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The Dutiful Wife

Julia Elton paused and looked about her with a critical eye. She was engaged in the work which of all others she loved: gardening. She was in fact a gardener. Not a professional gardener, which after all is only the external accident of following a trade. But a gardener by nature and spirit. She kept the flower garden at Chalfont almost single-handed, being jealous of the interference of the man employed for the purpose. She loved her plants, and the plants seemed to appreciate her feelings, for they throve at her touch. From their vigorous thrusting life she derived inspiration and strength, and when anxiety filled her mind, as at present it did, she found that to get down to the earth was an unfailing tonic and relief.

Today was the 25th of March, Lady Day, and on Lady Day when the weather and other circumstances permitted, Julia invariably began the pruning of her roses. This afternoon was warm and spring-like and she had no engagements, so she took advantage of it to follow her custom. She found relief in her work as she bent over the bushes, snipping and trimming and paring. Though she did it in the hope that the season’s bloom might—if possible—surpass her triumph of the previous year, yet she had a subconscious feeling that she was helping her friends the trees by leaving them just that growth which would enable them to put forward their best efforts.

She was lucky, as she often told herself, to be mistress of Chalfont and to have such a garden to work in. The house stood on the lower slopes of the North Downs, not far from Dorkford, that attractive Surrey town lying little more than twenty miles south-west of London. Sheltered by the Downs from north-east winds, it looked south across the valley to the Green Sand ridge of pine-clad hills which stretched eastward from Leith Hill. The road ran above and behind the house, and in front there was first a terrace and then a tennis court. The terrace had been made at the best vantage point, and very charming was the view. In the lower right-hand corner of the little estate was the garden. It was not formally separated from the terrace, but beginning with clumps of small shrubs, grew more intensively flower garden as it proceeded westward towards its holy of holies—the greenhouse just inside the boundary fence.

But though the lines for Julia Elton had thus fallen in what most women would call outstandingly pleasant places, she had not always enjoyed a sheltered life. Indeed, she had known both poverty and hardship.

Her father had been a captain in His Majesty’s Navy, and she had been brought up in a comfortable home in the Isle of Wight, knowing all the ‘right’ people, and with money for all reasonable requirements. When she was twenty she had married Captain Langley, a retired army officer with private means, who lived the rather idle life of a country squire not far from Dorkford. She had one child, Mollie, a sturdy urchin, who grew to be a good looking, competent and entirely estimable girl, with more character than either her father or mother. Then when Julia was thirty-six and Mollie fifteen, their first serious trouble descended upon them. Bertram Langley was killed while driving alone in his car.

Her misfortunes did not stop there. When Langley’s affairs were gone into it was found that he had been living on his capital and had left little more than a crop of debts. Indeed it was whispered—though never proved—that this situation had been the cause of his accident.

It was then that hard times had descended on Julia and Mollie. Julia had a little money, just enough to keep a very thin roof over their heads. She looked for work, and because she had no training, without success. She had admirable social gifts and could hold her own in any company, but she could find no way of turning these assets into money.

In the end she took rooms in Dorkford, where she tried to make a few shillings by organizing charitable and other functions, while Mollie studied shorthand and typing against the day when she could enter an office. For a year and more they existed in this way and then their horizon became slightly wider.

One morning Julia received a letter from the head of the principal firm of solicitors in Dorkford, saying that he would esteem it a favour if she could call at his office at any time suitable to herself to discuss a matter of business. Richard Elton at this time was a man of about fifty, wealthy and prosperous and the owner of this charming property of Chalfont. He was unmarried and lived alone except for a nephew, who was a junior partner in the firm. She had met him on different occasions during her husband’s lifetime, but had never taken to him. His manners were dry, his small talk nonexistent, and though his reputation for professional competence stood high, he was too hard a bargain-driver and too close in money matters to be a favourite.

Later that day Julia called to see him. He received her with courtesy, apologizing for sending for her instead of going to see her, and explaining that he had done so because he believed it was what she would have preferred. Promptly he stated his business. He was, he said, giving a dinner and dance to some people from Town, and he wondered if she could see her way to be present and organize it for him. His aunt was coming down and would act as hostess, but she was too infirm to undertake the arrangements. Julia would have to be at Chalfont for twenty-four hours to cover early arrivals and late departures. The fee would be five guineas and she would have a free hand and undisputed authority. There was a polite invitation to Mollie to accompany her mother.

Julia was overwhelmed. The money would be a tremendous boon, while the function she believed she might enjoy. But she did not agree too quickly. She asked a number of questions spent some time in apparent consideration, and finally, said she would undertake it. Elton was obviously pleased declaring that he felt much indebted to her.

