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Roy Vickers

Roy Vickers was the author of over 60 crime novels and 80 short stories, many written under the pseudonyms Sefton Kyle and David Durham. He was born in 1889 and educated at Charterhouse School, Brasenose College, Oxford, and enrolled as a student of the Middle Temple. He left the University before graduating in order to join the staff of a popular weekly. After two years of journalistic choring, which included a period of crime reporting, he became editor of the Novel Magazine, but eventually resigned this post so that he could develop his ideas as a freelance. His experience in the criminal courts gave him a view of the anatomy of crime which was the mainspring of his novels and short stories. Not primarily interested in the professional crook, he wrote of the normal citizen taken unawares by the latent forces of his own temperament. His attitude to the criminal is sympathetic but unsentimental.
Vickers is best known for his ‘Department of Dead Ends’ stories which were originally published in Pearson’s Magazine from 1934. Partial collections were made in 1947, 1949, and 1978, earning him a reputation in both the UK and the US as an accomplished writer of ‘inverted mysteries’. He also edited several anthologies for the Crime Writers’ Association.







PART ONE
MISS PAISLEY’S CAT





Chapter One

There are those who have a special affection for cats: and there are those who hold them in physical and even moral abhorrence. The belief lingers that cats have been known to influence a human being—generally an old maid and generally for evil. It is true that Miss Paisley’s cat was the immediate cause of that emotionally emaciated old maid reaching a level of perverted greatness—or stark infamy, according to one’s viewpoint. But this can be explained without resort to mysticism. The cat’s behaviour was catlike throughout.
Miss Paisley’s cat leapt into her life when she was fifty-four and the cat itself was probably about two. Miss Paisley was physically healthy and active—an inoffensive, neatly dressed, self-contained spinster. The daughter of a prosperous business man—her mother had died while the child was a toddler—she had passed her early years in the golden age of the middle classes, when every detached suburban villa had many of the attributes of the baronial hall: if there was no tenantry there was always a handful of traditionally obsequious tradesmen—to say nothing of a resident domestic staff.
She was eighteen, at a ‘finishing school’ in Paris when her father contracted pneumonia and died while in course of reorganising his business. Miss Paisley inherited the furniture of the house, a couple of hundred in cash and an annuity of a hundred and twenty pounds.
Her relations, in different parts of the country, rose to the occasion. Without expert advice they pronounced her unfit for further education or training and decided that, between them, they must marry her off—which ought not to be too difficult. Miss Paisley was never the belle of a ball of any size, but she was a good looking girl, with the usual graces and accomplishments.
In the first round of visits, she accepted the warm assurances of welcome at their face value—yet, she was not an unduly conceited girl. It was her father who had given her the belief that her company was a boon in itself. The technique of the finishing school, too, had been based on a similar assumption.
During the second round of visits—in units of some six months—she made the discovery that her company was rather tolerated than desired—a harsh truth from which she sought immediate escape.
There followed an era of nursery governessing and the companioning of old ladies. The children were hard work and the old ladies were very disappointing. In paid companionship, it is the payee who listens to tales of past grandeur.
Penuriousness and the old ladies were turning her into a humble creature, thankful for the crumbs of life. In her early twenties she obtained permanent employment as a ‘female clerk’ in a Government office. She made her home in Rumbold Chambers, Marpleton, about fifteen miles out of London, and about a mile from the house that had once been her father’s. The Chambers—in this sense a genteel, Edwardian word-meaning flatlets—had already seen better days, and were to see much worse.
The rent would absorb nearly half her annuity; but the Chambers, she believed, had tone. The available flatlet looked over the old cemetery to the 17th century bridge across the river. She signed a life lease. Thus, she was in that flatlet when the cat came, thirty-two years later.
She had taken out of the warehouse as much furniture as would go into the flatlet. The walls were adorned with six enlarged photographs, somewhat pompously framed, of the house and garden that had been her father’s.
The radio came into general use: the talkies appeared and civil aviation was getting into its stride—events which touched her life not at all. Light industry invaded Marpleton and district. Every three months or so she would walk past her old home, until it was demolished to make room for a factory.
If she made no enemies, she certainly made no friends. The finishing school had effectively crippled her natural sociability. At the end of her working day, she would step back thirty odd years into her past.
When the cat appeared, Miss Paisley was talking vivaciously to herself, as is the habit of the solitary.
“I sometimes think Father made a mistake in keeping it as a croquet lawn. Croquet is old fashioned … Oh! How on earth did you get there!”
The cat had apparently strolled on to the window sill—a whole story plus some four feet above ground level. “Animals aren’t allowed in the Chambers, so you must go … Go, please. Whooosh!”
The cat blinked and descended, somewhat awkwardly, into the room.
“What an ugly cat! I shall never forget Aunt Lisa’s Persian. It looked beautiful, and everybody made an absurd fuss of it. I don’t suppose anybody ever wants to stroke you. People tolerate you, rather wishing you didn’t exist, poor thing!” The cat was sitting on its haunches, staring at Miss Paisley. “Oh, well, I suppose you can stay to tea. I’ve no fish, but there’s some bloater paste I forgot to throw away—and a little milk left over from yesterday.”
Miss Paisley set about preparing tea for herself. It was Saturday afternoon. Chocolate biscuits and two cream eclairs for today, and chocolate biscuits and two meringues for Sunday. When the kettle had boiled and she had made the tea, she scraped a nearly empty tin of bloater paste, spreading it on a thin slice of dry bread. She laid a newspaper on the floor—the carpet had been cut out of the drawing-room carpet of thirty-four years ago. The cat, watching these preparations, purred its approval.
“Poor thing! It’s pathetically grateful,” said Miss Paisley, placing the bloater paste and a saucer of yesterday’s milk on the newspaper.
The cat lowered its head, sniffed the bloater paste but did not touch it. It tried the milk, lapped once, then again sat back on its haunches and stared at Miss Paisley.
The stare of Miss Paisley’s cat was not pleasing to humanity. It was, of course, a normal cat’s stare from eyes that were also normal, though they appeared not to be, owing to a streak of white fur that ran from one eyelid to the opposite ear, then splashed over the spine. A wound from an air-gun made one cheek slightly shorter than the other, revealing a glimpse of teeth and giving the face a suggestion of a human sneer. Add that it had a stiff foreleg, which made its walk ungainly, and you have a very ugly cat—a standing challenge to juvenile marksmanship.
“You’re a stupid cat, too,” said Miss Paisley. “You don’t seem to make the most of your opportunities.”
Miss Paisley sat down to tea. The cat leapt on to the table, seized one of the eclairs, descended cautiously and devoured the eclair on the carpet, several inches from the newspaper.
This time, it was Miss Paisley who stared at the cat.
“That is most extraordinary behaviour!” she exclaimed. “You thrust yourself upon me when I don’t want you. I treat you with every kindness—”
The cat had finished the eclair. Miss Paisley continued to stare. Then her gaze shifted to her own hand which seemed to her to be moving independently of her will. She watched herself pick up the second eclair and lower it to the cat, who tugged it from her fingers.
She removed the saucer under her still empty tea cup, poured today’s milk into it and placed the saucer on the floor. She listened, fascinated, while the cat lapped it all. Her pulse was thudding with the excitement of a profound discovery.
Then, for the first time for thirty odd years, Miss Paisley burst into tears.
“Go away!” she sobbed. “I don’t want you. It’s too late—I’m fifty-four!”
By the time her breath was coming easily again, the cat had curled up on the Chesterfield that was really Miss Paisley’s bed.




