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Starr Thayle knew she was going to dislike Rex Brandon even before she went to that party.
She said often and emphatically that the type of man he portrayed on the screen was anathema
to her: the professional-lover type. She wouldn't even admit his attraction. She asserted
continually that his tall, lean figure, his slightly crooked features, his laughing, mocking eyes
held no thrill for her. His style was the lovable cad who reformed gloriously before the fade-
out; the great lover of women finally conquered and made repentant by one sweet woman's
love. She didn't believe there were men like that. At least, if there were, she didn't believe they
ever reformed. And Rex Brandon played these roles so convincingly she couldn't disassociate
them and the man himself.

Three years ago when Rex Brandon first dawned on the movie firmament he was invariably
cast as the villain. He was almost too attractive to play the r6le of the good, honest hero.
Directors felt that the fascinating cad was more his style. Those were the days before villains
went out of date. When they did, things looked black indeed for Rex Brandon. But Stephen
Desmond, most brilliant of all young English directors, had an inspiration. Why not turn this
lovable rake into the hero? Not so very novel in literature, but an innovation on the talkies.
Women ate it up. Rex became the rage. The wickeder he was in the early scenes the more they
adored his final repentance. Women in their secret hearts have little use for the perfect hero,
though it wasn't until the sensational success of Rex Brandon that talkie directors discovered
this.

Starr Thayle was an exception. She repeated emphatically that she didn't like that type of
man. "Lounge lizard," she scoffed. "What can women see in him? Besides, it's perfectly
apparent to me the man is simply eaten with conceit!"

Starr wrote interviews and studio gossip for a Los Angeles newspaper. It was through the
same Stephen Desmond she had procured the post. Once she had been his secretary. And she
looked back on those days as the happiest in her life. What fun it had been helping him build a
picture right from the very beginning. She had thought she loved the work more than anything
else in the world. Then, one day, she awoke with a jolt to discover that it wasn't the work she
loved, but the man.

She made this startling discovery on the day that Stephen announced his engagement to Rita
Crane, the daughter of Oswald Crane, the big financier. That night Starr sat for a long time at
her bedroom window, staring up at a vast dome of starless blackness, seeing nothing, her eyes
bright with tears she wouldn't let herself shed.

"This," she said over and over again to herself, "has got to stop." She couldn't go on loving a
man who was engaged to another woman. That wasn't in Starr's code. And it was impossible
to keep seeing him and not love him. She'd have to give up seeing him, that was all. Which
meant she would have to resign her position as his secretary.



Starr never shirked anything once she had set her mind to it. She told Stephen Desmond of
her decision the very next morning. The young director was surprised and distressed. She was
an excellent secretary; besides, he genuinely liked the pretty, red-haired, vivacious girl who for
the past eighteen months had made herself almost indispensable to him.

"Look here, Miss Thayle," he said, 'I'm most awfully sorry. | thought we worked splendidly
together. I hope nothing I've done has upset you?"

A slight annoying flush stained Starr's pale face suddenly. She turned her head sharply
aside. "Oh, no, Mr. Desmond, you've been most kind to me. I'd... I'd like you to know that |
appreciate you and everything you've done for me terribly."”

She sounded so sincere and, at the same time, upset about it - though to Stephen's modest
masculine mind he didn't see why she should be - that he felt at a loss.

"If it's a question of salary..." he began diffidently.

She shook her head quickly. Her color was hot. "No, Mr. Desmond, you've been most
generous. It's... it's just that I think I'd like a change of work," she ended in a breathless rush.

'In that case-" he began stiffly. Then, suddenly, he paused. He held out his hand and smiled
down at her. "Look here, Miss Thayle, we're going to part friends anyway, aren't we? We'll
always remain friends, | hope."

Starr caught her breath sharply and looked up at him. Her eyes were slightly misty as she
gave him her small, hot hand. "I hope you will always regard me as a friend, Mr. Desmond."

He was distinctly embarrassed. And it annoyed him that he should be. "Would you let me
help you find another job?" he questioned. "If you're interested in journalism, an editor pal of
mine was only saying yesterday that he had an opening for a bright young girl to write studio
gossip."

"I'm sure I'd love that." She forced her enthusiasm.

He drew a deep breath, and a smile broke over his nice, good-looking face. "I'll see him
about it, then. Though, | must say, | hate losing you."

"I hate going," Starr whispered, a queer choked note in her voice. The next moment she had
gathered up her pad and pencil and left the room. Stephen Desmond stood beside his highly
polished mahogany desk looking after her. His brow was crinkled in a frown. What was it all
about? He knew he'd miss her. He had never had a more intelligent or conscientious secretary.
Besides, she was always so quick to pick up every detail, details he himself might have
overlooked. And she was a nice girl. No getting away from it. He was quite fond of her.
Indeed, had he never met Rita, it just occurred to him that... but he had met Rita. That was an
end to it. Marriage to Stephen Desmond was a very definite end to that sort of thing. A pity
Rita Crane didn't regard marriage in the same light.

That was a year ago. Now Starr was on her way to a preview party at the West East Studios.

That morning her editor had said to her, "Going to the West East show tonight, Miss Thayle?
A preview of Rex Brandon's latest picture, isn't it? See if you can't get an interview out of him.
It's just occurred to me that no one knows much about his private life. He's as close as a clam
in interviews, isn't he? But a pretty girl like you, Miss Thayle, ought to get him to talk. Find
out whom he's in love with - he must be in love with someone when several million women are
in love with him! Find out his views on marriage and why he hasn't already married. Is he the



professional lover in real life or is he really the most domesticated of men? Remember I'm
relying upon you for a good story, so don't let me down."

That, to Starr, was the challenge direct. That evening she dressed with particular care,
choosing a very pretty evening gown of pale green taffeta. She wondered, as she turned this
way and that way before the long hanging mirror, if it would be difficult getting Rex Brandon to
talk. "1 don't suppose so,” smiled slightly. "All I'll have to do is to flatter him a little. I'm sure
he's that type of man!"

She also wondered - but not for long because she was very stern with herself on this matter -
if Stephen Desmond would be there. She'd heard he hadn't been going about much lately. Too
busy, some said. Others said it was not much fun for him to go out and watch his wife flirt with
some other man. Starr was furious when she heard such gossip. "It's mean and malicious,"
she'd storm. "Besides, how could a woman married to Stephen Desmond help but love him?
He's so darling and decent in every way."

The preview was just about to begin when Starr arrived at the West East Studios. The long,
attractive reception room was gay with flowers and music an the bright hum of chatter. At one
end a band was playing the latest theme songs and musical-comedy hits. Starr gazed about her
with a little inward gasp of excitement. Though she'd been mixed up with the various studios
for some years now, she didn't feel in the least blasé about a party such as this. Incredible that
so many famous people should be crowded together in such a small space: stars whose names
blazed down at you in electric lights from every picture theatre; writers whose new books were
a sensation in the literary world; newspaper magnates; financiers who periodically shook world
finances. And the women! As though one vied with another in the style and splendor of her
gown. "l feel like someone's poor relation,” Starr thought with a wry smile.

The one seat vacant was just by the entrance door. Having taken a quick glance around,
Starr subsided into it. She wouldn't admit she had been definitely looking for someone.
Anyhow, he wasn't there. She supposed Stephen Desmond was "too busy" again. Still,
considering he had directed this picture, his absence seemed strange.

She hadn't seen Rex Brandon either. And his presence was important since she had to get
that interview. She murmured to the young man next to her, "Has Rex Brandon come yet?"

The young man was an extra and slightly embittered by the fact that he had been an extra for
three years now. In the beginning it had been easy to explain to his friends that he was merely
marking time till his "big chance” came. But each added year of marking time was becoming
increasingly difficult to explain away.

"No," he said rather crossly, "I don't believe he has. | suppose,” - he couldn't resist the jibe -
"if he doesn't your evening will be a complete loss?"

Starr felt called upon to defend herself. "I haven't the slightest interest in Rex Brandon -
except professionally,” she said coldly.

He laughed mockingly. "Then you're the first woman I've ever met who hasn't! | thought
every girl was in love with him!"

"I've never met him, but from the look of him I should think he was a conceited fool who
just lived on flattery," Starr said feelingly. "I wouldn't have asked you to point him out to me if
| hadn't wanted to interview him for my paper.”

"Oh, you write for a paper, do you?" The young man was charming immediately. No doubt
but that his chance would come some day. When it did, the more of the press he was friendly



with the better. And while he talked glowingly of himself to the small red-haired girl with the
pretty slight body and impudent pixyish face, a tall thin man who had, in the semidarkness,
been standing immediately behind them moved away. He was very tall, very handsome, with
slightly crooked features. It was too dark just then to see whether or not the expression in his
eyes was mockingly cynical. But there was no doubt that, as he sat in a far corner, every now
and then he emitted a slight chuckle. Something he had recently overheard must have amused
him.

Starr was slightly disappointed in the picture. She tried not to be, but she had to face the fact
that it wasn't half so well drected as Stephen Desmond's pictures usually were. She couldn't put
her finger on just what was wrong. Rather a general looseness in the construction. Fiercely she
fought against admitting this. She had always been convinced that Stephen Desmond would go
on and on to greater triumphs. He must. It meant, somehow, a great deal to Starr. Having
worked with him in the past, she felt, in a way, that his career was her career. She couldn't bear
the thought that he might pass out of the picture as so many other young promising directors
had done.

Rex Brandon's acting was excellent. Dispassionately Starr felt she must admit this. He
might even, to certain women, be attractive. And his voice was certainly pleasant to listen to.

"Well," questioned the young man when the lights were bright again, "what do you think of
it?" There was a distinct challenge in his voice.

Loyalty to Stephen Desmond made Starr say promptly that she thought it an excellent
picture.