Under Julia’s guidance the affair was a success. Not a hitch took place in the arrangements, and she managed to induce an easy informality which people enjoyed. Richard Elton was most appreciative, and Mollie brought her pleasing tales of complimentary remarks she had overheard.

A few weeks later the proceedings were repeated, again with satisfaction to all concerned, and then came an invitation to Julia and Mollie to dine, a small family affair, ‘just Jeff and myself’, as Richard put it. Jeff was the nephew who lived with him.

As this was obviously a purely social event and carried no fee, Julia hesitated. She was not, she felt, in a position to accept hospitality. Then she thought that Richard had been very nice to her and that it would be churlish to refuse. She had little idea of what was in his mind as she wrote her pleasantly worded reply.

During the meal she felt a slight constraint in the atmosphere. Richard was attentive and polite, but the austerity of his manners was always against him and tonight he seemed particularly absent, as if immersed in matters extraneous to the occasion. Jeff also seemed reserved, though he obviously did his best and kept up a running fire of fairly adequate conversation. The dinner was good, if a little too elaborate.

When they had finished, whether by accident or design Julia never knew, Jeff took Mollie off to the billiard room, leaving Julia alone with Richard. Immediately Richard’s manner grew positively distrait. He did not answer a number of Julia’s remarks—indeed, he did not appear to have heard them. Then he suddenly cleared his throat portentously and came to the business for which the meeting had apparently been arranged.

It was, in brief, a proposal of marriage. ‘I do most earnestly hope,’ he declared in his stilted way, ‘that you will not take offence at the somewhat unusual suggestion I am about to make. It is for a marriage of convenience. At my age I do not pretend to have fallen in love like an ardent young man, and I am well aware that I can hope for no more from you than toleration. I don’t know whether I can even get that. But apart from love, I think we have a great deal to offer each other. I am lonely and I cannot single-handed run my house and invite my friends to it. You could, if you would, solve these problems for me. On my part I could offer you and your daughter security, money, affection and a real respect. What do you say? Would you be willing to think it over?’

Julia was amazed. It was the last thing she had expected. Immediately she felt herself drawn in opposite directions. From one point of view here was the solution of all her difficulties. The nightmare problem of how she was to carry on, which would grow more pressing as the years passed, would vanish and be no more. Mollie’s future would be assured. Richard was an influential man, and her position as his wife would be unassailable. Chalfont was a gem of a house in an ideal setting, and there was a gorgeous garden. The advantages were enormous, and the more she considered them the greater they appeared.

The proposal indeed had only one drawback: Richard himself. She did not and never could love him, and then he had only asked for toleration. Her heart softened towards him as she thought of his humility, though she wondered if she could give him even this negative regard. Then she thought she could. His proposal after all was for a business contract, and there she should be secure.

The scheme of course carried its obvious danger. Suppose she married him and then fell in love with someone else? Well, if that happened she would have to suffer. There could be no accepting what he offered and failing to pay the price. But it was unlikely that she should fall in love again. For her that experience was past.

In the end it was the advantage to Mollie which decided the issue. Julia had told Richard that she would take a week to think the matter over, and at the end of the time she had decided to accept. She would be absolutely honest with him; she would tell him exactly what her feelings towards him were, and if he still wished to marry her she would agree, giving him a straight deal as far as in her lay. He did still wish to carry on and a few months later they were married.

She soon found that her forebodings had been justified. She did indeed receive the benefits she had been promised, but the price was heavy. Before long, she disliked Richard more even than she had feared. Though upright and honourable according to his lights, he was narrow in outlook, censorious in expression, and terribly hard. He had indeed something of the Puritan in his composition, though without the strength and genuine goodness of the Puritans’ religion.

What irked Julia more than anything else was his suspicion. She had never given him the slightest cause for it, and yet it was there. He watched her unceasingly. She even imagined, though she could not prove it, that he employed the butler to watch her. She kept on reminding herself that the arrangement was a business one, and so long as the contract was fulfilled, she could not complain.

She now saw more clearly his object in the marriage. Gradually indeed she learned his entire history. He was ambitious, was Richard Elton. His first goals had been professional success and money. These he had obtained. He was not merely the head of his firm, Elton, Ridgeway and Elton. Rather he was the firm itself, for Ridgeway was dead, and Jeff Elton, the other partner, besides being his nephew, was too junior to do anything except what he was told.