Chapter Two

It was a month or more before Miss Paisley knew for certain that she hoped the cat would make its home with her. Her attitude was free from the kind of sentimentality which one associates with an old maid and a cat. She respected its cathood, attributed to it no human qualities, The relationship was too subtle to have need of pretence. Admittedly, she talked to it a great deal. But she talked as if to a room-mate, who might or might not be attending. In this respect, the cat’s role could be compared with that of a paid companion.
“Excuse me, madam!” Jenkins, the watchdog and rent collector, who had replaced the porter of palmier days, had stopped her in the narrow hall. “Would that cat with the black-and-white muzzle be yours by any chance?”
A month ago, Miss Paisley would have dithered with apology for breaking the rules and would have promised instant compliance.
“It is my cat, Jenkins. And I would be very glad to pay you half a crown a week for any trouble it may be to you.”
“That’s very kind of you, madam, and thank you. What I was goin’ to say was that I saw it jump out o’ Mr. Rinditch’s window with a bit o’ fish in its mouth what Mr. Rinditch had left from his breakfast.” He glanced down the passage to make sure that Mr. Rinditch’s door was shut. “You know what Mr. Rinditch is!”
Miss Paisley knew that he was a street bookmaker, with a number of runners who took the actual bets, and that Jenkins stood in awe of him as the only tenant of any financial substance. Mr. Rinditch was a stocky, thickset man with a large sullen face and a very large neck. Miss Paisley thought he looked vulgar, which was a matter of character, whereas the other tenants only looked common, which they couldn’t help.
“I’ll give it proper cats’ meat: then it won’t steal.”
“Thank you, madam!”
The ‘madam’ cost Miss Paisley about four pounds a year. None of the other women were ‘madam’, and none of the men were ‘sir’—not even Mr. Rinditch. Two pounds at Christmas and odd half crowns for small, mainly superfluous services. For Miss Paisley it was a sound investment. In her dream life she was an emigrée, awaiting recall to a style of living which, did she but know it, had virtually ceased to exist in England. It was as if the thirty odd years of unskilled clerical labour were a merely temporary expedient. Through the cat she was acquiring a new philosophy, but the dream was untouched.
“I have to cut your meat,” she explained that evening. “And I’m rather dreading it. You see, I’ve never actually handled raw meat before. It was not considered a necessary item in my education. Though I remember once—we were on a river picnic—two of the servants with the hamper were being driven over …”
She had to ask Jenkins’ advice. He lent her a knife—a formidable object with a black handle and a blade tapering to a point. A French knife, he told her, and she could buy one like it at any ironmonger’s—which she did on the following day. There remained the shuddery business of handling the meat. She sacrificed a memento—a pair of leather driving gloves, which she had worn for horse-riding during her holidays from school.
On the third day of the fourth month the cat failed to appear at its meal time. Miss Paisley was disturbed. She went to bed an hour later than usual, to lie awake until dawn, struggling against the now inescapable fact that the cat had become necessary to her, though she was unable to guess why this should be true. She tried to prove it was not true. She knew how some old maids—and some virile young men, too, for that matter—would dote upon a particular cat, perpetually fondling it and talking baby to it. For her cat she felt nothing at all of that kind of emotion. She knew that her cat was rather dirty, and she never really liked touching it. Indeed, she did not like cats, as such. But there was something about this particular cat—
The cat came through the open window shortly after dawn. She got out of bed and uncovered the meat. The cat yawned, stretched and ignored it, then jumped on to the foot of her bed, circled and settled down, asleep before her own head returned to her pillow. Miss Paisley was now cat-wise enough to know that it must have fed elsewhere, from which she drew the alarming inference that a cat which had strayed once might stray again.
The next day she bought a collar, had it engraved with her name and address and, in brackets, (£1 Reward For Return). She could contemplate expenditure of this kind without unease because, in the thirty odd years, she had saved more than five hundred pounds.
That evening, she fastened the collar in position. The cat pulled it off. Miss Paisley unfastened the special safety buckle and tried again—tried five times before postponing further effort.
“Actually, you yourself have taught me how to handle this situation,” she said, the following morning. “You refused the bloater paste and the not very fresh milk. You were right! Now, it will be a great pity if we have to quarrel and see no more of each other, but—no collar—no meat!”
After small initial misunderstandings the cat accepted the collar for the duration of the meal. On the third evening the cat forgot to scratch it off after the meal. In a week, painstaking observation revealed that the cat had become unconscious of the collar. Even when it scratched the collar in course of scratching itself, it made no effort to remove the collar. It wore the collar for the rest of its life.
After the collar incident, their relationship was established on a firmer footing. She bought herself new clothes—including a hat that was too young for her and a lumber-jacket in suede, as green as a cat’s eyes. There followed a month of tranquillity, shadowed only by a warning from Jenkins that the cat had failed to shake off its habit of visiting Mr. Rinditch’s room. She noticed something smarmy in the way Jenkins told her about it—as if he enjoyed telling her. For the first time, there came to her the suspicion that the ‘madam’ was ironic and a source of amusement to Jenkins.
On the following Saturday came evidence that, in this matter at least, Jenkins had spoken truly. She would reach home shortly after one on Saturdays. While she was on her way across the hall to the staircase, the door of Mr. Rinditch’s room opened. Mr. Rinditch’s foot was visible, as was Miss Paisley’s cat. The cat was projected some four feet across the corridor. As it struck the panelling of the staircase, Miss Paisley felt a violent pain in her own ribs. She rushed forward, tried to pick up her cat. The cat spat at her and hobbled away. For a moment she stared after it, surprised and hurt by its behaviour. Then suddenly, she brightened.
“You won’t accept pity!” she murmured. She tossed her head: her eyes sparkled with a kind of happiness that was new to her. She knocked on Mr. Rinditch’s door. When the large, sullen face appeared, she met it with a cat-like stare.
“You kicked my cat.”
“Your cat, is it! Then I’ll thank you to keep it out o’ my room.”
“I regret the trespass—”
“So do I. If I catch ’im in ’ere again, he’ll swing for it, and it’s me tellin’ yer.” Mr. Rinditch slammed his door.
Miss Paisley, who affected an ignorance of cockney idiom, asked herself what the words meant. As they would bear an interpretation which she would not allow her imagination to accept, she assured herself that they meant nothing. She began to wonder at her own audacity in bearding a coarse, tough man like Mr. Rinditch, who might well have started a brawl.
In the meantime, the cat had gone up the stairs and was waiting for her at the door of her apartment. It still did not wish to be touched. But when Miss Paisley rested in her easy chair before preparing her lunch, the cat, for the first time, jumped on to her lap. It growled and changed its position, steadying itself with its claws, which penetrated Miss Paisley’s dress and pricked her. Then it settled down, purred a little and went to sleep. The one-time dining-room clock chimed two o’clock: Miss Paisley discovered that she was not hungry.
On Sunday the cat resumed its normal routine, and seemed none the worse. It tackled its meat ration with avidity, and wound up with Miss Paisley’s other meringue. But that did not excuse the gross brutality of Mr. Rinditch. On Monday morning, Miss Paisley stopped Jenkins on the first floor landing and asked for Mr. Rinditch’s full name, explaining that she intended to apply for a summons for cruelty to animals.
“If you’ll excuse me putting in a word, madam, you won’t get your own back on him by gettin’ him fined ten bob. Why, he pays somthink like fifty pounds a month in fines for ’is runners—thinks no more of it than you think o’ your train fare.”
Miss Paisley was somewhat dashed. Jenkins enlarged.
“You’d be surprised, madam, at the cash that comes his way. The night before a big race, he’ll be home at six with more’n a couple o’ hundred pound in that bag o’ his: then he’ll go out at a quarter to eight, do his round of the pubs and be back at ten thirty with as much cash again.”
The amount of the fine, Miss Paisley told herself, was irrelevant. This was a matter of principle. The lawyer, whom she consulted during her lunch hour, failed to perceive the principle. He told her that she could not prove her statements: that, as the cat admittedly bore no sign of the attack, the case would be ‘laughed out of court.’
She had never heard that phrase before, and she resented it, the resentment being tinged with fear.
When she reached home, she found the cat crouching on the far side of the escritoire. It took no notice of her, but she could wait no longer to unburden herself.
“We should be laughed out of court,” she said. “In other words, Mr. Rinditch can kick us, and the Law will laugh at us for being kicked. I expect we look funny when we are in pain!”
In the whole of Miss Paisley’s life, that was the unluckiest moment for that particular remark. If her eyes had not been turned inward, she would have interpreted the behaviour of the cat, could not have failed to recognise that its position by the escritoire was strategic. She was still talking about her interview with the lawyer when the cat pounced, then turned in her direction, a live mouse kicking in its jaws.
“Oh, dear!” She accepted the situation with a sigh. She was without the physiological fear of mice—thought them pretty little things, and would have encouraged them but for their insanitary habits.
Now, Miss Paisley knew—certainly from the cliché, if not from experience—the way of a cat with a mouse. Yet it took her by surprise, creating an unmanageable conflict.
“Don’t—oh, don’t! Stop! Can’t you see? … We’re no better than Mr. Rinditch! Oh, God, please make him stop! I can’t endure it. I mustn’t endure it! Isn’t it any use praying? Are You laughing, too?”
Physical movement was not at Miss Paisley’s command, just then. The feeling of cold in her spine turned to heat, and spread outwards over her body, tingling as it spread. In her ears was the sound of crackling, like the burning of dried weeds.
Her breathing ceased to be painful. The immemorial ritual claimed first her attention, then her interest.
After some minutes, Miss Paisley tittered. Then she giggled. The cat, which can create in humanity so many illusions about itself, seemed to be playing its mouse to a gallery, and playing hard for a laugh.
Miss Paisley laughed.