"I thought you didn't admire Rex Brandon," said the young man tartly.

He was smarting under the discovery that the scene he had been in - and it was the first time
he had ever done a bit by himself, too - had been cut.

"Rex Brandon isn't the whole picture,” she pointed out.

"He is - from a box-office standpoint,” he laughed. "He's the only one connected with the
picture the outside public is likely to hear about."

"That's unfair,” she stormed. "After all, it's Stephen Desmond, the director, who is chiefly
responsible for its failure or success."

"Do you know Stephen Desmond?" he asked curiously.
"Slightly," she said noncommittally.

"I can't say whether or not he will put in an appearance tonight,” the young man resumed.
"But I'm willing to bet Mrs. Stephen Desmond will come!"

His tone mystified Starr.
"Why should you say that?"

The young man shrugged. "Oh, it's common enough gossip around the studio. She's madly
in love with Rex Brandon. Follows him everywhere. Sends him expensive presents. Is usually
waiting for him when he comes off the set. Poor old Desmond must notice it. They say he's
taken to drinking rather heavily lately. If he keeps it up, his work is bound to suffer. Some say
it has already. Too bad - because it looked at one time as though he had a very brilliant career
ahead of him."



"But - they've only been married a year," Starr gasped, when she had recovered her voice.

The man laughed. "Women - especially married women with money - are quick workers
nowadays. But don't believe me if you don't want to. Just watch them together tonight.”" He
paused and added. "Are you coming into the supper room?"

Starr shook her head and continued sitting there. She felt too stunned just then to move.

That any woman should dare treat Stephen Desmond like that! Stephen Desmond who was
worth so much more than any other man in the world! Of course it might be mere gossip. She
determined to try and think so at least. But if it weren't... Her small white hands tightened in
her lap. The backs of her eyes felt hot and gritty behind, as though they had been rubbed with
sandpaper. She couldn't bear to think of Stephen Desmond humiliated by any woman, even
though she was his wife. And if he was humiliated, she told herself fiercely, she hated that
wife. But even more than the wife she felt she hated the man who was responsible - Rex
Brandon.

That reminded her of the interview. Springing to her feet, she made her way to the supper
room. The gay noise of laughter, the bright hum of chatter flowed out to her through the open
doors as a monster wave. A blue haze of cigarette smoke made the vivid scene seem strangely
unreal. Much more unreal, curiously, than those scenes she had just witnessed on the silver
screen. She looked about for Rex Brandon and saw him immediately. He was so much taller
than those who surrounded him; so much more vital somehow; so much more handsome. A
very pretty, very blonde girl was standing close to him. Much closer than she need have stood
despite the crowd about them. She was gazing up into his face and talking in a way that
somehow made everyone in the supper room seem prying spectators to an intimate scene. And,
as Starr stood there in the doorway watching them, the voice of the young man who had sat
beside her said in her ear, "There, what did I tell you? See them? Nothing like letting the
whole world share your love affair, is there? That is Mrs. Stephen Desmond with him, of
course!"



Suddenly Starr felt the whole atmosphere of the supper room stifling. Too, she was obsessed
by a sense of outrage. As though she had been let down instead of Stephen Desmond. Which
was absurd. With a murmured excuse to the young man, she pushed a long glass door open and
walked out onto a moon-whitened strip of lawn. The moon was bright and full tonight, like a
bride with her veils trailing the earth. The stars that clustered about it were so many eager,
bright-eyed, bridesmaids.

She walked across the lawn, her small silver-shod feet crunching the dew out of the grass.
But the beauty of tne night was lost upon her. Her mind was full of what she had just heard. It
was some moments before she realized that she wasn't alone on that sparkling strip of lawn. A
man was pacing restlessly up and down. As he turned, she saw a silhouette of his profile in the
white moonlight. Stephen Desmond.

Should she go back to the supper room or speak to him? Curiously she felt suddenly shy of
speaking to him. As though, meeting him alone in these circumstances, she were prying into
his inmost secrets. But a moment later she crushed this thought down. After all, he wasn't to
know she had heard the malicious gossip which coupled his wife's name with that of Rex
Brandon. And in a strange way she felt he needed someone to speak to him just then.

"I want to tell you how much 1 like your latest picture, Mr. Desmond," she said as she went
towards him.

He paused in his restless pacing. For a moment he seemed too preoccupied to recognize her.
Then with a start he said, "Oh - er - it's Miss Thayle. Thanks. But | guess I'm a little
disappointed in the picture myself." He smiled suddenly, that nice friendly smile of his, and
added, "What do you think of it honestly, Miss Thayle? You always were my most candid
critic.”

Starr was embarrassed. She hated to hurt his feelings, yet was it fair to him to pretend it was
as good as the others when it wasn't?

"l see you agree with me," he murmured with a wry laugh in the pause. He shrugged and
added, "Anyhow, does it matter? After all, it isn't my picture, it's Brandon's. A director is very
small fry these days."

'Nonsense," Starr asserted angrily. "Mr. Brandon may have the looks and the limelight, but
he's merely a puppet. Everyone knows the director is the brains of the show."

He laughed again. Somehow that laugh. hurt Starr It was so bitter. She had never heard
Stephen Desmond laugh in that bitter way before.

"But the looks and limelight are all that matter to women, aren't they, Miss Thayle?"



"Not to all women," Starr asserted hotly.
He smiled twistedly. But not at Starr, rather at his own reflections.

'But all women don't count,” he said slowly. "It's only one woman who ever counts. It's hell
- to realize that only one woman counts and you can do nothing about it."

Starr didn't say anything. There was little she could say. But an awful wave of anger swept
her. It must be true, then, that gossip. Otherwise what could have happened to change Stephen
Desmond so? To have made this bitter brooding man out of the enthusiastic and charming
young director he had been a year ago?

"I guess," he spoke after a long silence, "one's career matters very little in the long run, don't
you think?"

"Oh, Mr. Desmond, how can you talk like that?" Starr cried in despair. "Why, your career
matters tremendously. It means everything, everything in the world to..." She had almost said
"to me," but stopped herself in time.

"Do you think so?" His voice was disinterested.

A fierce torrent of words rose to Starr's lips, but she bit them back. All the same, at that
dead note in his voice, she felt she wanted to shake him and say, "Don't be such a fool, Stephen
Desmond, as to let this woman ruin your career. Yes, even though she is your wife. Why, you
and your future are so much more important than she could ever be! Let her get on with her
flirtation with Rex Brandon. They're probably birds of a feather, if the truth were but known!"

But she couldn't say that, and so they lapsed into silence. Presently Stephen Desmond
roused himself sufficiently to ask, "Are you here tonight on business or pleasure, Miss Thayle?"

"Business," she told him. "As a matter of fact, | want to interview Rex Brandon."

Again she saw that bitter twisted smile on his lips. "Yes, | suppose everyone wants to read
of Rex Brandon these days. He is the important one, isn't he?"

"It depends on what you mean by ‘important,’ " Starr said shortly. But he didn't seem to hear
her. He went on, and it seemed to the girl that he was speaking his thoughts aloud: "After all, 1
suppose he is very attractive to women. You can't blame them for falling in love with him."

"I think you can blame one woman very much for having fallen in love with him,"” Starr
wanted to cry hotly. But again she forced herself to keep silent.

"But it is rather ironical that | should have made him," Stephen Desmond went on. "Without
me he would have passed out of the picture when the sun of the conventional villain set.
Instead, | turned him into one of the screen's greatest lovers. That's funny, isn't it? "The talkies'
most magnetic personality! "The man no woman can resist!" How often I've laughed over such
publicity! | didn't realize then it might be true. That no woman, even though she were
originally in love with her husband-" He broke off abruptly, suddenly seeming to realize that he
was saying too much. He paused in confusion, running a hand back through his dark hair,
whitened by the moonlight. There was something oddly boyish about the gesture that touched
Starr. But there was something defeated, too, and that made her want to cry.

"You were saying you wanted to interview Rex," he resumed presently in a more normal
voice. "Would you like me to introduce you?"

Starr murmured she would be grateful.



"I hope | haven't bored you, Miss Thayle," he said, as he led her back towards the supper
room. 'I'm afraid I'm not a ladies' man.'

"No, thank heavens you're not,” Starr said sharply. So sharply that Stephen Desmond
laughed, despite himself.

"Don't you like the type of man most women admire?" he asked curiously.

"No, I despise them,"” she said. "I could never stand a man of that type. The professional
lover!"

Stephen laughed again, mirthlessly. "Don't be too sure, young lady. You haven't met the
fascinating Rex Brandon yet!"

As they wound their way between chatting, laughing couples to where Rex Brandon and Rita
Desmond were standing, Starr heard Stephen's wife cry softly:

"Oh, Rex, what have you done with that platinum cigarette case | gave you the other day?"
A slight frown crossed Rex Brandon's thin, attractive face.
"I'm afraid I've mislaid it," he said quietly.

Stephen gave a short, hard laugh and muttered, half to Starr and half to himself: "A platinum
cigarette case! Husbands have to be content with silver ones! Still, I suppose it's the way of the
world."

Luckily Starr was saved the necessity of replying. Just then they drew up beside Rex
Brandon and Rita.

"Hello, Stephen,” Rex said in his low, pleasant voice, "I've been wondering what had
become of you. I'm glad you've shown up at last."

His welcome sounded convincing, but Starr, full of fierce indignation against him because of
Stephen Desmond, was sure it was insincere.

Stephen nodded curtly to Rex. Then, turning to his wife, he said with a certain marked
irony:

"My dear, if you'll forgive my intruding, here's a lady who'd like to meet Rex Brandon."

A quick anger smoldered in Rita's lazy amber eyes. Starr found herself thinking, "She could
be rotten mean to anyone who dared interfere with her. She's like a tigress... claws sharp, ever
ready to spring."