Having achieved all that was possible in his business life, Richard’s desires turned to social advancement. For this he laid his plans with his accustomed thoroughness. His first move was to buy Chalfont and his second to engage a butler. He had selected a man named Croome, who had been for years with a titled family and had lost his job through the death of his employer. Croome was tall and thin with a dark hatchetty face, in whose manner imperturbable dignity and a persistent grievance seemed to be waging a continual struggle for the mastery. But even Chalfont and Croome got Richard little further. He needed a wife before he could entertain as he thought necessary, and he began a careful search for the right woman. Twice he found the very person, and twice the lady had other views. Then Captain Langley’s death turned his attention to Julia, and when he learnt of her reduced circumstances and that she was moving into Dorkford, he felt that his search was over.

For a year he waited, feeling firstly that too precipitate an approach would defeat his purpose, and secondly, that the more experience Julia had of poverty, the more desirable his proposal would appear. On both points, she told herself grimly, he had been right.

In spite of its drawbacks, the marriage had not been unsuccessful, though in one matter Julia felt she had failed her husband. Though she had run his weekends and his dinners admirably, she had not made him personally popular. It was of course his own fault. His hardness, his self-seeking, his unpleasant voice and his not too gracious manners were against him. People accepted his invitations because they liked Julia and were made comfortable, but with their host they never grew intimate.

But Richard’s personality was not the only worry which preyed on Julia’s mind. Another was Jeff, who lived with them permanently.

Jeffrey Elton was the son of Richard’s only brother, now dead. He was an inoffensive young man, rather pleasant indeed in the house, though with one curious trait. He was extraordinarily secretive. A year after her marriage Julia felt that she knew him no better than on the first day. She did not suspect him of having guilty secrets: he was equally mysterious about everything. But this excessive reserve irritated her.

This in itself was of little importance. What troubled her was that he seemed more than a little attracted to Mollie and that Mollie apparently appreciated his devotion. Julia wanted no entanglement with such an unknown quantity.

At this time, a year or so after her marriage, Mollie herself had become rather a worry. Mollie, now eighteen, was Julia’s greatest joy in life. She was affectionate and warm-hearted and gratifyingly fond of her mother. But though Julia had considered the changed outlook for Mollie one of the chief advantages of her marriage, Mollie was evidently not happy at Chalfont. She actively disliked her stepfather, and though she was always polite to him, her antagonism often made itself felt. Moreover her training for a job made her discontented with an existence in which games and parties were the chief items.

Julia at length had it out with her and found that what she wanted was to go in for journalism. They discussed the idea interminably, and it ended in Mollie’s getting a position on a ladies’ paper. She had to live in Town, though she was able to return home for weekends.

Time now began to pass uneventfully and it brought slow changes to the Chalfont household. The most obvious was in Richard Elton himself.

After a couple of years of effort to achieve popularity among the influential people of the district, Richard had tacitly acknowledged his defeat and given up striving. Julia was sorry for him, though she could do nothing about it. The fault was his own. He seemed to realize this, and to his credit he never attempted to blame her for his failure. But he did become bitter and sardonic in manner: often hurtful in the things he said, though Julia believed he did not mean it. It had the effect of throwing her even further in on herself and making her more and more lonely.

About this time Richard took a decision which drew them still further apart. It happened that his firm had been employed in an important case of infringement of patent rights in a newly discovered chemical process. The evidence was involved and highly technical, and Richard had to work up a good deal of the chemistry he had learnt at school and subsequently forgotten. He had always liked chemistry, and now he found it so interesting that when the case was over, he decided to carry on his studies as a hobby. Accordingly he built a small laboratory in the Chalfont grounds, and there he spent an increasing amount of his spare time. Julia at first hoped it might prove a bond between them. Though not particularly interested in the subject, she would have been glad to have helped in his work. Again she was disappointed. It merely meant that he spent less time in the lounge, and he never spoke of his experiments any more than of the details of his business.

Another three years passed and then a series of events took place which was to lead, though no one suspected it, to tragedy in the house of Chalfont.

The first of these was the episode of Mrs Pilkington’s emerald.

Mrs Pilkington was a flamboyant lady of uncertain age, the wife of a professional friend of Richard’s. The pair occasionally spent a weekend with the Eltons. She was a woman of strong views, downright of speech and impatient of opposition, though really good and kind at, heart. Julia liked her and was always glad when she came. Her husband was a small dried up, rather silent man, whose chief interest lay in old glass.

It happened that after dinner on Saturday the conversation turned to Richard’s chemical experiments, and Pilkington, though not an expert, expressed a wish to see Richard’s laboratory. Mrs Pilkington, who did not like to be left out of anything, seconded his request. Richard was obviously not too pleased, but he could scarcely refuse, and after some faintly deterrent remarks he led the way. Though he talked at length about what he was doing, Julia noticed that his customary lucidity was strangely absent. She could make neither head nor tail of his explanations, and she shrewdly suspected that his visitors were in no better case. However, they achieved an adequate show of interest, the party presently filed back to the house, and in due course everyone went to bed. They had not reached their rooms five minutes before Mr Pilkington called Richard.