Chapter Three

There were periods of normality, of uneventful months in which one day was indistinguishable from another, and Miss Paisley thought of herself as an elderly lady who happened to keep a cat.
She deduced that the cat wandered a good deal, and sometimes begged or stole food from unknown persons. She had almost persuaded herself that it had abandoned its perilous habit of visiting Mr. Rinditch’s flatlet. One evening in early summer, about a fortnight before the end came, this hope was dashed.
At about half-past eight, the cat had gone out, after its evening meal. Miss Paisley was looking out of her window, idly awaiting its return. Presently she saw it on top of the wall that divided the yard from the old burial ground. She waved to it: it stared at her, then proceeded to wash itself, making a ten-minute job of it. Then it slithered down via the tool shed, but instead of making straight for the drain pipe that led past Miss Paisley’s window sill, its changed direction. By leaning out of the window, she could obtain an oblique view of Mr. Rinditch’s rear window.
She hurried downstairs along the corridor, past Mr. Rinditch’s door to the door that gave on to the yard, skirted a group of six Corporation ash-cans, and came to Mr. Rinditch’s window, which was open about eighteen inches at the bottom. She could see the cat on Mr. Rinditch’s bed. She knew she could not tempt it with food so soon after its main meal. She called coaxingly, then desperately.
“We are in great danger,” she whispered. “Don’t you care?”
The cat stared at her, then closed its eyes. Miss Paisley took stock of the room. It was sparsely but not inexpensively furnished. The panelling was disfigured with calendars and metal coat-hooks.
The sill was more than four feet from the ground. She put her shoulders in the gap, and insinuated herself. She grasped the cat by its scruff, with one finger under its collar, and retained her hold while she scrambled to the safety of the yard, neglecting to lower the window to its usual position. They both reached her apartment without meeting anyone.
During that first fortnight that remained to them, Miss Paisley received—as she would have expressed it—a final lesson from the cat. She was returning from work on a warm evening. When some fifty yards from the chambers, she saw the cat sunning itself on the pavement. From the opposite direction came a man with a Labrador dog on a leash. Suddenly the dog bounded, snatching the leash from the man’s hand.
“Danger! Run away!” screamed Miss Paisley.
The cat saw its enemy a second too late. Moreover, its stiff leg put flight out of the question. While Miss Paisley ran forward, she felt the dog’s hot breath on the back of her neck, nerved herself for the breaking of her bones. And then, as it seemed to her, the incredible happened. The dog sprang away from the cat, ran round in a circle, yelping with pain, while the cat clambered to the top of a nearby gatepost.
The man had recovered the leash and was soothing the dog. Again Miss Paisley extemporised a prayer, this time of thankfulness. Then the habit of years asserted itself over the teaching she believed she had received from the cat.
“I am afraid, sir, my cat has injured your dog. I am very sorry. If there is anything I can do—”
“That’s all right, miss,” a genial cockney voice answered. “He asked for it, an’ he got it.” The dog was bleeding under the throat, and there were two long weals on its chest. “That’s the way cats ought to fight—get in under and strike UP, I say!”
“I have some iodine in my flat—”
“Cor, he don’t want none o’ that! Maybe your cat has saved ’im from losing an eye to the next one. Don’t you give it another thought, miss!”
Miss Paisley bowed, sadly confused in her social values, which were also her moral values. The man’s cockney accent was as inescapable as the excellence of his manners. Miss Paisley’s world was changing too fast for her.
She enjoyed another six days and nights of the cat’s company, which included four and a half days at the office. But these can be counted in, because the attention she gave to her work had become automatic and did not disturb her inner awareness of the relationship. She never defined that relationship, had not even observed the oddity that she had given the cat no name.