Rita laughed unnaturally. But the color was very high in her cheeks. "Well, why not
introduce them? After all, I'm not Rex's keeper, Stephen!"

"No," her husband replied, in a low, fierce voice; "not yet, at any rate, my dearest girl!"

Starr couldn't help overhearing. And she felt awful. No mistaking the throbbing
undercurrent of hostility between them. Though, in Stephen's case she sensed it more bitter
hurt than hostility. She glanced towards Rex Brandon but except for a faint look of worry in his
deep blue-gray eyes his face was a mask.

In the pause Rex turned towards Starr and smiled down at her.

"You're the young lady who wants to interview me, aren't you?"



She was completely taken by surprise. "How do you know | want to interview you?" she
stammered. A moment later her eyes twinkled, and she added, "Is 'press woman' written all
over me?"

"No." He continued to smile down at her. But now, she felt, there was something slightly
mocking in his gaze. As though, somehow, he were enjoying a great joke at her expense. "Still
| happen to know. Perhaps a little bird told me. Little birds who tell people things are rather
prevalent at the West East Studios, don't you think?"

This time she knew he was making fun of her. A hot color whipped her cheeks.
"Could you spare me a few minutes?" she returned coldly.
"Of course. If the Desmonds will excuse us, let's drift over to that table, shall we?"

He led the way to a small, white-clothed table and motioned to the waiter to bring them a
bottle of champagne. Starr felt he was watching her closely, both mockery and admiration
mingled in his gaze. She didn't know which she resented most. She hated being laughed at,
especially by this man whom she told herself she despised. But she hated to feel he admired her
even more. How dare he admire her, fresh from his disgraceful flirtation with Rita Desmond?

Rex held up his champagne glass and smiled at her crookedly over the rim.

"Here's to a successful interview," he said. "You won't be too hard on me? Don't expect me
to give away all my secret yearnings and aspirations!" He added, his blue-gray eyes twinkling,
"I guess you know I'm most domesticated in private life. Men of my type on the screen have to
be!"

Starr ignored this. She had a small notebook and pencil in her green evening bag. These she
whipped out and said with her most professional air: "What type of girl do you admire most,
Mr. Brandon?"

He lowered his champagne glass and stroked his chin thoughtfully - perhaps to hide the
secret smile that quivered at the corner of his lips.

"Now let me see. I think," - he paused impressively - "I think," he repeated, "I like small
girls, preferably with red hair. Yes," - and now his eyes frankly laughed across the table at her -
"I'm quite sure I do like 'em with red hair, especially if their noses are tiny and turn up slightly
with the most adorable of freckles right on the very tip! | like them to have rather fierce
tempers, too, and lips that turn up provocatively at the corners. | like them to wear green in the
evenings and-" But he got no further. Starr closed her notebook with a snap and said in a
small, cold voice that had a certain childish dignity behind it:

"You are having a great joke at my expense, aren't you, Mr. Brandon?"

His simulated astonishment was too well done to be convincing. Perhaps he didn't intend it
to be.

"A joke at your expense, my dear?"

"Don't 'my dear' me," Starr retorted angrily. "And please don't deny it. You've been kidding
me ever since we met."

"Bravo, my dear - er - | beg your pardon,” he apologized with mock humility. "And I like
girls with spirit. You might add that in the interview!"

"Oh!" Starr gasped. "You're insufferable, aren't you?"



He appeared to consider that. Quite seriously. "Perhaps | am," he admitted. And added, his
eyes twinkling again, "Anyhow, you expected to find me so, didn't you?"

Starr flushed furiously. The very truth of his statement momentarily took all the fight out of
her. At a loss what to say, she stammered: "But - why should | have?"

He raised one eyebrow, while a wry smile tightened his lips. And for once his eyes weren't
smiling. "l don't know, but the fact remains that you did. How do | know? Perhaps another of
those little birds we were speaking about. You thought me a conceited ass. Perhaps a cad, to
boot. And, my dear, having never met me, don't you think that was rather unfair?'

She didn't reply. He had succeeded in making her feel both small and childish. This
infuriated her. For after all, wasn't she justified in thinking the very worst of him? This man
who, because of a sordid flirtation, was ruining a brilliant young director's career?

In the pause he leaned across the table, smiled quizzically and said, "Well, now we have met
| hope you're not disappointed?"

She was sufficiently incensed to retort, "I'm not so sure that I am!"

He laughed, but there was no fun in his laughter. Incredible as it might seem, she felt she
had actually hurt him. Momentarily his blue-gray eyes clouded.

"At least we know where we stand, then!"
"If my paper didn't want the interview..." she began coldly.

"Oh, that's quite understood,” he laughed shortly. "But for the sacred call of duty you
wouldn't bother about me. But,"” - he smiled again, and now the old mocking gleam had come
back into his eyes - "supposing we turn the tables, my dear - | interview you. Will you tell me
what type of man you admire?"

Starr was so angry she let him have it straight. He had asked her, hadn't he?

"I prefer decent, straightforward men," she said slowly. "Men who are honest in their affairs
with women. Men who treat other men squarely, who don't run after other men's wives-" She
paused abruptly. Astounded at what, in the heat of the moment, she had said. And in the
pause, which was a miserably long pause, she saw the kindly amused light fade from Rex
Brandon's eyes and the muscles of his face tighten ominously.

"Don't you think you've said rather much?" he asked at last, in a curiously stern voice. She
sensed strongly that this man would brook no interference in his private affairs.

Her eyes fell before his, and she felt hot with embarrassment.

"Shall we get on with the interview?" he asked gravely. "Though, on second thoughts, I
think we had better postpone it. Supposing you come around to my apartment and have tea
with me tomorrow afternoon?"

"Thank you," Starr murmured. It was her duty to her paper to go, wasn't it? "It's kind of
you," she forced herself to add.

"Is it?" he questioned lightly, as he rose to his feet. And once again his eyes were twinkling.
'I'm not so sure. Perhaps you interest me. Oh, not in the usual way," he hastened to add. "But |
find it amusing to be disliked so cordially by a woman, my dear." He bowed and left her.



Starr had difficulty in getting to sleep that night. She was so worried about Stephen. To
think that a woman as worthless as his wife might be capable of wrecking his brilliant career!
Somehow, such a tragedy must be averted. But how? Useless to appeal to the woman herself.
Only too obvious how desperately in love she was with Rex Brandon. Besides, she wasn't the
type of woman who would stop at anything. All her life she had been so pampered and spoiled
that she had lost all consideration for other people's feelings. Would it be any use appealing to
Rex himself? Mightn't he merely laugh at her, as he had tonight, practically tell her to mind her
own business? Every time she thought of their conversation she went hot and cold with shame
and annoyance. Somehow he had managed to make her feel in the wrong. Knowing what she
did about him, this infuriated her. "Anyhow, I'll put him in his place tomorrow," she murmured
defiantly to the night. "A man like that doesn't deserve an consideration!"



Rex Brandon felt in a particularly good humor as he sauntered homewards along Sunset
Boulevard the following afternoon. His lean, attractive face, with the slightly crooked lips, was
smiling.

Business was going well. The press critics had stated his new picture would be more
successful than most. The West East Studios had offered to renew his contract at a higher
figure.

Another thing pleased him. The prospect of a téte-a-téte with that red-headed little spitfire
filled him with a queer new exhilaration. How stunning she had looked, even when she was
angry! That red hair of hers seemed to blaze as though it actually had caught on fire. And he
admired her spirit. "l can't stand the 'yes, yes' sort of girl," he decided with conviction. What a
joke he had had at her expense, too! Overhearing her discussing him and using it to tease her.
This morning he forgave her freely that nasty thrust she had had at his expense. It wasn't in Rex
Brandon's nature to bear a grievance against anyone for long.

It was not yet four, so he was surprised when, upon opening the door of his apartment to
him, his manservant said: "There's a lady waiting to see you in the sitting room, sir."

"A young lady from the press?"
"No, Mrs. Stephen Desmond, sir."

"Oh," said Rex. He frowned as he passed a hand back over his hair. What could Rita want
with him? He was beginning to be worried about her. He liked her, but he liked her husband
better. It was because he felt too intensely grateful to Stephen Desmond that he had tried to be
nice to his wife. He hadn't wanted to flirt with her. He admitted they had gone about a good
deal together, but that was because Stephen was always so busy. He had thought Stephen
would want him to amuse his wife. Last night he realized for the first time that the situation
might grow serious. He knew now that Rita was in love with him. It upset him greatly. But
what was he to do? You can't tell a woman to her face that you'd rather she kept away from
you. Not a woman like Rita Desmond, anyhow.

As he handed his hat to Mason, and went farther into the hall, he found himself confronted
by a large pile of very feminine-looking luggage.

"Great heavens, Mason!" His dark eyebrows shot up in surprise. "Whatever is that?"

Mason looked down his nose at the luggage in distinct disapproval, a disapproval even
stronger than that of his master. Surely no woman was coming upon the scene to interrupt the
even tenor of their lives?

"Mrs. Stephen Desmond brought it with her, sir."”



Rex didn't say anything. But his blue-gray eyes took on. a puzzled, worried light, while his
lips tightened. What did this mean?

Then, as he hesitated, a soft husky voice crept like a silken thread out of the drawing room.
"Is that you, Rex darling? Come in here at once. I've wonderful news for you."

He went reluctantly. He had a foretaste of disaster even then. And, as he entered the
drawing room, two very soft arms encompassed him, a very blonde head came to rest on his
shoulder, while two very red lips pressed his abandonedly, passionately. "Rex darling, I've
done it at last,” she murmured excitedly. "I couldn't stand it any longer - the strain, you know. |
felt we'd both be happier directly we'd taken the decisive step. I've burned all my bridges. I've
written to Stephen and explained everything-"

"What are you talking about?" Rex demanded hoarsely, as he attempted to disentangle
himself from those soft clinging arms. "And what have you written to Stephen?" But even as
he asked the question, his heart seemed to stand still with an awful dread.