‘I’m terribly sorry to make trouble,’ he said with a deprecating air, ‘but the fact is that something unfortunate has happened. Margot has lost an emerald, a rather valuable stone. She has just missed it, and I thought I should tell you at once, so that if you will be so good, we might have a search.’

The loss of jewellery is traditionally an unpleasant matter between host and guest, though in this case they were saved from embarrassment, as the question of theft could scarcely arise. Further inquiry showed that the stone had fallen from a brooch worn that evening by Mrs Pilkington. She had pinned on the brooch when dressing for dinner, and the stone had then apparently been firm; moreover, after dinner Julia herself had noticed it still in its setting.

If it had dropped out inside the house or the laboratory, they agreed that there should be no difficulty in finding it. But the path through the grounds connecting the two was a different proposition. Richard produced a powerful acetylene lamp and by its light they went over every inch of the way along which Mrs Pilkington had passed. They had no success.

Richard was very much upset and swore that he would find the stone if he looked for a month. Next morning the servants were taken into their confidence, a reward was offered, and the search was repeated: again without result.

It was not until that evening, nearly twenty-four hours after it was lost, that it turned up. Richard himself found it. It had slipped into one of his chemical vessels, and he had previously missed seeing it owing to its having rolled under one of the broken pieces of plastic with which the bottom of the vessel was covered. He appeared greatly relieved, though he never again referred to the matter.

It happened that just at this time events in the household and Richard’s reactions to them were cast into the shade. They were neither noted nor thought of in the light of the great world tragedy which was then inexorably unfolding. A week after the Pilkingtons’ visit Germany invaded Poland and Britain went to war.

This is not an account of the war, nor will any unnecessary reference be made to it, but its effect on the actors in the minor drama cannot be entirely disregarded. For a time the Elton household, like every other household in England, was overwhelmed by the disaster. Then as immediate hostilities did not follow, and as in these early days no one at Chalfont considered himself young enough to volunteer for the army, life returned gradually to something approaching normal.

Some four or five weeks after the declaration of war Richard had so far recovered his poise that he was able again to interest himself in his hobby. He now explained to Julia that he wanted an assistant to help in his experiments, and had engaged a man named Philip Harte. Harte was, he said, a man of good education and pleasant personality and had been recommended by a mutual friend, a Mr Pegram, the head of the chemical firm for which he had acted in the patent rights infringement case. Harte had been with the Pegram firm, but was leaving owing to a reduction of staff and so was looking for a job. Richard would like him to live in the house as one of the family, if Julia had no objection.

Julia had none. Her life at Chalfont was triste enough. Mollie was now away more than ever, and the addition to the household of a personable young man would be all to the good.

A fortnight later the newcomer appeared, and once again Julia’s heart sank. He was all that Richard had said. He had easy polished manners, a good flow of interesting small talk, and was always obliging and willing to help. Undoubtedly he was an acquisition, and yet—Julia disliked him from the first moment she saw him. She could not tell why. He was deferential enough to her, and never attempted the slightest liberty. Yet somehow she felt that she could not trust him. Then she told herself that she should not judge him, and tried to make up for it by being particularly nice to him.

He made no trouble in the household, slipping easily into their ways. He got on better with Mollie than with Julia. He evidently liked her, and she accepted his mild attentions as a matter of course. The only person he did not get on with was the butler, Croome. This Julia discovered by accident, overhearing Croome addressing him with but thinly veiled insolence. The remark produced a considerably sharper reply than Julia would have expected from the pleasant mannered chemist.

Richard obviously thought a good deal of Harte. He was more friendly to him than to the others; indeed, at times he was almost deferential, at least in as far as Richard could be deferential to anyone. Richard was taking his chemical hobby more seriously since Harte came, and spent more of his free time in the laboratory. They talked at meals about chemical matters and even joked together, a development so unlike Richard that Julia could scarcely believe her ears.

Another result of Harte’s appearance was that Jeff’s interest in Mollie, which seemed to have died down, now obviously revived. He sought her out and paid court to her in every possible way. Mollie did not actually encourage him; she pretended to take his dancing attendance as her natural clue, but Julia saw that she liked it. Not unnatural of course for a young girl.

Julia herself, indeed, had gradually become reconciled to Jeff Elton, or at least she had become accustomed to him. He was there in the house just as were the tables and chairs. He was certainly more responsive than a table or a chair, though not much. Now, rightly or wrongly, Julia had come to believe his reserve was a mere natural characteristic. All the same she hoped Mollie would not get really fond of him.

