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CHAPTER 1
A
T MIDNIGHT JENNY VLEEDAM
was awake and haunted by things she hadn’t done and now would never have a chance to do, when the telephone rang. She knew that it was Peter calling her for he called at odd hours, any time; she also knew that this, now, was the time to refuse to answer.

On the other hand it might be the time when Peter said, I love you, I was wrong. She couldn’t stop herself, she lifted the receiver and Peter said, “Jenny?”

Her common sense said, hang up. She said, “Yes, Peter.”

“Jenny, I need you.”

She couldn’t believe it. Suppose she hadn’t answered! Yet this was not like Peter, who never needed anybody. She reined in her galloping imagination.

Peter said rapidly, “We’re at the house on the Sound. Cal will bring you. I’ve just talked to him.”

Something was very different; this was not at all as she had imagined it might be sometime. Caution and a sense of disappointment laid their bony hands upon her.

Peter said, “Did you hear me?”

“
Why
?”

“I knew I could count on you. Cal said he’d stop by to pick you up in twenty minutes.”

“
Count
on me?”

“Fiora,” Peter said, “has had an accident.”

Good, Jenny thought, disappointment now sharp; I hope it’s nothing trivial. Humane instinct prevailed, however. She said, “I’m sorry. What kind of accident?”

“An accident with a gun.”

For a second Jenny didn’t quite take it in. Then she sat up with a jerk. “
What happened
?”

“Cal will call for you.”

“Peter! Is she badly hurt? What does the doctor say?”

“We haven’t had a doctor.”

There was something here that was altogether unreasonable.

“
Why not
?”

“Jenny, all I’m asking you to do is come.”

“No, I can’t,” Jenny said, surprising herself.

There was a little pause. Then Peter said slowly, “I didn’t expect that from you. You’re my wife—”

“I’m not your wife! I was your wife for two years. I’m not your wife now and haven’t been for over a year—”

“I thought you’d be willing to help me. I’m sorry I called you.”

“But what can I do! Peter, if you’d only tell me what happened!”

There was a moment’s silence. Then Peter said, “I don’t exactly know.”

“But—why haven’t you called a doctor?”

Peter’s voice became hard and decisive; it was his business voice, barking out orders. “Because a doctor must report it to the police. If Fiora should die they’ll say it’s murder and I did it.”

The everyday, common-sense world gave itself a quake and slid away from her. She couldn’t even speak.

“Will you come, Jenny?” Peter said. It was now his private and personal voice, warm and to Jenny almost irresistible.

She made a vast effort and got words out. “Peter, you’ve got to get a doctor. You can’t
let
her die. Peter—”

“Cal will bring you,” Peter said, acutely sensing her surrender and nailing it as a promise then and there. He hung up.

After a moment she reached out and turned on the bedside lamp but instead of reassuring her with its everyday look the room merely put a factual stamp on Peter’s words, as if it said, yes, I heard it, too.

She began to reason with herself. It was clear that Peter had made one of his concrete hard decisions to keep the police out of whatever had happened; yet it was also clear that if Fiora had been seriously hurt he would have called a doctor. So Peter’s talk of a possibility of Fiora’s death and himself being accused of murder must arise from his habit of looking ahead to every contingency and taking steps to avert disaster—in this instance merely scandal and headlines.

There was still something that was puzzling though and not consistent with Peter’s character as she knew it. So, obviously there was something he had not told her. There was in fact much that he had not told her.

Suppose, she thought suddenly, it was not an accident. Suppose Fiora had shot herself. She dismissed that at once. Fiora would never have intentionally shot herself. Not Fiora, who held onto her possessions and the things she took, such as a husband she had taken from another woman, herself, Jenny Vleedam. Although to do Fiora, and indeed Peter, justice, Jenny had made the taking too easy. But Peter had told her too little. She wouldn’t go to Peter’s—and now, for a whole year, Fiora’s—house on the Sound. It was a preposterous request of Peter’s.

She was still not going to go as she threw things into a dressing case. She was not going to go when she thought of the drafty corridors of the house and tossed a heavy sweater into the dressing case. But she would go. She had yielded and Peter had acutely known that she would yield.

In any event, John Calendar would be there; Cal had a level head. But so had Peter, she thought with a little chill; perhaps for some reason Peter really did need Cal.

Peter had certainly said, “Jenny, I need you.” She was perfectly helpless. She dressed with the swift precision her newly adopted profession had given her. She zipped up a simple but very smart beige wool dress which she had bought for almost nothing because it was a model dress and because her employer liked his models to be smartly dressed; there was always the chance that someone might recognize them.