She pressed closer to him. The faint perfume she used suddenly nauseated him. "Why, that
we mean everything to each other,” she whispered ecstatically. "I've told him I'm leaving him
for you, darling. I've said that we love each other madly and are going away together this very
day-"

"You've told him that?" The startled ejaculation was wrung from Rex’s lips. "You've told
him that?" he repeated hoarsely. "Great heavens, Rita, are you quite mad?"

She smiled slowly, the subtly mysterious smile of a woman confident in her power over all
men. And she tightened her hold upon his shoulder possessively.

"Mad because | love you, darling? If you call that mad, why, then I'm a raving lunatic!" She
laughed lightly. "Kiss me, sweetheart. Tell me how glad you are!"

But he didn't kiss her. Very determinedly he disentangled her arms from about his neck. He
breathed a sigh of relief. Her nearness had stifled him. Now, with her a little distance from
him, he felt more capable of dealing with the situation.

"Look here, Rita," he muttered. "We've got to talk this over sensibly."

She threw back her head and smiled maddeningly up at him. She had a long, slender throat
and knew it. Too, it was white as alabaster. Unfortunately Rex was too preoccupied to notice
it.

"Sensible? Darling man, how can you expect a woman to be sensible when she's as much in
love as | am? You ought” - and she put her head a little to one side and regarded him archly -
"to be awfully flattered, you know!"

Rex's face hardened. A tight line held his lips. "Supposing I'm not flattered? Supposing I've
no intention of going through with it?"" he asked bluntly.

Her face paled slightly, but the determination in her light amber eyes never wavered. "Moral
scruples, Rex?"

"Perhaps."
"In this day and age? My dear man, you're archaic!"
"Stephen happens to be my best friend," he said slowly.



"Mine, too," she agreed. She took a cigarette from the small gold case that hung at her wrist
and lit it leisurely. "I always think one's ex-husband should be one's best friend, don't you? It
makes such a good story for the press! We might all three of us have our photo taken together
some time!"

"I'm glad you agree with me that this whole thing is a joke!" Rex ejaculated grimly. And,
thrusting his hands deep into his pockets, crossed to the window and stood there angrily
jingling some coins.

"A joke?" Suddenly her eyes were blazing, fiercely, accusingly. "A joke, my darling?"
"Yes," he said roughly. "It is a joke, isn't it?"

At that she laughed. She laughed in a high-pitched, unnatural way that made him long to go
across the room and shake her. To shake and shake her until he had shaken some sense into
that slight, sinuous, attractive little body she had. Did she really think he would elope with her?
It was incredible. Ludicrous!

"A joke, Rex, when I've written and confessed everything to Stephen? Why, he's probably
reading the letter by now."

"But there's been nothing between us to confess!" he cut in. Was the woman completely
insane?

"No? Well, if there hasn't been already there will be soon!" And she smiled tightly, making
tiny malicious crinkles fly up her cheeks. "Besides, a husband always believes the worst, you
know!

"Stephen will divorce me,"” she resumed presently, her light eyes challenging him. "Or
perhaps he'll let me divorce him. He's the sort who would do the generous thing, don't you
think?"

Rex raised one eyebrow quizzically, and his crooked mouth became a shade crookeder. "A
quality you don't appear to appreciate, my dear."

"Oh, but I do!" she murmured. "He's the soul of generosity. Awfully noble, too. That's
what makes him so dull. I'm sure if any woman asked me for a testimonial for him, I'd say he
was a most pleasant husband to live with."

"And do you think | would be a pleasant husband to live with?" Rex demanded grimly.
Her red lips curved in a slow smile; her eyes gleamed softly.

"Not at all, darling, thank God! Most disagreeable, I'm sure. Still you'd be exciting. Even
thrilling! And that's what really holds a woman these days. Besides, | love you."

"Didn't you love Stephen a bare twelve months ago?" he asked in the pause.

"Not really," she insisted, shaking her tiny head so that the long silver earrings jangled. "I
believe | married him because | was sorry for him. He loved me so madly, you know. |
couldn't bear to hurt him."

She sighed artistically. Rex wondered cynically if there was a woman living who hadn't
married her husband out of pity - once she was tired of him.

"But you don't mind hurting him now?" he asked quietly, with that slight, cynical smile on
his lips.



"That's different, Rex!" Her pretty face paled, then flushed. "I can't understand you at all,"
she added, in angry exasperation, nibbling her lower coral-colored lip. "Anyone might think
from the way you talk you didn't want me! That you weren't as happy as | am about us. Oh, but
I know you are!" she added quickly before he had a chance to reply. "It's just that you want to
be fair to me, isn't it? You're afraid of my taking any decisive step | might regret later on?
Well" - she gave a little, crooning laugh and came towards him again, arms invitingly
outstretched - "you needn't worry, darling. I've thought it all out. Oh, so seriously. And I
realize | can't live without you. That, without you, life is meaningless." She made a vague
gesture with her hands. Like white birds flying, they were, against the black sheen of her dress.
She had a little trick of emphasizing some words out of all proportion to others. "Just think,
darling, after tomorrow we'll be together always, always! No more little subterfuges, no more
trickery-"

"I wasn't aware we ever had resorted to subterfuge or trickery," he said quietly.

Her lips twitched slightly. "Oh, but I did, darling. 1 had to! Stephen is so jealous. Really,
he's been quite unreasonably jealous lately. That's why I'm sure he'll believe what | wrote in
that letter!" And she smiled with secret satisfaction.

"Darned if he will!" he ejaculated. And he ran a hand through his dark hair in angry
exasperation.

"Darling, you look adorable with your hair ruffled like that!" she smiled. "Let Mama
straighten it for you." Raising one slim arm, she deftly patted the disordered hair back into
place.

Rex scarcely noticed what she was doing. He was too preoccupied. This was awful. The
most awful thing that had ever happened to him. Quite apart from the fact that Rita had
suddenly lost all attraction for him, there was Stephen to be considered. Stephen to whom he
owed so much. And Stephen, he had realized last night, was still as much in love with this vain
and shallow young wife of his as ever.

In the pause he caught hold of both her wrists and squeezed them tighter than he meant to in
his earnestness. "Look here, Rita, this nonsense has got to stop. You must be a sensible girl
and return to your husband. He's a darned good sort. One of the best." He added with a
twisted smile, "Worth two of me any day."

She wriggled her wrists out of his grasp impatiently. "You are hurting me, Rex. And you
are so stupid, darling. A woman doesn't care about a man's worth. She only cares whether she
loves him or not. And | adore you, my sweet. I've loved you since the first moment | laid eyes
upon you. On the screen, even before | met you. | knew you were my dream lover then. |
knew, too, we were made for each other."

Rex walked the length of the room before replying. Then, propping his tall lean frame
against the Victrola stand, he smiled bitterly. "But, my dear, don't you realize that's my stock in
trade - to make every woman feel I'm her dream lover, as you so poetically phrase it? Why, |
wouldn't be worth my hire if I didn't. That's what they pay me for. To epitomize the lover
every woman secretly yearns for but whom, probably, she'd hate if she ever met him in the
flesh! Besides," - slowly his face hardened. He hated to be brutal, but for both their sakes he
felt he had to - "Supposing | don't feel we were made for each other? Supposing | were to tell
you | don't love you, my dear?'

A pause. Quite tense it was, with a throbbing undercurrent of emotion. Her face paled, and
her eyes narrowed dangerously.



"That's a lie, Rex!" she gasped out. "You do love me. | know you do. Ridiculous for you to
pretend you don't. A woman always does know these things!"

He took a cigarette from the bronze smoking stand near him. His hand was unsteady as he
struck the match. "lIsn't it possible that, just once, a woman might be mistaken?" he asked
quietly.

She recoiled slightly. As though he had struck her. And her color blazed again. Even her
tiny ear lobes were burning. "I can't believe you'd be such a cad, Rex. A cad to have led me on
as you've done without loving me. No, | won't believe it. 1 won't! It's too cruel. Too brutal.
After I've ruined my reputation and all. For it will be ruined directly Stephen gets that letter.
And if you don't love me, why have you gone about with me so much? Why have you caused
me to be talked about? Oh, Rex dear, | know you're only doing all this for my sake, to make me
realize the enormity of the step I'm about to take. But, darling, it's no use. Wild horses
wouldn't drag me back to my husband. And... and we are going to elope. Why, I've planned
everything. I've even got the tickets, Rex. We're sailing for Honolulu on the Beutonia this very
night!"

Her voice had risen to an hysterical pitch. He saw she was beside herself. And when he
didn't reply immediately, she resumed in the same excited, uncontrolled way, "So you see you
can't let me down, Rex. You can't! I'd kill myself! Yes, I'd shoot myself. And I'd see that the
papers had the full story. How you led me on, got me to leave my husband, then deserted me.
For that's what it amounts to, isn't it? Yes, it will be a good story for the press! And then what
will women think of their fine dream lover, Mr. Rex Brandon? How many of them do you
think will flock to see your films then?" She ended in a breathless, sobbing gasp. Her whole
small being seemed aflame with anger. Rex realized for the first time what a dangerous woman
she was. She might easily do just what she had threatened. All the same he had no intention of
eloping with her. He wondered grimly if this wretched situation was in any way his fault. He
couldn't see that it was, except that perhaps he should have foreseen it more clearly.

"What's this about sailing on the Beutonia?" he asked to gain time.

She grew calmer immediately. She was the type of woman who can work herself up into a
wild frenzy one moment and become calm again the next.