Chapter Four

It was a Tuesday evening. The cat was not at home when she arrived.
“You’ve started being late for meals again,” she grumbled. “Tonight, as it so happens, you can have ten minutes’ grace.”
Her subscription to an illustrated social weekly was overdue. She filled up the renewal form, went out to buy a money order.
In the hall, Mr. Rinditch’s voice reached her through the closed door of his apartment—apparently swearing to himself. There followed a muffled, whistling sound, as of cord being drawn sharply over metal. Then she heard a queer kind of growling cough and a scratching on woodwork—the kind of scratching sound that could be made by a cat’s claws on a wooden panel, if the cat’s body were suspended above the floor.
She stood, holding her breath, paralysed by a sense of urgency which her imagination refused to define. She seemed to be imprisoned within herself, unable to desire escape. The sound of scratching grew thinner until it was so thin that one could doubt whether one had heard it at all.
“You are imagining things!” she said to herself.
She smiled and went on her way to the post office. The smile became fixed. One must, she told herself, be circumspect in all things. If she were to start brawling with her neighbours every time she fancied—well, this-that-and-the-other—without a shred of evidence—people would soon be saying she was an eccentric old maid. She wished she could stop smiling.
She bought the money order, posted it and returned to her apartment, assuring herself that nothing at all had happened. That being agreed, everything could proceed as usual.
“Not home yet! Very well, I shan’t wait for you. I shall cut up your meat now, and if it gets dry you’ve only yourself to blame.” She put on the gloves with which she had held reins thirty-seven years ago. “Just over a year! I must have used them to cut up your meat more than three hundred times, and they’re none the worse for wear. You couldn’t buy gloves like this nowadays. I don’t fancy tinned salmon. I think I’ll make myself an omelette. I remember Cook was always a little uncertain with her omelettes.”
She made the omelette carefully, but ate it quickly. When she had finished her coffee, she went to the bookcase above the escritoire. She had not opened the glass doors for more than ten years. She took out Ivanhoe, which her father had given to her mother before they were married.
At a quarter past ten, she closed the book.
“You know I’ve never waited up for you! And I’m not going to begin now.”
The routine was to leave the curtains parted a little—about the width of a cat. Tonight she closed them. When she got into bed, she could soon see moonlight through the chinks by the rings—and then the daylight. In the morning, she took some trouble to avoid meeting Jenkins. As if he had lain in wait for her, he popped out from the service cupboard under the staircase.
“Good morning, madam. I haven’t seen your pussy cat this morning.”
Pussy cat! What a nauseating way to speak of her cat!
“I’m not worrying, Jenkins. He often goes off on his own for a couple of days. I’m a little late this morning.”
She was not late—she caught her usual train to London with the usual margin. At the office, her room mates seemed more animated than usual. A fragment of their chatter penetrated. “If Lone Lass doesn’t win tomorrow, I shall be going to London for my summer holiday.” A racehorse, of course. One of the so-called classic races tomorrow, but she could not remember which. It reminded her of Mr. Rinditch. A very low, coarse man! Her thoughts shifted to that very nice man who owned the dog. One of nature’s gentlemen! ‘Get in under and strike UP.’
She did not go out in the lunch hour, so did not buy any catsmeat.
That evening, at a few minutes to eight, she heard Jenkins’ footstep on the landing. He knocked at her door.
“Good evening, madam. I hope I’m not disturbing you. There’s somethink I’d like to show you, if you can spare a couple o’ minutes.”
On the way downstairs, there broke upon Miss Paisley the full truth about herself and Jenkins. Madam! She could hear now the contempt in his voice—could even hear the innumerable guffaws that had greeted his anecdotes of the female clerk who gave herself the airs of a lady in temporarily distressed circumstances. But her dignity had now passed into her own keeping.
He led her along the corridor, through the door giving on to the yard, to the Corporation ash-cans. He lifted a lid. On top of the garbage was the carcase of her cat. Attached to the neck was a length of green blind cord.
“Well, Jenkins?” HIer fixed smile was unnerving to him.
“He was in Mr. Rinditch’s room again, soon after you come ’ome last night. You can’t really complain, knowin’ what he said he’d do. And hangin’ an animal isn’t torture if it’s done properly, like this was. I don’t suppose your pore little pussy cat felt any pain. Just pulled the string over the top of the coat-hook and it was all over.”
“That is immaterial.” She knew that her cold indifference was robbing this jackal of the sadistic treat he had promised himself. “How do we know that Mr. Rinditch is responsible? It might have been anybody in the building, Jenkins.”
“I tell you, it was him! Last night, when my missus went in with his evenin’ meal, same as usual, she saw a length o’ that blind cord stickin’ out from under his bed. And there was a bit o’ green fluff on the coat-hook, where the cord had frayed. The missus did a bit more nosing while she was clearing away, an’ she spotted the cat’s collar in the waste paper basket. You couldn’t hang a cat properly with that collar on, ’ cause o’ the metal. She said the strap part had been cut—like as it might be with a razor.”
Miss Paisley gazed a second time into the ash-can. The collar had certainly been removed. Jenkins, watching her, thought she was still unwilling to believe him. Like most habitual liars, he was always excessively anxious to prove his word when he happened to be telling the truth.
“Come to think of it, the collar will still be in that basket,” he said, mainly to himself. “Listen! He keeps it near enough to the front window. Come round to the front and maybe you’ll be able to see it for yourself.”
The basket was of plaited wicker. Through the interstices Miss. Paisley could see enough of the collar to banish doubt.
She could listen to herself talking to Jenkins, just as she had been able to see herself standing at the ash-can, knowing what was under the lid before Jenkins removed it. How easy it was to be calm when you had made up your mind!
When she returned to her room it was only five minutes past eight. Never mind. The calm would last as long as she needed it. In two hours and twenty-five minutes, Mr. Rinditch would come home. She was shivering. She put on the green suede lumber-jacket, then she sat in her armchair, erect, her outstretched fingers in the folds of the upholstery.
“Before Mr. Rinditch comes back, I want you to know that I heard you scratching on his wall. You were alive then. We have already faced the fact that if I had hammered on the door and—brawled—you would be alive now. We won’t argue about it. There’s a lot to be said on both sides, so we will not indulge in recriminations.”
Miss Paisley was silent until twenty-five minutes past ten, when she got up and put on the riding gloves, as if she were about to cut meat for her cat. The knife lay on the shelf in its usual place. Her hand snatched at the handle, as if someone were trying to take it away from her.