As the weeks passed the various members of the household became absorbed in war work. Richard spent half his time in Town at some mysterious job in Whitehall, Jeff and Croome were in the Local Defence Volunteers, Harte had joined the fire fighting service and Julia was knitting with urgent constancy. Mollie had put her name down for some form of service, but had not yet been called on, and was still in her post.

It was when matters were in this stage that the third event occurred which heralded the approaching tragedy. This also was the entry into Julia’s life of a man. This time his name was Frank Cox.
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The Ingenious Lover

Frank Brownrigg Cox was one of those men whose careers start with scintillating brilliancy at school and college, and then when they come up against the rough and tumble of life, peter out into mediocrity. Usually such persons have intellect but not character, though in Cox’s case the cause was rather to be looked for in the accident of birth. His father was well off, and when he died Frank found himself in possession of rather more than a competence. Work was unnecessary and he therefore did not do any. He settled down to enjoy life, but in his own way. He was too intelligent to join a set who lived for entertainment only. Instead he travelled, studying the life and thought of other countries, writing a few books which he had published but which did not sell, and discussing philosophies and isms with anyone who would spare him the necessary time. In 1914 a chance encounter brought him to the notice of one of the heads of the Intelligence Department, and there his particular twist of intellect came into its own and he did invaluable work in solving enemy ciphers and constructing codes for our own services.

When eventually he had knocked about enough, he decided to come home and take up a hobby which during his wanderings had grown more and more alluring. Seeing other countries had made him more content with his own, and his ambition now was to write a series of historical novels which should make known the past of his native county, Surrey. He therefore looked round for some congenial place which would prove a convenient centre and where he could work undisturbed.

He chose Dorkford, buying a cottage across the valley from Chalfont, and with almost as delightful a view. Though it was small and, his personal wants were modest, he made himself pretty comfortable. He redecorated the place from top to bottom, putting in costly and elaborate fittings. As household staff he engaged a discharged batman and his wife.

His life would have bored most people, but he found it thrilling. He spent a good deal of time in the British Museum obtaining data for his books and looking up references. Then he went to see the places where the events he read of had occurred. He walked over the routes his characters had trod and absorbed the scenery in which they had lived, in the hope of reproducing the atmosphere of their time.

Though retiring, Frank Cox was by no means a recluse. He was a member of a Pall Mall club, spent at least two afternoons a week on the golf links at Dorkford and frequently dined out. In appearance he was of medium height and build, with a good chin, blue eyes twinkling with intelligence, a high forehead and hair of a distinctly reddish tinge. He was upright and honourable in disposition, generous to those in need, and would take any trouble to help a friend. He was in his late forties and since the War had become A.R.P. Warden of his district.

One failing he had, though not indeed a very serious one. He was cursed with a fiery temper. At slight provocation it would flare up and for a moment he would rage like a thwarted tiger. But the storm passed quickly. He always regretted his outbursts, was quick to apologize if he thought himself in the wrong, and never harboured ill-feeling.

Richard’s firm had carried through the purchase of his house, and Richard had put him up for the local golf club. He had indeed asked him to lunch one day to meet the secretary. When Cox was settled in he had asked Richard and Julia to dine, and they had accepted. Since then he had once or twice attended the dances at Chalfont which Richard insisted on giving.

Julia had thus early made his acquaintance. She had liked what she saw of him, but had never really given him much thought. They had met perhaps half a dozen times, and had never had any personal or intimate conversation. Then just about the time at which Philip Harte came to Chalfont, they became more friendly.

Julia had taken the small car to Town, and on the way back the power had suddenly failed. She knew but little about cars, and when she had looked at her petrol gauge and had buried her head with ostrich-like effectiveness in the bonnet, she found she had exhausted her resources of first aid. She was standing a little disconsolately on the road, hoping that some miracle would produce a scout, when another car stopped and a man got out and came over. It was Cox.

‘In trouble, Mrs Elton?’ he asked, glancing at the open bonnet.

‘Oh, Mr Cox, I’m so glad to see you. You’re a friend in need. It’s stopped and I can’t do anything with it.’

‘I wonder if I can? I’m afraid I’m not much good about cars. May I look?’

He in turn buried his head in the bonnet. Then after some magic rites he said he believed it was the ignition, and that if so, it was beyond him.

‘Suppose you lock it up,’ he concluded, ‘and let me drive you to a garage, where you can give instructions about it.’

This seemed good advice and she agreed thankfully. He drove her to the garage she patronized, arranged her business, and took her home. It was close on teatime and she asked him to stay.