"Yes, won't it be wonderful, darling?" she cooed softly. "I've arranged everything. Just think
- one week of glorious cruising on the blue, blue waters! One week alone together. Our
honeymoon, beloved-"

"Rather a premature one, don't you think?" he murmured derisively.

"Oh, Rex!" She stamped her small foot angrily. "Don't say such things. Don't spoil it all!"
She was becoming tearful again. "I'm determined on this. 1 tell you I am. I've never been so
determined on anything in my life. And when I'm determined on anything I get it. Besides, I've
actually bought our tickets. Oh, darling," she ended with a little sob, "be pleased about it, do!"

He looked at her in genuine astonishment. Could she seriously imagine that he would chuck
everything at a moment's notice to go on this mad elopement with her? What about his
contracts? He asked the question aloud.

"Oh, darn your old contracts,"” she said crossly. "They don't matter. Only our love matters."

He straightened himself and came towards her. "But, Rita, don't you realize that if | don't
finish my contracts my reputation around the studios will be finished? [I'll find it darned hard to
land another job. And without jobs | won't have any more money, my dear."



"But | have plenty of money for both of us,” she interrupted eagerly. "And I don't care what
the film corporations think! It'll be enough for you to please me in the future."

"The professional lover in real life, en?" He laughed softly. But there was bitterness in his
laughter.

"I don't know what you're talking about. You'd be my lover, anyhow. Wouldn't that be
enough?”

He didn't reply, and in the pause she opened an absurdly small gold compact and set about
powdering her nose. Rex looked at her in amazement. But she was the type of woman who
never forgets her appearance no matter under what emotional stress she may be. What a
woman, he thought, and ground his teeth savagely. He paced up and down the room, feeling
desperate. What was the use in arguing with her? She had been so pampered and spoiled all
her life she wouldn't listen to reason. And how incredibly selfish she was! Did she seriously
expect him to ruin his career for her at a moment's notice? Apparently she did, for after a
moment she went on, with a little smile of inward satisfaction:

"I'm so glad you see it as | do, Rex darling. You were being rather difficult, weren't you?
But then men are so conventional at heart, poor dears. Even sophisticated ones like you, my
love! Still you've no idea how happy we are going to be. A woman always sees the future so
much clearer than a man. And really, darling, we will be an attractive couple. Quite a
distinguished couple, too. And after all the rotten mess of the divorce is over..."

Rex had ceased listening to her. He was thinking. There must be some way out of this
ghastly situiation. Some way that wouldn't break Stephen Desmond'’s heart or, incidentally, ruin
his own career.

Then, suddenly, an idea came to him. A solution so final, yet so simple, he wondered he
hadn't thought of it before. Why not pretend to agree to her plan? Even to go so far as actually
to board the ship, then, just before the ship sailed, slip on shore? He wondered, momentarily, if
such an action would be caddish. Yet, after all, this situation was none of his seeking. Why, he
hadn't even flirted with the woman! Besides, mightn't it be a good lesson for her? Some weeks
alone at sea would have a beneficial effect on her in more ways than one. It might teach her to
appreciate her husband a little. And did it matter what she thought of him?

Yes, the more he thought of it the more determined he became that this was the best way out
of the strange impasse. Later that night, when he returned to town, he would call on Stephen
and, as tactfully as possible, explain the whole thing to him.

"Hadn't you better start packing, darling?" Her small, imperative voice broke in upon his
thoughts.

He glanced at her for a moment quizzically, one eyebrow raised. "You really are determined
on this, Rita?"

"Of course. darling!"

A queer gleam came into his deep-set blue-gray eyes. Inwardly he chuckled. "Very well, my
dear. 1 will go and pack."” And without looking at her again he went into the bedroom.



Starr was more excited than she cared to admit as she pressed the bell of Rex Brandon's
apartment precisely at four. She couldn't account for her excitement, either. It was only
another interview. She had done hundreds in her time. Perhaps it was because she disliked this
Rex Brandon so much. Certain kinds of dislike can, on occasion, stimulate you as much as
love.

Mason, Rex's manservant, seemed reluctant to admit her.
"I'm - er - I'm afraid Mr. Bandon is engaged," he murmured.

Starr smiled with sweet persistence. She was used to being received with suspicion,
especially by servants.

"But | have an appointment,” she said. "Mr. Brandon made it with me last night. I'm Miss
Thayle of the Sunday Recorder."

Still Mason hesitated. He was in a quandary. Certainly, Mr. Brandon had said he was
expecting a Miss Thayle from the Sunday Recorder. But what about the other lady, Mrs.
Stephen Desmond, who was still closeted with him in the sitting room?

'If - er - you'll step into the hall for a moment and wait, miss," he said.

Starr stepped inside with alacrity. Any obstacle always aroused her fighting blood. And as
she stepped in, the first thing her eyes fell upon was the luggage piled just inside the doorway.
Impossible, by any wild stretch of the imagination, to mistake that luggage for masculine
luggage. There were two red, shiny hatboxes, a slim vanity bag to match, pale gray crocodile-
leather suitcases, and a trunk of the same leather with red bindings. Labels on them, too,
ostensibly displayed. Starr bent down and read one of the labels. After all, a reporter is trained
to take note of such things. With a distinct shock she read: "Mrs. Stephen Desmond. Beutonia.
Los Angeles."” And printed beneath in red letters: "WANTED ON THE VOYAGE."

Starr knew that the Beutonia sailed at midnight. She had glanced through the passenger list
only yesterday. But she had not seen Mrs. Stephen Desmond's name there. Still that lady might
easily be going on a health voyage and have decided at the last minute. Good thing if she were,
Starr thought. It would separate her temporarily at least from Rex Brandon. Also it might set
Stephen's mind at rest and allow him to get on with his work. But what was her luggage doing
here in Rex Brandon's apartment?

A woman's light voice drifted out of the sitting room. "Oh, Mason, you might have my
luggage taken down to Mr. Brandon's car, please. He's just phoned through for it. There'll be
some trunks of his to go down later on."



Starr stood as one transfixed. She knew that voice. But Rex Brandon's luggage to go down
as well as Mrs. Desmond's? What did it mean? Did it mean that these two people were eloping
together? Oh, surely, it couldn't mean that! But if it did, what of Stephen? Her first thoughts
were for Stephen. Stephen so kind, so generous, so decent.

In the wake of that voice came Mrs. Stephen Desmond herself.

"Mason," she began. "Why-" Then she stopped, staring at Starr in amazement. The pause
was short, but there was something queerly tense about it. Perhaps, even then, their antagonism
was so strong it was like a living presence in the hallway.

Rita's eyes narrowed. "Oh, it's Miss Thayle, isn't it? We met last night. My husband told
me you used to be his secretary."

"Yes. | enjoyed working for Mr. Desmond very much."
"Really?" Rita raised her plucked eyebrows. "So nice of you to say so!"

Something in her tone heightened the color in Starr's cheeks. An insolent something. But
she said nothing. She knew, at times, more can be gained by silence than anything else.

"And what are you doing here, may | ask?" Rita went on.
"I came to see Mr. Brandon - by appointment,” Starr retorted coldly.

"Oh, yes, for your paper, | suppose? Well, I'm afraid Mr. Brandon won't be able to give you
an interview this afternoon. He's awfully busy at the moment. In fact he'll be awfully busy for
some time to come.” And a queer little smile played about Rita's pretty, piquant features.

Starr felt she was dismissed. Still she had no intention of going. There was a determined
streak in her. And you must remember her red hair.

"Perhaps | could see Mr. Brandon?" she asked. "I should like to make an appointment with
him for tomorrow."

The queer little smile on Rita's face deepened. 'I'm afraid Mr. Brandon will be engaged all
tomorrow, too. Really,” - and here she laughed lightly - "I don't think you've a hope of getting
in touch with him for some weeks at least."

"Is Mr. Brandon going away on a cruise?" Starr asked innocently.

Rita started. How could the girl know that? Still, did it matter? The whole world would
know soon. And as far as she was concerned, the sooner the whole world knew the better. She
was too proud of her conquest to keep it to herself. Rex Brandon whom half the women in the
United States were in love with!

"Perhaps," she murmured. "And perhaps you will get quite a good story for your paper -
when we come back!"

Faintly she stressed the "we" and she smiled mysteriously,

"Oh," said Starr. So it was true, then? They were going to elope! This woman had as good
as admitted it.

Just then another door opened and Rex himself stepped into the hall. He stood, his tall lean
frame filling the doorway, looking quizzically from one woman to the other, though mostly, it
must be confessed, he looked at Starr. Quite a picture she made standing there in the sunlit
hallway. She was wearing a neat green sports suit with a small shiny straw hat tilted slightly at



the back. The sunlight burnished her hair where it escaped from the sides of her hat like a
flame.

"How do you do, Mr. Brandon?" Starr said coldly. "Please forgive my intruding, but, you
know, you asked me to come."

"Oh, yes, of course.” He was plainly embarrassed, and not a little upset. "But if you'll
excuse me today... the - er - fact is..." He paused in confusion, running a hand boyishly through
his very dark hair.

"Mrs. Desmond has already explained,” Starr said pointedly. And the eyes she raised to
Rex's face were cold with disdain.

A faint flush rose to Rex's temples. The contempt in her glance hurt, as though she had
actually struck him. What had Rita been saying? Silently he cursed her. And yet whatever she
had implied he couldn't at the moment deny.

"I'm awfully sorry, Miss Thayle,” he said humbly. "But circumstances have arisen... I'll
phone you. soon, if | may."

"That's quite all right, Mr. Brandon," Starr returned with an acid smile. "l understand you
will be away for a time. I'll look forward to interviewing you when you come back. Good-bye,
Mrs. Desmond. Good-bye, Mr. Brandon." And, opening the door quickly, she let herself out of
the apartment.