“‘Get in under and strike UP!’” she whispered—and then Miss Paisley’s physical movements again became unmanageable. She was gripping the handle of the knife, but she could not raise it from the shelf. She had the illusion of exerting her muscles, of pulling with all the strength of her arm against an impossibly heavy weight. Dimly she could hear Mr. Rinditch come home and slam his door.
“I’ve let myself become excited! I must get back my calm.”
Still wearing the gloves and the lumber-jacket, she went back to her chair.
“At my age, I can’t alter the habits of a lifetime—and when I try, I am pulled two ways at once. I told you in the first place that you had come too late. You oughtn’t to have gone into Mr. Rinditch’s room. He killed you in malice, and I betrayed you—oh, yes, I did!—and now I can’t even pray.”
Miss Paisley’s thoughts propounded riddles and postulated nightmares with which her genteel education was unable to cope. When she came to full consciousness of her surroundings it was a quarter to three in the morning. The electric light was burning and she was wearing neither the gloves nor the green suede lumber-jacket..
“I don’t remember turning on the light—I’m too tired to remember anything.” She would sleep on in the morning, take a day off. She undressed and got into bed. For the first time for more than a year, she fell asleep without thought of the cat.
She was awakened shortly after seven by a number of unusual sounds—of a clatter in the hall and voices raised, of a coming and going on the stairs. She sat up and listened. On the ground floor Mrs. Jenkins was shouting while she cried—a working-class habit which Miss Paisley deplored. A voice she recognised as that of the boilermaker who lived on the top floor, shouted up the stairs to his wife.
“Oi, Emma! They’ve taken him away. Hangcuffs an’ all! Cor!”
Miss Paisley put on her long winter coat, pulled the collar up to her chin, and opened her door.
“What is all the fuss about?” she asked the boilermaker.
“That bookie on the ground floor, miss. Someone cut ’is throat for ’ im last night. The pleece’ve pinched Bob Jenkins.” He added: “Hangcuffs an’ all!”
“Oh!” said Miss Paisley. “I see!”
Miss Paisley shut the door. She dressed and prinked with more care than usual. She remembered trying to pick up the knife—remembered sitting down in an ecstasy of self-contempt—then groping in a mental fog that enveloped time and place. But there were beacons in the fog. ‘Get in under and strike UP’ was one beacon, the slogan accompanied by a feeling of intense pride. And wasn’t there another beacon? A vague memory of slinking, like a cat, in the shadows—to the river. Why the river? Of rinsing her hands in cold water. Of returning to her chair. Return. £1 Reward For Return. Her head was spinning. Anyhow, ‘someone had cut his throat for him in the night.’
So far from feeling crushed, Miss Paisley found that she had recovered the power to pray.
“I have committed murder, so I quite see that it’s absurd to ask for anything. But I really must keep calm for the next few hours. If I may be helped to keep calm, please, I can manage the rest myself.”




