stop beating as glancing towards the window she saw the car drive up to the gate with Monty and her father sitting side by side.

Together!—after that bitter scene at breakfast time! Did it mean that the very worst had happened and that Gordon would never come home again?

“There you are, Miss,” Dilly said delightedly. “What did I tell you? The Master and Mr. Monty together, and both of them looking quite cheerful! . . . I must go and give that blessed cat another saucer of milk——” and she scurried away, looking as pleased as if someone had suddenly left her a fortune, but Jessica stayed where she was—afraid to move, until Kirby walked into the room, closing the door behind him before asking urgently,

“Does your mother know what has happened?”

Jessica could only shake her head, but her father gave a profound sigh of relief.

“Well, thank God, it’s not so bad as I feared— they say the boy will make a complete recovery, though it will take time, of course.” He suddenly shook his fist as if at an invisible foe. “But wait till I see that Winter fellow again—wait till I see him!… He’s got a broken arm already, but if he and I come face to face again, he won’t have a whole bone left in his confounded carcase——”

Jessica found her voice at last with a supreme effort.

“Then—it was Gerard—who knocked him down!”

Kirby nodded.

“But I’ll make him pay for it,” he thundered. “If he thinks he’s getting off scot-free just because he smashed his arm he’s made the mistake of his miserable life. If it costs me every shilling I’ve got, I’ll take him to court and show him up—insolent puppy that he is. Got the cheek of the devil! You should have heard the insulting way he spoke to Monty——”

Jessica smiled tremulously as she reminded him impulsively, “Well, you were not very polite to him yourself, this morning, dear, were you?”

Kirby’s clenched fist suddenly unclasped itself, and for a moment he looked like an abashed schoolboy before he spoke—with surprising emotion.

“That’s all over and done with, Jess, and though as yet I can hardly believe it myself, I owe more to that Man from Ceylon than I can ever repay——”

“To— Monty? “she whispered, incredulously.

Her father nodded. “Yes—to our Monty! . . . It was he who saved me from ruination when I made such a confounded fool of myself on the Exchange. And without letting me know a thing about it. Never would have done, either, I’ll bet my last bob, if that fool Winter hadn’t lost his temper and given the show away. He knew all the time, of course, and was just hoarding it up to have a bang at me when it suited him—he and his thieving brother between them! A pair of despicable crooks, that’s what they are! But I’ll get my own back—I’ll get my own back, you’ll see! “He suddenly collapsed into an armchair as if exhausted by his own eloquence. “Damned if I know why Monty did it,” he submitted. “Unless— the only reason I can think of, is that it was for Paddy’s sake, and because—unfortunately for her— and for all of you, if it comes to that—I happen to be her father——”

For Paddy’s sake! . . . when only that morning Paddy had admitted that their engagement was at an end—if, as she had so defiantly said, ‘It ever had a beginning.’

Kirby rose to his feet.

“I’ll just go and see your mother—and—Jessica-say a kind word to Monty when you see him. As I have already told you, we owe him more than we can ever repay——” He shook his grey head ruefully. “I never believed there was still such unbounded generosity in this upside down old world.”

Say a kind word to him! . . . Such a poor request when there was so much more in her heart that she had longed to say to Monty almost ever since they first met!

A kind word! . . .

When Kirby had gone, Dilly appeared again at the door, her face wreathed in smiles. “Mr. Monty says Mr. Gordon will be all right,” she said triumphantly. “What did I tell you, Miss Jessica? It was that black cat!…so I’ve just given him the bit of haddock that was left over from breakfast. And now I’m going to make some more tea! . . . Well, and you haven’t had yours after all! Never mind, I’ll make a fresh pot and bring it in here so you can all have some together,” and picking up Jessica’s neglected cup she departed this time singing with almost heraldic joy.

Say a kind word to Monty! . . .

Jessica saw him pass the window in the direction of the garage and heard him whistling with his usual cheeriness. Was he on his way to continue packing up his goods and chattels as he had called it? and was he still determined to leave Kirlou?

Say a kind word to him! . . .

For a moment she still hesitated, before hurrying from the room and across the garden.

Yes, he was still packing up! . . . ramming things haphazard into a half-filled case but still whistling as if he hadn’t a care in the world. As perhaps he hasn’t, Jessica thought helplessly, but he turned when he heard her footstep and smiled.