She went down in the elevator, but in the big reception hall below she sank down into a
couch. She felt dizzy. Unwittingly she felt she had stepped into something big, colossal, awful.
Awful for Stephen Desmond who, she knew from their talk last night, still adored his worthless
wife. What was he thinking about it? Did he know? Suddenly it seemed to her he couldn't
know. What man worth his salt could know and calmly sit still while his wife eloped with
another man? Stephen wasn't that sort. She sensed, intuitively, he'd fight tooth and nail to keep
what belonged to him. And if he didn't know, wasn't it her duty to tell him? Even now he
would have time to stop the elopement. The Beutonia didn't sail until midnight. She drew a
deep breath, and her pretty face paled. But what an awful thing to have to do - to tell him his
wife was eloping with another man. Everything sensitive in Starr shrank from the task.

And yet, the more she thought of it, the more she felt it her duty to tell him. After all, wasn't
he her first consideration? Wouldn't she cut off her right hand for him? Do anything in her
power to help him?

With a resolute movement she sprang to her feet. As she passed out onto the sidewalk she
saw Rex's big sporting car drawn up by the curb. She stared at it for a moment while her lips
curled scornfully. For behind were those absurd red hatboxes and with them a very masculine-
looking cabin trunk.

Raising a small green-gauntleted hand, she hailed a taxi.
"The West East Studios," she said breathlessly. "And as fast as you can."

The driver nodded and the taxi slid away. It was a long drive. Throughout it Starr sat
straight and tense on the edge of the seat. She couldn't relax. She was searching in her mind
what to say to Stephen. An awful thing to have to tell any man - especially the man you loved!
At last they were there. The drive had seemed age-long, yet now she was actually here it
seemed but a moment since she had left Rex Brandon's apartment. Her hands felt cold and
clammy, her heart thumped right up in her throat.



She was well known at the Studios. The gateman admitted her immediately. The reception
clerk passed her on to Mr. Desmond's secretary without delay. Stephen, she gathered, was
down on a set.

"Please get a message through to him," Starr urged. "It's awfully important.”
The girl looked doubtful.
"Mr. Desmond said he was not to be disturbed."

Starr wrung her hands. "But | must see him. At once. I'll take all the responsibility. Please
phone down to the set."”

The girl was finally convinced. The message came back that Mr. Desmond would be up
shortly if Miss Thayle would wait in his office. Starr found that waiting period an eternity. She
paced the length of the big, airy office, pausing a moment by his desk to rub her fingers lightly
over the shining mahogany. How often in the past she had sat there taking letters at his
dictation! She sighed. Weren't those the happiest days she had ever known? Vividly she
remembered that morning she had given in her notice. How dear he had been! Especially when
she hadn't been able to explain just why she was leaving him. He had held out his hand and
said in that pleasantly gruff voice of his: "We'll always remain friends, | hope."

"What did you want to see me about, Miss Thayle?" The sound of his voice startled her.
Carried away by her thoughts, she hadn't heard him come in. She swung round to face him.
But at the actual sight of him standing there, his nice, good-looking face puzzled, all the words
she had planned to say went out of her head. She felt awful, at a loss. Yet she had to say
something.

"I came to see you about ... about your wife. She-" She broke off in confusion. The words
seemed to stick in her throat.

Stephen stiffened instantly. His brown eyes clouded.
"About my wife, Miss Thayle?"

"Yes," Starr went on desperately, in a small, hoarse voice. "I - | thought you ought to know.
She's going to elope with Rex Brandon tonight."



Stephen Desmond said nothing, only by a quick stiffening of his body, a twitch of his lips,
and a sudden blaze in his dark brown eyes did she know he had heard her. The silence held.
To Starr it was agonizing. She stood by that super-shining desk, her small face deathly white,
her fingers playing nervously with a paper weight, praying he would say something, anything to
end this awful tension. She didn't know what she had expected, but when he did speak she was
amazed at the queer calmness of his voice.

"You wouldn't have told me unless you were sure, would you?"

She shook her head. She wet her lips with her tongue, they were so dry. "No, Mr. Desmond.
| - | found them together in Mr. Brandon's apartment. All her luggage was there. And... she
practically told me herself what she intended doing."

He ran a hand back over his hair. His lips twitched again. He made an effort to speak but
didn't speak. Then, abruptly, he crossed to the window and stood with his back towards her
staring out.

"So this is the end," he said at last. And his voice was muffled.

Another pause. Then suddenly he gave a harsh laugh and added: "The end? Why shouldn't
it be the end of everything? What's the use in living now?" He made a vague motion towards
the windowsill. An awful presentiment came over Starr. She fled across the room. She
gripped his arm. "Mr. Desmond... for God's sake...."

He tried to wrench his arm free from her grasp. His face was strange. As though,
momentarily, he didn't realize who she was. "Let me go!" he cried.

"Mr. Desmond, please, please!” Starr's voice was desperate. "You don't know what you're
doing! I'll ... I'll have to call for help if you don't stop struggling."

That seemed to bring him back to his senses. He stared at her as though he had only just
become conscious of her presence. He raised one arm and brushed it across his damp forehead.
"I'm sorry," he stammered. "I must have been mad."

She let him go, and he walked across the room, sinking down into the chair before his desk.
He bent his face in his hands and gave a short groan. "What must you think of me, Miss
Thayle? 1... I, well, I haven't slept for a week now, maybe longer. And working against time all
day on this new picture, too. My nerves snapped, | guess.... Please don't despise me!"

Despise him? Starr could have laughed aloud. Despise him, when she loved him so much.
When, to see him like this, defeated, was such agony she could scarcely bear it. She had a
sudden vision of the Stephen Desmond she had first known, had first loved. Eager,
enthusiastic, laughing in the face of every adversity, fiercely ambitious, proud of his work,



living for it... And here he was a broken man, whose face was lined and bitter, whose nerves
were strung to the breaking point. And that woman was responsible. The lovely blonde wife
who had betrayed him. God knows why she had married him. Perhaps because a talkie director
was a new sensation! Starr hated her in that moment as she never thought she could hate any
woman. Vain, selfish, shallow... and this was the woman Stephen loved!

"I don't despise you, Mr. Desmond," she said quietly. "I think I understand. And... and it
isn't too late yet."

But he didn't seem to hear her. He went on as though speaking his thoughts aloud, while
slowly his hands clenched on the desk before him: "I knew this was coming. I've been sensing
it for weeks. That's what has wrecked my nerves, waiting for the blow to fall. | knew she was
in love with that man. Infatuated, rather. The great Rex Brandon! The polished lover of
women - at so much a picture! I've paced the floor of my bedroom night after night trying to
summon up sufficient courage to go into her room and ask her outright. Ask her what Rex
meant to her and what she intended doing! But I was afraid. And now | wish | had asked her!
Maybe it wouldn't have been too late then. Maybe | could have reasoned with her, for | know
she'll never be happy with him. He doesn't understand her. He won't even try to. I've watched
them together. He's not really in love with her. | know. When you love someone deeply
yourself, you sense intuitively how much other people love them!"

"You love her so very much?' An odd break in Starr's voice.

He opened out his hands and clenched them again in a fierce helpless gesture. "So much!"
He gave a short harsh laugh. "So much that | can't go on living without her! She's like a mad
unsatisfied craving in my blood. | want her always. | could never love anyone else.”

Starr winced, yet she had always felt that when Stephen fell in love it would be like this. He
was made that way. And while she admired him tremendously, it was heartbreaking too. And
so futile! If he got Rita back now, the situation would only be repeated with some other man.
It made her feel furious suddenly. She wanted to shake Stephen and say, "Don't let this woman
spoil your life. There are other women. Other women so much more worthy - please believe
that! But what would be the use of saying it? A man like Stephen didn't love a woman
because she was worthy. He loved her because he couldn't help it!

"Why did you come here to tell me this?" he asked slowly.
A slight flush stained the death-like whiteness of her face.
"I thought you once said we were friends, Mr. Desmond."

He laughed again, that short harsh laugh, a wealth of bitterness behind it. "Yes, friends
always do hasten with bad tidings, don't they?"

Her face flamed as though he had struck her. "Mr. Desmond, please believe it wasn't that! |
thought if you knew in time you might be able to stop them... if you wanted to stop them."

"Wanted to stop them!" His voice was incredulous. He pushed back his chair from the desk
with a jerk. Momentarily he was the old Stephen Desmond, purposeful, vital. "God, don't you
know I'd do anything in the world to stop them? You say it isn't too late?"

She shook her head. "No... they're sailing on the Beutonia for Honolulu tonight."
"How do you know?"

"I saw it on her luggage. And she told me herself that Mr. Brandon was going away on a
cruise."



"She seems to have told you everything!" His voice was ironic.
"Not everything..."
"Enough anyhow!" He flung it at her sarcastically.

She turned to face him. "I'm sorry, Mr. Desmond, but I didn't want to come here and tell you
this! I'm not enjoying it, | assure you!" And her voice was bitter.

There was a pause. Miserably Starr picked her gloves and bag off his desk. There was a
lump in her throat, and the back of her eyes felt hard and gritty behind, as though they had been
rubbed with sandpaper. But before she reached the door he crossed the room in a few long
strides and caught her by the arm. "Please, Miss Thayle, I apologize. | don't know what I'm
saying, what I'm doing! I'm sure you are trying to be my friend. Won't you continue being my
friend and help me?" There was a note of pleading in his voice, and a certain roughness as
though he were trying to keep it from trembling. It undid her utterly. The tears that ached at
the back of her eyes were very real now.

"That's all right, Mr. Desmond. I'd do anything to help you." She added, in a lower voice, "I
think you know that."

His grip on her arm tightened in reply. He ran the other hand back over his hair. "I don't
know why you're so decent to me." His voice was humble.