Chapter Five

At the local police station, Miss Paisley gave an able summary of events leading to the destruction of her cat, and her own subsequent actions, ‘while in a state of trance.’
The desk sergeant stifled a yawn. He produced a form, and asked her a number of questions concerning her identity and occupation, but no questions at all about the murder. When he had finished writing down the answers, he read them aloud.
“And your complaint is, Miss Paisley, that it was you who killed William Rinditch, in—in a state of trance you said, didn’t you?”
Miss Paisley assented, thinking this was a funny way of putting it, and signed her statement.
“Just at present, the inspector is very busy,” said the sergeant, “so I must ask you to take a seat in the waiting room.”
Miss Paisley, who had expected the interview to end with ‘hangcuffs,’ clung to her calm and sat in the waiting room, insultingly unguarded, for more than an hour. Then she was grudgingly invited to enter a police car, which took her to county headquarters.
Chief Inspector Graun, who had served his apprenticeship at Scotland Yard, had dealt with a score or more of self-accusing hysterics. He knew that about one in four would claim to have committed the murder while in a trance—knew, too, that this kind could be the most troublesome if they fancied they were treated frivolously.
“Then you believe Rinditch killed your cat, Miss Paisley, because Jenkins told you so?”
“By no means!” She described the cat’s collar and the method of killing, which necessitated the removal of the collar. She added details about the waste-paper basket.
“Then the collar is still in that basket, if Jenkins was telling the truth?”
But investigation on the spot established that there was no cat’s collar in the waste-paper basket, nor anywhere else in the apartment. Miss Paisley was astonished—she knew she had seen it in that basket. The interview was resumed in her flatlet, where she asserted that she had intended to kill Mr. Rinditch when he returned at ten-thirty, but was insufficiently prepared at that time. She did not know what time it was when she killed him, but knew that it was not later than a quarter to three in the morning. The weapon had been the knife which she used exclusively for cutting the cat’s special meat.
“I have no memory at all of the act itself, Inspector. I can only say that it was fixed in my mind that I must—get close and strike upwards.”
The inspector blinked, hesitated, then tried another line.
“It was after ten-thirty, anyhow, you said—after he had locked up for the night. How did you get in?”
“Again, I can’t tell. I can’t have hammered on his door, or someone would have heard me. I might have—I must have—got in by his window. I regret to confess that on on occasion I did enter his apartment that way in order to remove my cat, which would not come out when I called it.”
“How did you get into the yard? That door is locked at night.”
“Probably Jenkins left the key in it—he is very negligent.”
“So you have no memory at all of anything? You are working out what you think you must have done?”
Miss Paisley remembered that she had prayed for calm.
“I appreciate the force of your remark, Inspector. But I suggest that it would be a little unusual, to say the least, for a woman of my antecedents and habits to accuse herself falsely for the sake of notoriety. I ask you to believe that I sat in that chair at about ten-thirty, with a fair amount of light from the sunset—that my next clear memory is of starting up in the chair at a quarter to three, noticing that the light was on. Also, there were other signs—”
“Right! We accept that you got out of that chair—though you don’t remember it. You may have done other things, too, but I’ll show you that you didn’t kill Rinditch. To begin with, let’s have a look at the murder knife.”
Miss Paisley went to the cupboard.
“It isn’t here!” she exclaimed. “Oh, but of course—! I must have—I mean, didn’t you find the knife?”
Graun was disappointed. He could have settled the matter at once if she had produced the knife—which had indeed been found in the body of the deceased. A knife that could be bought at any ironmonger’s in the country, unidentifiable in itself.
“If you had entered Rinditch’s room, etcetera, you’d have left fingerprints all over the place—”
“But I was wearing leather riding gloves—”
“Let’s have a look at ’em, Miss Paisley.”
Miss Paisley went back to the cupboard. They should be on the top shelf. They were not.
“I can’t think where I must have put them!” she faltered.
“It doesn’t matter!” sighed Graun. “Let me tell you this, Miss Paisley. The man—or, if you like, woman—who killed Rinditch—couldn’t have got away without some pretty large stains on his clothes.”
“It wouldn’t have soaked through the lumber-jacket,” murmured Miss Paisley.
“What lumber-jacket?”
“Oh!—I forgot to mention it—or rather, I didn’t get a chance. When I sat down in that chair at ten-thirty I was wearing a green suede lumber-jacket. When I came to myself in the small hours, I was not wearing it.”
“Then somewhere in this flatlet, we ought to find a ladies’ lumber-jacket, heavily blood-stained. I’ll look under everything and you look inside everything.”
When the search had proved fruitless, Miss Paisley turned at bay.
“You don’t believe me!”
“I believe you believe it all, Miss Paisley. You felt you had to kill the man who had killed your cat. You knew you couldn’t face up to a job like murder, especially with a knife. So you had a brainstorm, or whatever they call it, in which you kidded yourself you had committed the murder.”
“Then my meat-knife, my old riding gloves and my lumer-jacket have been hidden in order to deceive you?” shrilled Miss Paisley.
“Not to deceive me, Miss Paisley. To deceive yourself! If you want my opinion, you hid the knife and the gloves and the jacket because they were not bloodstained. Brainstorm, same as I said. Maybe you’ll remember sometime where you put ’em.”
Miss Paisley felt giddy. Graun steadied her into the armchair.
“You don’t need to feel too badly about not killing him,” he said, smiling to himself. “I’ll tell you something—you’ll be reading it all in a day or two. At seven o’ clock this morning, a constable found Jenkins trying to sink a bag in the river. That bag was Rinditch’s, which was kept under the bed o’ nights. And Jenkins had two hundred and thirty odd quid in cash which he can’t account for.”
Miss Paisley made no answer. She had kept her calm but had achieved nothing. The rather conscious nobility of purpose which had driven her to confess her crime was shrinking into an effort to save face.
“Maybe, you still sort of feel you killed Rinditch?” Miss Paisley nodded assent. “Then remember this. If the brain can play one sort of trick on you, it can play another—same as it’s doing now.”
Inspector Graun had been very understanding and very kind, Miss Paisley told herself. It was her duty to abide by his decision—especially as there was no means of doing otherwise—and loyally accept his interpretation of her own acts. The wretched Jenkins—an abominable man, who had made her a laughing stock for years—would presumably be hanged. Things, reflected Miss Paisley, had a way of coming right, in the end.
After a single appearance before the magistrate, Jenkins was committed on the charge of murder and would come up for trial in the autumn at the Old Bailey. Miss Paisley removed her interest.
One evening in early autumn, Miss Paisley was sitting in her armchair, reviving the controversy as to whether her father had made a mistake about the croquet lawn. She found new arguments in his favour, which had to be refuted. In her eagerness she thrust her hands between the folds of the upholstery. Her fingers encountered a hard object. She hooked it with her fingernail, then with her finger—and pulled up her dead cat’s collar.
She held it in both hands while there came vivid memory of peering through Mr. Rinditch’s window, Jenkins beside her, and seeing the collar in the waste paper basket … The buckle was still unfastened. The leather had been cut, as if with a razor. She read the inscription: her own name and address (£1 Reward For Return).
“I took it out of that basket—afterwards!” She re-lived the ecstatic moment in which she had killed Rinditch. The cloud in her brain, having served its purpose, was blown away. Every detail was now clear cut. Strike UP, as the cat had struck—then leap to safety. She had pulled off a glove, to snatch the collar from the basket and thrust it under the neck of her jumper, had put the glove on again before leaving the room and making her way to the river. Back in her chair she had retrieved the collar.
And here it was, between her thumb and finger! Miss Paisley was not legal minded, but she knew quite certainly that this was evidence. Evidence which she ought to report to the lawyers who were defending Jenkins.
Gone was the exaltation which had sustained her in her first approach to the police. She stood up, rigid, as she had stood in the hall while listening to the scratching on the panel, refusing to accept an unbearable truth. Once again she had the illusion of being locked up, aware now that there could be no escape from herself. All the events in the orbit of the murder which, a moment ago, had been silhouetted with terrifying sharpness, were now induced to fade.
There remained the collar—evidence irrefutable, but not wholly inescapable.
“If I keep this as a memento, I shall soon get muddled and accuse myself of murder all over again! What was it that nice inspector said—‘If the brain can play one trick on you it can play another.’”
She smiled as she put the collar in her purse, slipped on a coat and walked—by the most direct route, this time—to the 17th century bridge. She dropped the collar into the river, knowing that it would sink under the weight of its metal, unlike the blood-stained lumber-jacket and the riding gloves which she had weighted with stones scratched from the soil of the old cemetery.







PART TWO
A MAN AND HIS MOTHER N LAW





Chapter One

In a letter written on the eve of execution, Arthur Penfold seems to share the judge’s astonishment that a man of his calibre should turn to murder to extricate himself from a domestic difficulty. A student of criminology could have told Penfold—if not the learned judge himself—that murder eventuates, not from immediate circumstance, but from an antecedent state of mind.
The murder occurred in 1935. The antecedent state of mind was created five years earlier, on an October evening when Penfold, returning from the office, found a note in his wife’s handwriting on the hall table.
Penfold, an only child of very doting parents, was born in 1900. At twenty-five he inherited the family business, a wholesale agency for technical inks—almost any ink except the kind one uses with a pen. His mother had died the previous year. For three years he lived alone in the twelve-roomed house, with an acre of garden, in the overgrown village of Crosswater, some twenty miles out of London. The house was vibrant with memories of a benevolently autocratic father, whose lightest wish became his wife’s instant duty—whose opinions on everything she accepted as inspired wisdom. In April 1931 Arthur Penfold married and eagerly set about modelling his life on that of his father.
Of his bride we need note only that she had been an efficient business girl, a rung or two up the ladder, that she was physically attractive and well mannered—the sort of girl his friends expected him to choose. They had been married six months to a day when he found that note in the hall—six months, he would have told you, of unalloyed happiness. A wife who—ex officio, as it were—liked all the things that he liked, lived for the great moment of the day when he returned home, to regale her with small talk of his achievements in business. There was not, he would have asserted, a single cloud in his matrimonial sky.

‘Arthur dear. I am terribly sorry and utterly ashamed of myself, but I can’t stick it any longer. It’s not your fault—I have no complaint and no excuse. I shall stay with Mother while I’m looking for a job. I don’t want any money, please, and I’ll agree to anything as long as you don’t ask me to come back—Julie.


P.S.—There isn’t another man and I don’t suppose there ever will be.’