“All’s well with the world,” he told her. “The doctor—not your friend the great Barker, but the hospital chap—has assured us there is no cause for serious alarm, though it will be some time before Gordon will be up and about again—and perhaps on his way to Australia,” he added with calm deliberation.

There was a brief silence before Jessica spoke.

“And—will you go with him?”

Monty rammed a pair of shabby boots into a corner of the case before he replied. “Looks like it! . . . there’s nothing to keep me here, now, is there? Though the Guv’nor has, so to speak, offered me the freedom of the City.”

She moved a step nearer to him. “Monty—there is something I want to say to you—something— father has told me of your—your wonderful—generosity to him—to all of us—and I want to thank you. With all my heart I want to thank you, and if—if there is anything I can do to—to show my gratitude. . . .” Her voice faltered and died away, and Monty said with gruff emotion,

“There is only one thing you could do—and that, I know, is the last thing in the world you could or would ever wish to do—care to hear what it is? “he enquired with a faint smile, and then as Jessica whispered, “Yes, please tell me,” he caught her hand.

“Say that you love me—and will be my wife— though I know it’s asking the impossible.”

“And—Paddy? “Jessica said quietly.

He let her hand go.

“Oh—Paddy! . . . That was just a foolish impulse on both sides. I am nothing to her, or she to me— which is why, in spite of your father very kindly requesting me to stay on as a—perhaps not quite so unwanted a guest today—I have refused.”

“And if—I ask you to stay? “she said steadily.

Monty looked at her with a grim smile.

“Just to show your—gratitude?” he submitted hardily, and then she took bis hand as she replied,

“No—because—I shall never be happy again—if you leave me.”

They looked at one another in complete silence for a moment before Monty said,

“I think I loved you from the first moment we met, Jessica.”

Jessica looked almost beautiful as she answered, “You only—think you loved me?—when I am quite sure that I have always loved you—Oh—Monty!”

For his arms were round her, holding her fast—his face pressed to hers—as he whispered over and over again,” My love—my own! . . . my dearly beloved.”

And then, as if in urgent apology for the way the moments had dragged away on leaden feet that afternoon, they now seemed to fly on golden wings, until Jessica gently tried to disengage herself from his embrace.

“What will the family say? “she asked in happy confusion.

Monty laughed. “Who cares? “he submitted.

“And—will you still go to Australia?”

“I’ll—stay here—go anywhere, do anything that will make you happy,” he answered.

They fell guiltily apart as Dilly’s voice called from the house. “Miss Jessica? Mr. Monty! . . . Tea is ready.”

“Don’t tell the family— not today,” Jessica pleaded. Monty drew her to him and kissed her lips.

“Haven’t I just said that I will do anything in the world that will make you happy—within reason,” he added warningly.

“I can never be happier than I am now,” she answered.

“Then two great minds think as one,” Monty told her. “Because I feel like—well, like Romeo and all the rest of the great lovers rolled into one—and then something over.”

Jessica raised her hands to her hair which she knew was somewhat ruffled. “Do I look all right? “she asked anxiously.

Monty saluted her with mock dignity as he assured her, “You look—as ever—the most beautiful girl in the world. . . .”

They walked back to the house a circumspect pace apart, to find that Kirby had already helped himself to a cup of tea and a large slice of home-made, not very exciting looking cake.

“Paddy’s gone to the pictures,” he announced dubiously. “She said she wanted cheering up.” He looked at Monty with a faint attempt at his usual scowl. “Quarrelled?” he enquired tensely. “It wouldn’t surprise me if you have. Never thought you two were in the least suited——What do you say, Jess?”

“I’m going to take a cup of tea to mother,” Jessica told him, and she hurried away—happy, so happy— her heart flooded with sunshine which she felt could never again be clouded over.

When she had gone, Kirby looked at Monty. “I am not an eloquent man—never was!” he said not quite truthfully, “and—when I was a boy at school the thing I most abominated was having to learn Shakespeare—but—oddly enough—and this will probably amuse you—there is one bit of his stuff I have always remembered, heaven alone knows why! and it is— though for the life of me I can’t remember the chap who is supposed to have said it—‘Beggar that I am, I am even poor in thanks, but I thank you from the bottom of my heart’. See what I’m driving at?” he enquired with gruff emotion.

Monty took his hand in a hard grip.

“And I thank you, too—from the bottom of m y heart,” he answered.

Kirby stared at him.