Peter had been indulgent and interested in her job. He would telephone to ask how she was getting on. Sometimes he would telephone for information: what was the name of the vet who gave Skipper his distemper shots? What had she done with the Christmas card list? These were domestic details which Jenny had to steel herself to answer. Sometimes he would telephone merely to talk: he’d had a terrible cold; there was a threatened rail strike. There were times when she felt sure that Peter must miss her.

He’d sent her flowers on their wedding anniversary. She hadn’t cried over them but she hadn’t thrown them out, either. He’d sent her small gifts from time to time and she’d kept them. The only thing she had stood firm about was seeing him; he’d asked her to lunch, he’d asked her to meet him for cocktails, once in a while when he was caught by business in New York, he’d asked her to dinner. She’d had the strength of mind to refuse those invitations and it had been now some months since he had offered one. In fact, it struck her, there had been longer intervals lately between his telephone calls. But she still had almost an obsession about the telephone. She would leave a movie, hurry home, sure that the telephone was ringing. It never was; yet again, unexpectedly, at any time Peter would telephone to her, his familiar voice making her heart turn over.

She hadn’t seen him though since the stunned days before their divorce and now she was going to see him. The cold fact was that she’d walk through fire for Peter and Peter knew it. Suppose, now, she tried to get Peter back! She had never once tried to do that. Instead she had taken herself instantly out of his house and, she had determined, out of his life. She had herself demanded a divorce, which now seemed incredible. A hurt lasted but pride was a cold companion. She knew when it was too late that it might have been wiser to wait, pretend not to see, and hope that his infatuation for Fiora was only that. But suppose now she fought Fiora as she had never done!

She sat with a brush in her hand, staring at nothing while her mind leaped ahead as if it had long ago formed a course of action. Why not discard scruples and conscience? Why not conquer her own betraying pride? First, though, no matter what might happen later, she must see just what was the situation of which Peter had told her so little. She brushed her dark hair and as she put on lipstick the buzzer sounded from the vestibule below. She ran to the tiny wall telephone and shouted into it. “Yes, Cal, I’ll be right down.”

She clicked up the little earpiece. She pulled out her very smart, very elegant red tweed coat—which was a little thin for the raw spring night but oh, very smart and gay. She felt as if she were putting on armor for a duel. She snatched her handbag and dressing case and let herself out of her apartment.

It was later than she had thought for the apartment house was silent as the dead and the drone of the automatic elevator sounded loud. When she reached the small foyer, bare except for its rank of mailboxes, John Calendar was standing there, facing the elevator door as it opened.

For reasons of economy the light in the foyer was always dim and Cal looked somehow extra tall, his features sharpened by the shadows. He also looked, curiously, angry. “So this is where you’ve been hiding,” he said.

“I haven’t been hiding.”

“This dump.”

“It’s clean and inexpensive. It’s perfectly respectable.”

He eyed her. “You’re very thin.”

“I’m all right. I have a job and—”

“What kind of job?”

“I’m a fashion model. I started as a saleswoman. I work for Henri et Cie.”

“A model!”

“Don’t be a snob! It’s a good and hard-working job. Oh, I don’t photograph well enough to earn a big salary. But it’s a steady salary.”

“But Peter told me—” He stopped, thought for a moment and said, “Does Peter know that?”

“Oh, yes. Shall we get started?”

He had politely pulled off his hat although he made no move to shake hands with her. The hat had made a rim upon his stubborn brown hair. He had the slender but strongly featured face of a New Englander, determined nose, reserved mouth, good, high forehead. It was a reticent face although a smile lit it like the warmth of a fire on a winter day. He was not smiling now. “Of course you know you’re not going up to the house. I just came to tell you.”

“What—oh, but I am, Cal.”

“I’ll go. You stay here.”

“Peter wants us.”

His mouth tightened. Then he said with chilling truth, “You’re a fool if you go up there. It’s preposterous, Peter’s asking you to come. I’ll go and see what the hell kind of mess it is, but you’re going to stay out of it.”

She pulled her scarlet coat tighter around her and started for the door. Cal caught her arm and whirled her back to face him. “Jenny,” he said honestly, “look at the facts, brutal if you like, but facts. Peter left you for another woman.”

“He didn’t. I left him.”

“Because you found out about Fiora. You’re divorced—”

“I asked for the divorce.”

“And you’ve wished a thousand times you hadn’t! Now some damn thing has happened. All Peter would say was something about a gun and that if Fiora dies he’ll be accused of murder. Now—” His face softened. “Now you mustn’t take all that to heart, Jenny. Peter’s only looking at all the angles, including the worst one. He’s not going to be accused of murder! I doubt if Fiora is really hurt. But asking you, his former wife, to come and help him out of some jam he and his second wife have got into—
no
.”
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