Julie remained unattached for three years. Then she wrote Penfold begging for divorce, as she wished to remarry. Penfold chivalrously insisted that he should be the one to give cause, so that she could start again untainted with scandal. He did not hate Julie, but he did hate himself and to a somewhat dangerous degree.
He was the fourth generation of his family to live in that house. The Penfolds were of the local aristocracy and ‘knew everybody,’ meaning fifty or so of the more prosperous families in a largish suburb. Arthur Penfold—though no one claimed him as an intimate friend—was popular, in the sense that no one disliked him nor ever suggested excluding him. He was of medium height, with thin, sandy hair, a little ponderous in manner, self-centred but not boastful. When he was deserted, for no apparent reason, ‘everybody’ agreed that he had been abominably treated and was entitled to sympathy.
While Julie was with him, his own happiness had been obvious to everybody. He had taken for granted that Julie was happy too. How could you have a happy husband and an unhappy wife? But, somehow, you had!
Why had she left him? Too late, he tried to imagine her point of view. It was uphill work, because he knew nothing of her intimate personal history, her tastes, her hopes, her fears. In the sense in which married lovers explore each other’s personality and impulse, he knew nothing at all about her—had desired no such knowledge. It escaped him that this might be the reason why Julie had thrown in her hand.
In the sympathy of the neighbours he saw only pity for a man who had some taint or defect, unknown to himself, which made his society intolerable to a normal woman. How could he doubt that behind a mask of friendliness, the neighbours were laughing at him!
There was a certain tragic grandeur in the idea of a man with a taint that baffled definition. In a short time, he began to believe in it.
The desertion was followed by three years of bitter self-contempt, during which every friendly greeting was held to mask a sneer. Irrelevantly, he felt a little better when the divorce was completed. In the summer he accepted an invitation to stay with a cousin who was the vicar of Helmstane. Here he met Margaret Darrington, who became his second wife.
Margaret was twenty-four and a beauty, though she seemed not to know it. Her clothes, expensive but ill-chosen, verged on dowdiness. She lacked the assurance of a girl specially gifted by nature. Her intelligence was adult, but her temperament was that of a prim young schoolgirl with a talent for obedience. At their first meeting, Arthur Penfold, perceiving the talent for obedience, wanted to marry her much more than he had ever wanted anything.
“A very grave young person,” the vicar told him. “She lives with an honorary aunt, to whom she is devoted—er—excessively so!” The vicar pulled himself up. “Perhaps that was a mean remark in the special circumstances!” He told a tragic tale. In the 1914 war, when Margaret was six, her mother had been killed in an air raid on London, while the child was in Helmstane with a Mrs. Blagrove. Scarcely had Mrs. Blagrove finished breaking the news to the liftle girl when a War Office telegram announced that her father had been killed in action. Mrs. Blagrove cherished the orphan, adopted her and did her best to fill the role of both parents.
“With indifferent success, I fear,” finished the vicar. “Margaret is a dear girl—she helps me with the parish chores, which is convenient for me but not really the sort of thing she ought to be doing. She has lost her place in her own generation and shows no desire to find it. I would guess that she is, perhaps, unadventurous—a little afraid of life.”
Too afraid of life, in fact, to run away from a husband, who would stand between her and the world, which she need apprehend only through his eyes. Penfold required no further information about the girl nor her intimate personal history, nor her tastes, nor her hopes, nor her fears. For their first date, he asked her to meet him in London for lunch and a matinée.
For an instant, the schoolgirl personality vanished. The wide set eyes became the eyes of a vital young woman reaching out for her share of gaiety. But only for an instant.
“I’ll ask Aunt Agnes.”
Six weeks later, in a punt on the river, he told her that it was in her power to make him extremely happy. He gave instances of so many ways in which she could give him happiness that the idea of marrying him began to take the colour of a moral duty. Whether he could give her a commensurate happiness was a question which was not raised by either side.
Margaret admitted having observed that a girl was expected to marry and leave home—even when her own people were fond of her, which she thought puzzling.
“Then you will, Madge?”
“I’ll ask Aunt Agnes.”
“No, darling!” said Penfold, who had not yet discovered that she was intelligent. “We’ll go back at once and I’ll tell her myself.”




Chapter Two

Mrs. Blagrove had draped her Victorian furniture in bright chintzes, hung a nude or two on her walls and believed the result to be modern. She believed the same of herself. In the nineties she had considered herself one of the New Women—had she not smoked cigarettes and read the early works of Bernard Shaw!—though she secretly preferred the output of Miss Ella Wheeler Wilcox, whose sentimental verse was already crossing the Atlantic. She had an income sufficient for all the hobbies and good works with which she fought her dread of lonely old age.
She began by putting Penfold at his ease, which slightly offended him and spoilt his tactical approach.
“I know why you have come, Mr. Penfold.” Her smile was elaborately confidential. “I’ll say it for you, shall I? You have asked Madge, and she has referred you to me. I’ve felt this in the air for a fortnight. And there was no way of warning either of you.”
“But, Mrs. Blagrove! You cannot mean that you refuse your consent?”
“I have no such authority—my guardianship expired when she was twenty-one.”
“She would never take an important step against your wishes.”
“Nor an unimportant step, either. My moral influence, I admit, is paramount. For that very reason, I shall not exercise it. I shall urge Madge to do whatever she wants to do.” Before Penfold could express satisfaction, Mrs. Blagrove added: “I shall simply advise her not to think any more about it. Advice—that will be all!”
Her tone removed insult from her words. Penfold retreated to prepared ground.
“Perhaps you will allow me to give a brief account of myself.”
The brevity, however, was not noticeable. Mrs. Blagrove politely refrained from registering inattention.
“In short, you are extremely eligible—the vicar told me all about you.” She paused before resuming, on another note. “Mr. Penfold! Have you noticed, as I have, that some women are predestined mothers—you can tell when they’re little girls. And some have an obvious talent for wifehood. And some—and Madge is one of these—are predestined daughters—daughters in mind and temperament even when they are very old women.”
“Old maids, perhaps. But when Madge is married—”
“She’ll make her husband more unhappy than herself. Other men have thought they were in love with her, because she’s such a pretty thing. But their man’s instinct warned them that too much of her would be withheld. Haven’t you noticed how she comes to me to ask permission or advice on trifling matters?—and she’s twenty-four, remember. It’s she who insists on that sort of thing, not I. I flatter myself I’m a modern woman. I believe in complete freedom for women, single or married.”
Penfold retained only the impression that ‘the old lady’ intended to keep the girl to herself. He was ready to fight her, tooth and claw. But there was nothing to fight. When Margaret reported back to him, he could hardly take in her words.
“I’m so glad Aunt Agnes doesn’t refuse her consent. She just advises us not to. But I think—I’m sure—it’s only because she would hate to seem to be glad to get rid of me. It’s not reasonable to suppose she really wants me on her hands for ever. So, if you still feel sure that you do, Arthur—”
Penfold expected at best some sulkiness on the part of his honorary mother-in-law. To his amazement, she kept her word to urge the girl to do what she wanted to do. Mrs. Blagrove was positively co-operative. Pursuing some dimly understood ideal of modernity, she turned her energies to detail, took competent advice in the purchase of a most comprehensive trousseau. Further, she forced the girl into the hands of a beautician for grooming and general instruction.
The result was that Margaret’s natural beauty was brought into line with modern requirements. Julie had been ordinarily good looking—Margaret would catch the eye in any community. In Crosswater, the women would be jealous and the men would be envious. They would soon see how wrong they had been in supposing that he could not hold the interest of an attractive wife.
On the last day of their honeymoon in Cornwall, there came a letter from Mrs. Blagrove, jointly addressed and beginning ‘My dears,’ announcing that she had sold her house in Helmstane, bought another for the same price in Crosswater and would shortly move in.
“That’s almost too good to be true!” exclaimed Margaret. “I can run round every day while you’re in London and see that she’s all right.”
For a few seconds, Penfold hovered on the brink of protest. So that was the game! For all her amiability—for all that really broadminded trousseau—Mrs. Blagrove was hostile and intended to wreck their marriage. She would fail. Margaret’s talent for obedience, which had given him such a delightful honeymoon, would prove a two-edged sword, and—and so on!
“I hope, darling,” he said, feeling extremely clever, “that Aunt Agnes will stay with us while she is moving in.”
Mrs. Blagrove did not stay in their house, but she let Margaret help her with the move, taking scrupulous care that Penfold’s convenience should not be jeopardised. Very shrewd of her, thought Penfold. But he too knew how to wear the velvet glove.
Her house was some half a mile away: visits were constantly exchanged. No man could have been more attentive to his mother-in-law, honorary or otherwise.
In time, they slipped into a little routine. On Wednesday evenings, the Penfolds dined at Dalehurst, Mrs. Blagrove’s daily help staying after six. On Sundays, Mrs. Blagrove came for supper to Oakleigh, when Penfold would read aloud a selection from the poems of Miss Ella Wheeler Wilcox who, in Mrs. Blagrove’s affections, had never had a rival.
Penfold became aware that on most days of the week Margaret would ‘run round’ to Dalehurst. Many minor domestic arrangements were traceable to Mrs. Blagrove; but they were sensible arrangements, which enhanced his comfort without impinging-on his authority. Margaret never quoted Aunt Agnes. It would have been unintelligent to deny that the old lady seemed to be playing no game but an unobtrusively benevolent one. He began to think highly of her, even to enjoy her company, except for the sessions of Miss Ella Wheeler Wilcox. Twice she insinuated a Mrs. Manfried, a fellow devotee. It was his sole grievance.
A year passed, during which Penfold put back the weight he had lost after the collapse of his first marriage. His dream had come true. The women were jealous of Margaret, and the men, within the framework of correct behaviour, registered an envious appreciation of her. No longer did the smile of welcome seem to mask a sneer, tempered with pity.
He could not bring himself to grudge the time his wife spent at Dalehurst, in his absence. Mrs. Blagrove’s prophecy that Margaret would make her husband unhappy had been stultified by the event. His life slipped into the pattern of his father’s.
The inner history of an egocentric tends to repeat itself. The other half of Mrs. Blagrove’s prophecy—the half that was concerned with Margaret’s happiness—had slipped from Penfold’s memory. He was so happy himself that he had not felt the need to probe into the question of Margaret’s happiness—to explore her personality and her impulse. She was an efficient and economical housekeeper. She was of regular, orderly habits. She was lovely to look at and she was obedient in all things. His cup was full.