“What the devil for? “he demanded. “Unless— oh, it’s for young Paddy, I suppose?”

Monty hesitated—and then deliberately,

“No—it’s Jessica,” he admitted. “Jessica! And it always has been. I can’t explain now—but I felt I must tell you, knowing you would for the present treat it in absolute confidence. It’s her wish, as well as mine——”

Kirby stared even harder.

“Well, I’ll be damned! “he ejaculated, and then smacking Monty hard on the shoulder, “Damned and delighted—” he declared. “Made for each other, you and she! That’s what I’ve always thought, believe it or not! Though what the devil we shall do without her . . .” He shook his head despondently, but was quickly smiling again as he repeated even more forcibly than before—” Well, I’ll be damned!”

* * * * *

For the next few days life seemed to be crowded with one event after another—the most important being, so Dilly insisted, that the black cat calmly refused to return to wherever he had come from, and settled down at Kirlou’ as if he owned the darned house’, so Kirby protested, though as a matter of fact he took an immediate fancy to the new arrival, and on one occasion actually returned from London with a mysterious package under his arm which he solemnly announced were “Sprats for Inky,” the name which Monty had chosen for the ‘new lodger’, as he called the cat. To Jessica, however, the most important event of all was that Monty calmly unpacked his belongings once again, announcing that he was’ staying put—like the cat’ —at any rate for the time being.

“What does that mean? for the time being? “Jessica enquired anxiously, but as they were not alone, Monty’s only reply was a smile and a “Wait and see.”

Over at Chipham Hospital Gordon was slowly recovering from his injuries, though when Jessica went to visit him, she was shocked by his appearance, in spite of the fact that he assured her cheerfully that he had no intention whatever of seeking a permit to depart for the Better Land for many years to come, and that he would lay her any odds she liked that before many months he would be on his way to Australia.

Perhaps the most surprising thing of all was that Mrs. Mansfield, instead of collapsing when she was ‘told of Gordon’s accident, seemed to take a new lease of life, and insisted upon leaving her room and being driven over to the Hospital, from which she returned looking brighter and more cheerful than she had done for some time.

“If, after all he has suffered, my dear boy can laugh and make up his mind to get well,” she said with some emotion, “it is the least I can do to follow his example.”

“A wonderful woman, your mother,” so Kirby said to Jessica, and then, after the slightest hesitation, “do you know what is in my mind? . . . that as soon as Gordon is able to travel, we all take a trip to Australia. I’m not as young as I was—and— well, I’ve had a surprisingly good offer to sell my business —with a life interest—and a complete change would do us all good. What do you think?”

“And— Kirlou? “Jessica asked, quickly.

Kirby shrugged his shoulders.

“Let it—or shut it up. Selby will never come back to live here—he means to settle in London when he leaves Cambridge at the end of the summer—and as you’re to be married——” He broke off with a whistle a of dismay, “Now I’ve let the cat out of the bag, I suppose!”

Jessica flushed sensitively.

“Did—Monty tell you? I asked him not to—at least, not yet—because of Paddy.”

“Oh—Paddy!” her father submitted. “She’ll fall on her feet whatever happens. I expect if the truth’s known, she’s found another boy friend already, judging by the way she keeps racing off to London.” He patted Jessica’s cheek. “I don’t know anything that has pleased me more than the fact that you and Monty mean to fix things up. I’ll even go so far as to say that I believe you’ll be as happy together as your mother and I have been—and still are! . . . and that’s saying a mouthful. Look here——” He stopped speaking abruptly as Paddy entered the room looking her prettiest and smoking a cigarette.

“News for the family,” she announced cheerily. “I’ve got a job—just the sort I’ve always wanted— with a Film Company. Not that I know a thing about it, but the producer man—Richard Ambrose his name is, seems pretty sure he can make something of me. Anyway, there’s no harm in trying, is there? “she submitted.

“With a Film company!” Kirby ejaculated. “What in the world will your mother say?”

Paddy laughed. “I’ve told her, and she’s quite pleased—perhaps she thinks that in a week or two she’ll see my lovely face placarded all over the place side by side with Laurence Olivier or someone. Anyway, it’s all settled and I start tomorrow—but I shall have to live in London—Richard says he can find rooms for me with a maiden aunt of his, so you needn’t be afraid I shall run completely wild.”