"You were awfully kind to me when | worked for you," she murmured. And added, quickly,
"But if you're going to stop them sailing there's no time to be lost."”

"What do you think | should do?" He spoke with a desperate eagerness.

Starr thought a moment. "I think | should drive down to the boat,"” she told him. "It will be
too late now to stop them at his apartment. If you start right away you'll have plenty of time."

Queer how she was making all these plans for him. just as she had done when she was his
secretary. She had always been more practical than he. Stephen was too much of a dreamer.

"Then when you get down there-" She resumed.

'l think I shall know what to do then!" he interrupted grimly. 'l think I can deal with the man
who is trying to steal my wife!"

Something in his tone frightened her. And he looked so desperate! What mightn't he do to
Rex Brandon, once he found him with his wife? Of course she didn't care about Rex, she
assured herself passionately. The worst fate would be too kind for him. A man who will
deliberately steal his friend's wife. The very friend who has made his career, too! No, she
didn't care about him. But she did care what might happen to Stephen afterwards.

"Let me come with you," she pleaded suddenly. "I don't think you should drive all that way
alone."”

"You think I'll drive recklessly and smash myself up?"

She seized on that eagerly. "Yes, you might. But with me there you wouldn't, would you? |
- | couldn't bear anything to happen...." Her voice trailed away in a queer, half-stifled sob.

He looked at her strangely, his dark brows drawn together. "Why should you care?" he
spoke almost savagely.



She turned half away from him. Her face was in shadow. "Why shouldn't | care? We - we
used to work together. And - I believe in your future." But her voice was uncertain. Yet he
was too full of his own thoughts to pay much attention.

"Very well," he said curtly. "Come if you want to. | guess" - his lips twisted bitterly - "I'll
be grateful for any company on that drive down tonight."”



Rita said, "I think this is a very nice suite, darling. You needn't look so dissatisfied. Ever
since you came aboard this ship you've looked positively grim!'

Rex tried to rally. After all, there was no sense in rousing her suspicions. She'd never let
him get away if he did. Perhaps she suspected something. He'd made several excuses already
to try to leave her, but she'd clung to him like a leech. Still, he reflected with a certain bitter
determination, nothing was going to stop him leaving this boat once the last bell rang!

"I'm sorry," he said curtly. "Perhaps | don't feel very well."

"Not seasick already?" She threw back her small blonde head and laughed merrily.
"Darling, don't be seasick. It's such an unromantic complaint. And vou know you are so
romantic. Besides, I'm sure it would be rotten publicity. Just think of the myriad of women
who adore you reading, 'We regret to state that Rex Brandon was seasick during the entire
voyage!" What a horrible picture for them to hug to their spinsterish bosoms - metaphorically
speaking, of course!"

Rex, his tall lean form looped in the doorway, his hands thrust deep in his pockets, raised
one dark eyebrow quizzically. "l must say you don't seem very concerned about leaving your
husband and breaking up your happy home!"

She blew him a kiss. "Sweetheart, why should | be? Parting from a husband you don't love
is much less painful than parting from a tooth! Much less expensive, too. Dentists are so
grasping these days!" She sighed mockingly.

She was sitting on the arm of the couch, swinging pretty, silk-clad ankles. In the vivid red-
and-gold boudoir gown she had slipped into when they came aboard she looked fantastically
lovely. But Rex eyed her with an indifference that bordered on actual dislike.

"I suppose a year from now parting from me would be much less painful!"

"Darling, how can you!" She jumped off the arm of the couch and fled across to him with
arms outstretched. "I love you. I adore you. You're the most exciting thing that has ever come
into my life. Only,” - she put her head on one side and pouted prettily - "you're not very
exciting right now, are you, my own?"

He smiled. That attractive crooked smile all women adored. "What do you expect me to do
to be exciting? Stand on my head and twiddle my toes? Or perhaps | could oblige with a
somersault!"

She threw an arm round his neck and kissed him on the cheek.

"You're awfully funny, aren't you, my pet?" Then she nodded mysteriously. "You know
what | mean by exciting!"



"I'm afraid | don't know, my angel!” His voice was mocking.

She stamped her small foot in sudden anger. "You're being positively hateful. You've been
hateful ever since we left your apartment, for that matter! Nervous, upset-?"

"Perhaps I'm not so used to eloping as you seem to be!" he interrupted.

"You should be! You've done it often enough in your pictures, " she flung at him. "You're
most romantic then!" And she looked at him aggrievedly.

He folded his arms across his chest and laughed mirthlessly. "Whom do you think you are
eloping with, my dear? Rex Brandon, the great screen lover, or me? That's the trouble with
women, they can't disassociate you from the rGle you play on the screen. If they like the
character you portray, they think they're in love with you! If they detest it, they detest you
equally strongly. And your own personality is probably a hundred times removed from any
character you have ever portrayed! It's comic! It's pathetic! But there it is!"

Rita sighed and laid her head against his shoulder, nuzzling up to him rather as a small fluffy
kitten would. "Darling, do be like you are on the screen, then! Like you were in Love's
Troubadour. All cynical and passionate. | adored you in that!"

His smile twisted. "Don't forget | was paid many thousands of dollars for behaving like that,
my sweet!"

She turned petulantly away from him. "Don't be so mercenary. If you talk like that I'll begin
to think you don't love me. And" - she smiled up at him suddenly - her moods changed with
bewildering rapidity - "I know you adore me. Just think! We're actually here on the ship, about
to elope. Isn't it thrilling? 1 adore the rose-and-pink decoration of this sitting room, don't you?
| feel we're going to be happy here. Too marvelously happy!"

Rex picked a cigarette off the table and glanced about him. He supposed, in its way, it was
attractive, though it was too fluffy and ultra-feminine for his personal taste.

"It looks a very expensive suite," he murmured. "l hope it didn't cost you too much."

She took a cigarette, and he gave her a light. "I'm not so mercenary as you. | don't count the
cost!"

"No, I'm sure you don't!" he murmured wryly. He frowned suddenly and added, "What name
are we supposed to be traveling under, anyhow?"

"A Mr. and Mrs. Valentine. Isn't it a romantic name? It took me an hour to think of it! But
of course | confided to the shipping people confidentially who you really were."

Rex started. "The devil you did!"

She nodded wisely. "Yes, | had to. Passports and all that sort of thing. | confided in the
purser we were eloping. | found him most sympathetic. None of the passengers need know, of
course, although,"” - she smiled happily - "you're bound to be recognized!"

He looked at her curiously. "Wouldn't that upset you, to have the other passengers know we
were traveling unchurched, as it were?"

She laughed again, and her amber eyes shone. "Why should it? No one cares these days -
not much, anyhow! Besides, I've always wanted to be involved in a scandal. One should taste
every one of life's experiences, | think! And this will be such a romantic scandal! Your name
will do that!"

"Thanks!" His voice was coldly sarcastic.



"Now you're going horrid again!" She kicked the tail of her rest gown aside fiercely with the
toe of one small golden mule. "Darling, please be sweet to me. You haven't kissed me yet!
Not once! Rex, do you realize you've never kissed me?" Her voice was slightly shocked.

He looked down at the glowing end of his cigarette. His lips, twitched slightly. "It does
seem rather extraordinary, since we're at this moment eloping together, doesn't it, my own?"

"Well, you can rectify that!" She came close to him again and smiled up into his face. Her
lips were very close to his, very red, very inviting.

He drew a deep breath. "Perhaps I'd rather postpone that pleasure,” he said quietly.

"You mean until we're out at sea together? Away from this rotten old country? Away from
all our old ties?"

"Perhaps," he said noncommittally.

She looked at him strangely, with the inquisitive look of a gay, pretty bird. "I can't
understand you, you know," she confessed. "I feel so happy about this, so carefree. You seem
to be full of rather absurd loyalties. Why were you so touchy on the drive down every time |
mentioned Stephen's name?"

A shadow fell over his lean, handsome face. "You forget | owe him a lot," he said slowly.

"So do I Do | worry?" She threw back her pretty fair head and let a puff of blue-gray smoke
glide to the ceiling. Her smooth throat gleamed whitely. "Why should you feel any more upset
than I?"

"You forget you're the woman he loves and I'm just a man he befriended! It's not very
pleasant to feel you're letting down your best friend!"

"Oh, Rex, how tiresomely moral you are. Positively suburban with your conventions. And
in your pictures you're so divinely unscrupulous. Like I am. I'm gloriously indiscreet! | don't
care who knows I'm eloping with you. | want all the world to know. It will - tomorrow
morning!" And she laughed in sudden delight.

Rex's face hardened. His jaw protruded aggressively. "How do you know it will?"
She smiled mysteriously. "Oh, I just know."

He crossed over to her and stood looking down at her, his gray-blue eyes glowing
dangerously. His voice, too, was dangerous suddenly. "How do you know, Rita?" he repeated
sternly.

"What a he-man," she lisped mockingly. "And too, too compelling!"

"Look here, Rita, you've got to tell me." His hands shot out, and he gripped her shoulders.
"How is the whole world going to know by tomorrow? It isn't likely Stephen will give it out so
soon."

She wriggled petulantly in his grip. "Oh, Rex, you are so tiresome! If you really want to
know, | told that little press girl this afternoon - or practically told her! If she's any sense she'll
put two and two together. And I guess she has sense. Enough anyhow!"

For a moment he stared down at her incredulously. "You told Miss Thayle!" he ejaculated.

She made a little moue with her lips. "Why shouldn't I? Let me go, Rex. You're hurting my
shoulders."”



He released her immediately. He walked to the other side of the room and ran a hand
through his hair. "Oh, God!" he muttered. And he kicked a stool savagely out of the way with
his foot.