He did so and she enjoyed it. She took him round the garden and his appreciation went straight to her heart. Then with some hesitation he told her about his literary work. She felt this a compliment and drew him out on the subject. He warmed to her sympathy as if he too were lonely.

‘In connection with my work I’ve recently got hold of some rather interesting old engravings,’ he said presently. ‘Two or three go back to James the First’s time. They’re comical in a way, though I daresay the dresses? and all that are what were actually worn. But you can recognize all the backgrounds. This hill, for instance, behind your house appears in one of them, and there’s another which must have been sketched from where this house stands.’

‘I should like to see them.’

‘I was going to ask if you would come up some time and have a look at them,’ and again he spoke with a diffident hesitation which charmed her. ‘I would bring them down here, but they’re in biggish frames and it makes them a bit unwieldy.’

‘I’d love to go.’

‘That will be wonderful,’ he said gravely, and presently took himself off.

It was Julia’s loneliness which made this first confidential talk with Cox a notable event in her life. She found in him an understanding and a sympathy to which she had long been a stranger. And when in due course she went to see the prints, her feeling was strengthened.

It was only natural that before separating after this second meeting, they should arrange for a third. Julia meant nothing by it and in all probability neither did Cox. But their talk had been a pleasure to both and neither saw any reason why it should not be continued.

There was no reason of course—but the one. The third meeting was followed by others, and before either of them was aware of what was happening, the mischief was done. They had fallen in love.

Julia realized the truth with mixed feelings. One part of her was appalled and foresaw that nothing but misery could result; another was filled with an exulting happiness which far outweighed her forebodings. This was something she had never experienced before: something that neither of her marriages had given her. At her age—no less now than three and forty—she felt she was beginning to live. She told herself that it was absurd; but it was the truth.

For a time both of them tried to pretend that no fundamental change in their relations had taken place; then this grew impossible. Finally Cox put the matter into words, ‘We may or may not like it, Julia,’ he said with a whimsical smile, ‘but there is no use in trying to blink the fact: we love each other and will never be happy as we are. And no matter what trouble it may bring, I for one am more delighted and thankful about it than about anything else that ever happened to me in my whole life: far more than I can ever put into words. I feel as if for the first time I am living.’

This was so exactly Julia’s experience that she could only agree. Their discussion abruptly ceased to be introspective and became impassioned.

For Julia life now became more difficult than ever. She felt herself surrounded by inimical influences. Of the four men in the house, two were actual enemies and the other two potential. There was Richard, full of suspicion and constantly watching her. He would be merciless to such a break as she was making. There was Croome, now passively hostile, but awaiting, as she thought, only the opportunity to become actively so. Of the others she saw less. Philip Harte’s work kept him pretty constantly in the laboratory, but she was unpleasantly conscious of his sharp eyes following her about, and felt that he missed little of what went on. Jeff Elton was another problem. She had never yet discovered what he knew and what he didn’t know of the household affairs, but she had learnt that he also was anything but a fool.

Of course up to the present she and Frank had been discreet. From the beginning they had instinctively kept their meetings secret, except for occasional formal calls known to Richard and Croome, and during which they treated each other as the merest acquaintances. Their vital interviews took place in private rooms in obscure hotels in Town, and they were careful never to approach these together. But it was all terribly unsatisfactory. For a time they tried to live in the present, snatching such satisfaction they could out of these vital interviews. But both knew the situation could not last.

Then one afternoon an event took place which brought matters to a head. Their practice had been for Frank to arrive at the meeting place some quarter of an hour before Julia, and to remain for the same time after she had left. Today, a Wednesday, they had lunched at the Bellerophon Hotel, off Kingsway, and Frank had explained that he must leave a little early as he had an appointment with his dentist. To gain the maximum of time together, Julia had decided that on this occasion she would let him start first.

After duly waiting for the allotted period, she left the hotel to regain her car. A few yards from the door she noticed a man looking into a shop window. There was something vaguely familiar about him, though at first she could not place him. At that moment he glanced round, saw her, and immediately moved off in the opposite direction.

He had been quick, though just not quick enough. In that glance she had recognized him. It was her butler, Croome.

Had he not retreated so promptly, she would have assumed a chance meeting. But that almost guilty movement and the look of evil triumph on his dark, saturnine face gave him away. She felt certain he had been watching her. And if so, why? Surely there could be but one answer.

Cursing her stupidity in coming to Town on his free day, she turned into a telephone booth and rang up Frank at the dentist’s, whose name by a lucky chance he had mentioned. She insisted that the matter was serious, but he tried to reassure her, pointing out that even if Croome had seen him also, he could prove nothing.