“So you call the man by his Christian name already, do you? Well, I’ll be damned,” Kirby ejaculated. “I must have a word with your mother about this,” and away he went.

Paddy looked after him with amused eyes.

“And what do you think, my dear sister?” she enquired.

Jessica shook her head. “If you’ll be happy and make a success—as somehow I am sure you will— that’s all that matters,” she said a little sadly.

Paddy echoed her words meaningly. “And if you’re happy and make a success—as somehow I am sure you will—that is all that matters too——” She smiled a little uncertainly. “Yes, I know all about you and the Man from Ceylon! “she admitted lightly. “I wasn’t spying—but—last night I saw you with him in the garden—just after supper, and—well! . . . no need to say any more, is there? except—that I wish I had half your luck, to be going to marry a man I—really—care for. No, don’t say anything,” she urged as Jessica would have spoken. “I know I made a complete fool of myself—about Peter—but that’s all over!…By the way, his wedding is next week, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“But I shall not be there—to give him my blessing,” Paddy said fippantly.

She lit a fresh cigarette with a trembling hand, before remarking with forced carelessness, “Well, perhaps some day, the answer will be in the Box Office! . . . and I shall be making ten thousand a year—if it is true that the day of miracles is not yet over——”

Her voice broke, and she forcibly flung the freshlylit cigarette into the grate. “Oh, damn everything, as the Guv’nor says,” she cried passionately, and ran from the room. ...

Jessica and Monty strolled round the garden together again that evening in the gathering dusk unashamedly—hand in hand this time—for Monty had quietly insisted that their engagement should at last be made ‘front-page news’, as he called it, though to his amazement nobody seemed particularly surprised, and Mrs. Mansfield calmly admitted that Kirby had already told her, “Of course in the strictest confidence. You see, we have never kept anything secret from one another.”

“And you take a lesson from that, my girl,” Monty warned Jessica with pretended severity when they were alone.

It was a lovely evening—with a new moon smiling down at them from a cloudless sky as they talked of the future, and Jessica told him of her father’s suggestion that the entire family should take a trip to Australia as soon as Gordon was able to travel.

“Which should be quite soon, according to the doctor’s latest report,” Monty said.

Jessica sighed. “I don’t think I—really want to go,” she admitted, regretfully. “I—can’t bear the thought of leaving home—and everything I have lived with so long, though I know it would do mother good—and Gordon is still so keen about it.”

Monty drew her hand through his arm.

“We’re not going, Miss Mansfield,” he announced calmly. “We’re staying here in Kirlou—and if the Guv’nor really likes the life when he gets to the back of Beyond and makes up his mind to stay, as I believe he will, I shall offer to buy the house from him and make it our permanent abode.”

Jessica looked at him with wide-open eyes.

“Buy—Kirlou I” she gasped. “But—I thought you’d—spent most of your money—helping us! Not that I mind if—like me—you haven’t a penny in the world of your own.”

Monty laughed. “I’m not as broke as you imagine,” he admitted calmly. “But telling a tale of poverty suited me at the time—for reasons you will probably understand. Anyhow, if you think you could still tolerate an existence in Kirlou with this unpaying guest—though I suppose henceforth he will be obliged to pay!—there is nothing I could possibly prefer.”

There were tears of happiness in Jessica’s eyes.

“Oh— Monty!” she whispered. “It would be just—heaven.”

Monty drew her to him and kissed her.

“There is one other point,” he announced in business-like fashion. “I have discussed the question with Dilly, and she is delighted at the thought of staying on with us. Apparently she shares my belief that the family will migrate and was wondering what would become of her—so out of pure kindness of heart I asked how she would enjoy waiting on the Man from Ceylon— and his beloved wife, naturally—” and then as Jessica would have spoken—” One moment! . . . there is yet another condition to which I sincerely hope you will agree—to which as your lord and master I shall insist that you agree——”

Jessica laughed. “As if I would dare to refuse to do anything you ordered me to do? What is it, Monty?”

“That the great Inky also remains—unpaying guest as he is.”

“As if I should think, of turning him out!” she protested, and then, “Oh Monty—meeting you is like something you read about in books, and never dream it can happen in real life, isn’t it?”

Monty drew her into his arms, regardless of the fact that they were passing the kitchen window and that Dilly was probably watching them.

“And like the ending to all the best books—so I am told—as I am not a prolific reader—” he said with profound emotion— “We shall live happily ever after!”

The End
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