"I didn't think you cared so much about publicity,” she taunted him. "And, anyhow, I'm sure
the scandal won't hurt you. To run away with me is a most romantic thing! It ought to help
you."

But, strangely enough, Rex hadn't been thinking how the scandal might affect his career.
And this was extraordinary, as, until recently, his career had been all-important to Rex Brandon.
Instead he was thinking of a slight red-haired girl; of brown eyes that had regarded him with a
certain disdain, even dislike. What must she be thinking of him now? Undoubtedly she would
imagine she had just cause to despise him!

"What on earth made you tell her?" he demanded hoarsely.

She shrugged. "She annoyed me, | think. | told her you had no time to see her, and she
acted as though I hadn't the right to tell her! I wanted to convince her | had."

"Why should she have annoyed you?" he asked curiously.
She crushed out her cigarette and wriggled her shoulders impatiently.

"Oh, I don't know. I think I was sick of hearing Stephen sing her praises. She used to be his
secretary. According to him she was the paragon of every virtue."

"But since you don't love him yourself, why should you care?"

She lauched. "Blessed innocent, you! No woman likes to hear any man sing another
woman's praises. At best it's most boring. At worst it's infuriating. That's one thing I liked
about you. You've never mentioned another woman's name, yet | know hundreds are in love
with you."

"Perhaps I'd never met another woman whose name | cared to mention - until recently.” He
added the latter under his breath. She heard him and bridled. "You mean until you fell in love
with me? That was recently, wasn't it?"

He laughed and said, "So recently I scarcely know it myself."

She stamped her small foot again. "Don't joke about such things, Rex. Not about things as
sacred and serious as our love for each other."

He sighed. Why did a woman inevitably think you were joking when you told her the truth?
"Darling," she began in the pause, "don't you think you'd better go and start unpacking?"
"That can wait," he said curtly. There was nothing in that trunk to unpack except books.

A knock on the cabin door. Rex looked towards her inquiringly.

"It's only the old steward," she said. "Tell him to come in."

Rex called, "Come in." But it wasn't the steward. And, from the moment that door opened,
the atmosphere of that room became electric, tense. Neither Rex nor Rita spoke for a moment.
They just stared at the man who opened the cabin door silently and stepped inside.

"Why, Stephen... Rita faltered when the continued silence got badly on her nerves.



"Yes, | suppose this is a surprise, my dear, so I'll forgive your unenthusiastic welcome,"
Stephen said quietly. And there was something in the deathlike quietness of his voice that
made her draw back with a tiny scream.

But Stephen was no longer looking at her, he was looking at Rex. Rex who had straightened
instinctively at Stephen's entrance. A slight color had crept to his temples, and his eyes were
clouded with dismay. Heavens, what a mess! This was worse than anything he could have
anticipated. Now he would have no chance of explaining to Stephen just what he had intended
doing. What husband would accept such an explanation, having caught the other man with his
wife red-handed, like this? In that moment Rex felt more wretched than he had ever felt in his
life. Not so much for himself, but for Stephen. Stephen of the deadly white face, the desperate
staring eyes, Stephen who seemed quite beside himself in that moment.

And still there was silence. The cigarette burned Rex's fingers, but he didn't notice it. He
didn't know what to do, what to say. He realized with an ironical sense of despair that had this
been on the screen he would have known exactly how to act. In the studio he would have
carried off the whole situation with his usual jaunty air, scoring off the ill-used husband in a
way that made the ill-used husband seem but a poor blundering fool. And he would have got
all the sympathy, particularly the feminine sympathy, for himself! So easy on the screen. So
different in real life. Because now he didn't feel in the least unscrupulous or jaunty. And all his
own sympathy went out to Stephen.

Rita was the first to recover. In such situations women have more self-possession than men.

"I don't know why you've come here, Stephen,” she said sharply. "And | assure you it's not
going to do any good!"

But he didn't seem to hear her. He was still staring at Rex.

"You know what I think of you?" he asked slowly.

Rex's eyes fell. His color deepened. "I'm sorry."

"Sorry?" Stephen shouted. "You play the réle of Judas and say you're sorry!"

"For heaven's sake don't make such a fuss, Stephen,” Rita said petulantly. "It's a common
enough situation. I've eloped with him. There's nothing more to be said."

"Isn't there?" Stephen said grimly. "I think I'm going to have the last word in this, my dear.
I've come prepared to have it, t0o."

It happened in a moment. Stephen's hand fled to his hip pocket. There was a glimmer of
steel in his hand, but before he had time to level the gun at Rex’s head a hand gripped his arm
from behind. Starr's hand. She had been standing in the passage just outside the half-closed
door. All evening she had been fearing just such an occurrence.

"Stephen!” she cried, her voice sharp and agonized. "Are you mad? He isn't worth it. Don't
you realize that?"



It was Rex who wrenched the revolver out of Stephen's hand. He had sprung forward at the
same moment that Starr gripped Stephen's arm from behind. Still if it hadn't been for her it is
doubtful if he would have got there in time. He threw the revolver onto the table, where it fell
with a small clatter, and said: "For God's sake, Stephen, let's have done with dramatics! But for
Miss Thayle's intervention | might be a dead man!"

"A damn good job, too!" Stephen growled savagely.
Rex shrugged. His lips twisted wryly. "Perhaps that's a matter of opinion."

Rita had been looking from one to the other with wide, startled eyes. Now the immediate
danger was passed she felt distinctly thrilled. To be fought over like that! How brave Rex had
been! He hadn't blinked an eyelash when the revolver had been leveled at him!

"Rex, you were too marvelous!" she murmured in an admiring gasp. "I'm very proud of
you!"

He grinned down at her crookedly. "That's what you've been hoping for, isn't it, Rita? A
situation as exciting as those on the screen. | hope | was sufficiently romantic, my dear!... And
now you've had your little thrill I'll say good-night, if I may, and leave you to your husband."

Of the three pairs of eyes turned towards him Stephen's were by far the most startled. "You
mean you'd leave her like that?" he shot out incredulously. Unbelievable to him that any man
Rita loved would dream of giving her up. At least without a hard struggle. And here was this
man calmly returning her to him without even the pretense of a fight! What a white-livered cad
he must be, he decided grimly.

Rex knew very well what Stephen was thinking, and his face hardened. Still he saw no other
way out of this ghastly situation than to act the part of a cad. A cowardly one at that! He had
no intention of fighting Stephen for Rita. Too awful to think he might win the fight! Besides,
if he behaved really badly mightn't that disgust Rita with him? Send her back repentant and
disillusioned into the arms of her husband? It was worth trying, anyhow. For the moment, he
felt, it didn't matter about him.

"What else is there for me to do, old man, than to give her up, since you've caught us like
this?" he asked quietly.

"Don't call me 'old man," " Stephen thundered savagely.

"I apologize." Rex smiled faintly. He selected a cigarette from his case and lit it with
elaborate care. But his hand shook slightly as he held the match to it. "I understood we were
friends."”



"Friends!" Stephen laughed harshly. "You speak of friendship when you've betrayed me like
this?"

"I wish you wouldn't keep shouting, Stephen,” Rita put in aggrievedly. "Someone may hear
you. Then Rex's reputation and mine will be ruined before we even start on this trip!"

"You don't think vou're going now?" Stephen swung towards her.

She shrugged slightly. "Why not? 1 don't really see it makes any difference, you and that
girl have arrived. Rex and | love each other. We're going to elope.” She sighed and added,
"I'm afraid that's final."

"Pardon me, my dear.” Rex raised one eyebrow and glanced towards her quizzically. "I
think I have something to say about that!"

She threw him a beautiful smile. "Of course you have, darling. Only do say it quickly and
make them go. My nerves aren't what they were. Scenes seem to upset me." And she sank
down into the low square-shaped couch.

"That's a pity, because I'm afraid you're in for another.” Rex smiled slightly and looked
down at the glowing end of his cigarette. A moment later he straightened himself and said with
a mockingly heroic gesture, "I feel I can't take you from your husband, Rita. He's proved
himself the better man!"

"Don't talk such sentimental twaddle," she chided impatiently. "You sound like something
out of the worst type of film. Besides, he hasn't proved himself anything of the sort. And what
do I care who is the better man, for that matter? 1 love you. It's ridiculous for you to try and
behave in this quixotic fashion!"

He walked towards her. His face was grim.

"I'm sorry," he said curtly. "I thought you'd prefer it that way. But since you'd rather have
the truth, here it is. Since the appearance of your husband I'd like to back out, if you don't mind,
my dear. | don't care for dramatics, except on the screen. And, despite your insistence on it, I'm
not really romantic. In fact I'm horribly practical; and your husband, as you know, is my most
important director. So I think, all things considered, we'd better call this elopement off."

"Oh!" It was a strangled cry of protest. For the moment she was too dumbfounded to
continue. "Oh," she cried again, "You couldn't behave so meanly, Rex!"

He smiled with faint irony. "It seems I'm not only capable of it but I intend to, my dear
Rita."

She sprang to her feet. "Oh, | hate you, Rex. How dare you! How dare you - humiliating
me like this! Of all the cads... After you'd persuaded me to elope with you, too! Begged me to
do it. But" - her voice cracked in a sob - "you don't mean it, do you? Tell me you don't mean it.
Oh, I can't believe..." And she tried to fling herself into his arms.

He evaded her. "I'm afraid | do mean it," he said determinedly.

Her pretty face crimsoned. "Oh, you - you brute! You utter, utter bounder! I'd like... I'd
like..." Suddenly raising her small hand, she struck him as hard as she could across the face. It
left an ugly red mark. He started back slightly. And, for a moment, a dangerous light blazed
out of his blue-gray eyes. But, a moment later, he recovered himself. He even smiled
crookedly. "Thanks, my dear. That settles it, doesn't it?"



"Yes