All the same, Julia found the incident perturbing. She had never given much thought to Croome, though she had never liked him. Now she wondered if she had not underestimated him. He was undoubtedly an able man. He was not only an efficient butler, but a highly skilled mechanic and electrician. At his own request he did all the Chalfont house and electrical repairs and had fitted up a really excellent system of plug-in speakers in the various rooms. He ran a motor bicycle, and Hawthorne, the chauffeur, was not above asking his help if the cars gave trouble. On many occasions Julia had noted his ingenuity and resource.

She was aware that he, as he probably would have put it, reciprocated her antagonism. Why, she could not imagine, because she had always tried to be pleasant to him. Instinct also told her that he was vindictive and would injure her if he could. She wondered if she had put herself in his power. If this meeting were not accidental, and she could not believe it was, he must know about Frank. Such knowledge would not be allowed to lie fallow. Probably it would mean either a report to Richard or blackmail. She grew increasingly worried, particularly as the one thing she wanted most, to discuss it with Frank, was the one thing she must at all costs avoid.

A couple of days later, while she was still puzzling over this problem of meeting Frank, she received an unexpected letter. It was typewritten on a quarto sheet of good quality paper and read:

76, Wiverton Crescent,

St John’s Wood, N.W.8

21st March.

Mrs Elton,

Chalfont,

Victoria Road,

Dorkford.

MADAM,

In reply to your advertisement asking for historical pictures of the Dorkford area of Surrey, I happen to have one for disposal which might meet your requirements. It is 13 ins. x 19 ins. and represents King James I surrounded by a hunting party on Box Hill, near Dorking. It shows him at the point where the modern belvedere stands on the Burford Crag, which, as you know, is a lower spur of Box Hill; in fact, had the belvedere then been built, his throne might have been actually inside it. The contour of the hills, which remains unaltered, shows the position with accuracy. The engraving is in a state of excellent preservation except for part of the bottom margin and title. The day of meeting, Monday, remains, but the date has been torn off.

Should you be interested, you could see the engraving here at any time and no doubt we could agree on terms.

Yours faithfully,

(MRS) HILDA GLENDINNING.

For a moment Julia stared open-mouthed at this incomprehensible communication. She had never before heard of Mrs Hilda Glendinning, nor had she ever had anything to do with an advertisement about prints. Obviously, this was Frank’s handiwork, but why had he approached the lady on her behalf?

Then her heart grew lighter. Why, of course! They were to meet at her house! Clever!

But when? Slowly she reread the somewhat stilted sentences. No; it could not be that. There was no indication of either date or hour. Unless Monday was meant. But still, that did not cover the hour.

Probably he had left a note there for her arranging a further rendezvous. At all events the first thing was to make inquiries. She would go to Town that very afternoon.

She looked up her map of London to locate Wiverton Crescent, for she knew that St John’s Wood covered a considerable area. Then a cold breath of doubt assailed her. There was no Wiverton Crescent, neither in St John’s Wood nor in any other part of London.

For an hour she puzzled over the affair, and then light flashed into her mind. The letter was from Frank: from Frank himself. He must have given it the false address to confound unauthorized readers. And why that elaborate description of the belvedere on Box Hill? Simply because that was to be their meeting place. She knew the Burford Crag and the little open-fronted building placed to include the best view. An admirable spot for a meeting, at this time of year certain to be deserted. And the time was clear enough after all. Monday! Monday next, of course. And since the time was not mentioned, it could only be at the London hour: half-past twelve.

How like Frank, she thought tenderly. So ingenious, and yet so like a small boy in his love of mystery and intrigue and subterfuge! She wondered if she could play up to him, answering his letter after his own pattern. Then an idea occurred to her. What were the essential words of her reply? Belvedere, Box Hill, 12.30, Monday next.

She tore a half sheet from the back of a letter and wrote in a disguised hand:

Glendinning House.

Monday.

DEAR MAJOR COX,

What about the following additional solutions for your prize crossword?



	4  across	..............	Outlook

	7      "	..............	Chest

	21    "	..............	Mountain

	3  down	..............	Dozen

	8      "	..............	Demi

	16    "	..............	Moon

	24    "	..............	Proximo




Yours sincerely,

JOANNA BURFORD.

As she looked at this effusion, she felt that she had kept her end up. If it was not so hideously serious, it would be an amusing enough game.

But Monday, when it came, was not amusing, though Julia found her expedition grew more exciting the nearer she approached her destination. She started early in the small car, and having made a round through Horsley and Leatherhead, turned south and took the hill road at the back of the Burford Bridge Hotel. At the top near the closed restaurant she parked, and walking along the hill crest, reached the rendezvous just before twelve-thirty.

It was a really charming position. The belvedere, a small structure in discoloured white stone, was built as a diminutive replica of what is usually though incorrectly called the Temple of Vesta. It stood on a projecting spur of the hill with its back to the woods and its open front looking down on Dorking, with the Weald to the left, the valley and Green Sand Ridge to the right and Leith Hill straight in front. It was a view which Julia loved, and she had often before come up to see it, as well as the similar one from the larger outlook with the panoramic chart beyond the restaurant. It was true that the weather was not pleasant. A thin rain was falling which a cold wind drove searchingly along the slopes of the hill. But this was all to the good. On such a day no better secret meeting place could have been found.

Cox was waiting and as she entered he took her in his arms. For a moment she clung to him, then pushed him away.

‘No,’ she said, ‘we shouldn’t. Oh, Frank, what are we going to do? I don’t trust Croome. I’m sure he’ll make mischief.’

‘His being there might just have been an accident. You’ve no real reason to think he was following us?’

‘I’m certain of it; his manner was unmistakable,’ and she told her story in greater detail, ending up: ‘We were wrong to choose Wednesday. A day when he was engaged at Chalfont would have been safer.’

‘Well, this is not Wednesday.’

‘No, and we’re all right here. But in any case he’s gone up to Town today. He asked for and got special leave to meet a sister from South Africa, who was passing through on her way home to the North.’

‘Well, don’t let’s talk about him. If this has brought our little matter to a head, Julia, I for one cannot pretend to be sorry. I have been going to say something to you for a considerable time, and now I can’t put it off any longer. My dear, we can’t go on like this, or at least I can’t. After all I’m only flesh and blood, and I just can’t live when I only see you at long intervals and with all this stealth and secrecy. Julia dear, let us face it. Let us go to your husband and tell him the truth and ask him to release you. If he has any decency he’s bound to do it. Let’s give him the technical evidence so that you can get your divorce. Then we can be married.’

She was deeply moved. ‘Oh, Frank, it sounds heavenly. But you don’t know Richard. He’d never agree. He has strange views, you know, and one of them is about divorce. He’s got a complex about it.’

‘Not religious surely? He’s not a Catholic?’

‘No, I don’t think he’s anything. All the same he hates divorce. I think he imagines it would injure his solicitor’s practice.’

‘That’s nonsense.’

‘I’m not so sure. However, it doesn’t matter: he doesn’t think it’s nonsense, and if you knew anything about him you’d know that nothing that you or I could say or do would move him.’ 

It was not till this idea had been fully discussed and finally rejected by Julia that Cox made his second proposal. ‘Then if you won’t do that,’ he said, ‘there is an alternative. It’s one I hate to suggest, and if you don’t like it you’ve only to say so, and I’ll never mention it again. Would you—come away with me and—start a new life elsewhere? We could be very happy, Julia, even—without the divorce.’

She turned the proposal down, though not so decisively as he had expected. In fact, she seemed so undecided that presently he referred to it again. This time she discussed it in detail.

‘I don’t think we need consider it,’ she began, and again she spoke doubtfully. ‘We wouldn’t be happy. We might just at first, but the weight of the thing would be there on our minds and it would get us down. Besides, the need for this dreadful secrecy would be as great as ever, and we’d be at the mercy of any blackmailer.’

‘If after the War we went to the right country we wouldn’t have to keep out relations a secret.’

‘Yes, and what sort of people should we meet? Besides, Frank, there’s my bargain with Richard. I made it deliberately and with my eyes open. Richard has kept his part. How could I break mine?’

‘It was an iniquitous bargain.’

‘Oh no, it wasn’t. It was perfectly fair. He wanted a hostess and I wanted security. We were both satisfied.’

‘My dear, that’s just like you. But we must settle something. What you saw outside the Bellerophon also altered the position. We are definitely in danger now, and whether we like it or not, we must act.’

She knew he was right, but she could not make up her mind. It was not so much the plunge, though she feared that too. It was her innate honesty, which urged her that a bargain which one party has kept should not be lightly broken by the other.

‘Very well,’ he said at last, evidently realizing that they could not reach a decision that day. ‘I do understand your difficulty and that you must have more time to think it over. But it involves another meeting, and I for one won’t quarrel with that. It must be secret of course and I thought of a scheme in case we might need it. You told me you were giving a dance next Friday. Why not slip out during the time you’re supposed to be dressing and meet me for ten minutes in your summer-house?’

She considered this. ‘I think I could manage it,’ she said at last. ‘The house will be pretty full
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