Chapter Three

They had been married two years and a month when Mrs. Blagrove fell down in her bedroom and put a finger out of joint. The injury was beginning to be forgotten, when she fell down in the hall, bruising herself painfully. She was not too shaken, however, to come to supper on Sunday—to be whisked back to her girlhood by Penfold, in interpretation of Miss Ella Wheeler Wilcox.
The following week, a trained nurse took up residence at Dalehurst, though Mrs. Blagrove seemed to ignore her presence and to carry on as usual. In the course of a fortnight, Margaret overcame her aunt’s reluctance to reveal the facts.
“She falls down because she suddenly loses consciousness,” Margaret told her husband. “It’s her heart. But Dr. Delmore says her life is in no danger.”
Penfold expressed relief. But there was more to come.
“The air here is too bracing, Dr. Delmore says. She will have to sell up and leave. He recommends South Devon.”
Some two hundred miles from London! That, Penfold admitted to himself, could be borne with equanimity. He was, in fact, about to say as such.
“I’m sorry, Arthur dear, but I must go with her.”
“Yes, darling, of course you must! I’ll squeeze a week off, and we’ll all go down together and settle her in.”
“Doctor Delmore says—” it was as if Penfold had not spoken “—that these little attacks may be frequent. They may come at any hour of the day or night. She might fall in the fire—under the traffic—anything. She must never be alone.”
Still Penfold could not see it.
“That means two nurses. Pretty hefty expense—”
“There won’t be two nurses. There won’t be one. She can’t get on with nurses. That nice Nurse Hart has gone, and Aunt Agnes says she won’t have another. I must go to her, Arthur. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”
There came a moment of stark panic—a long moment in which he again ran the gauntlet of smiles that masked the universal sneer at the man who cannot hold his woman.
“She may live for twenty years or more. Do you want to end our marriage, Madge?”
“It isn’t a matter of what I want,” she evaded. “Remember, she isn’t my aunt, really. She didn’t even like me, to start with—I was the horrid child of a young couple she had met on a pleasure cruise. I’ve never forgotten. All my life I’ve wondered what I could do in return.”
“I’m not belittling her. But what about me? What have I done that I should lose my wife?”
“Nothing. You speak as if I were complaining of you—I’m not—it wouldn’t be fair.” The unconscious echo of Julie’s words made him feel faint. “But you don’t need me, Arthur—me in particular, I mean.”
“Of course I need you! To come home in the evening, with no wife to welcome me—”
“You’ll soon find a quiet girl, whose looks appeal to you—you ask so little, Arthur. Then, everything will be the same for you.” She spoke without a trace of bitterness. “But Aunt Agnes needs me as me!”
He did not understand and would not try. The sense of defeat was numbing him. He went into the dining-room and took a stiff whisky. He would put his case firmly but fairly to Aunt Agnes, with every consideration for her feelings. Velvet glove, in fact. Now he came to think of it, her birthday fell on the day after tomorrow. That could be used to help his opening.
The next day was damp and foggy, increasing his depression, so that he left the office earlier than usual, determined to see Mrs. Blagrove at once.
Now, by chance—good or ill according to one’s point of view—a popular publisher had decided to stage a come-back for the poetry of Ella Wheeler Wilcox and was flooding the bookstalls with an initial anthology: The Best of Wilcox. There was a double pyramid at one of the bookstalls at Waterloo station, which duly caught Penfold’s eye.
The very thing! It would help him to open the interview on a friendly note.
He bought a copy, decided to retain the dust jacket, which carried a design of moonbeams and cupids—‘the old lady’ reacted to that sort of thing when you steered her into the mood for it.
On arriving at Crosswater at five-three, he reflected that Madge would not be expecting him for another hour—she had said that she would be helping at the vicarage that afternoon. So, instead of going home first, he trudged through the rain and fog to Dalehurst. Mrs. Blagrove was drawing the curtains when he appeared in the front garden. She beckoned and unlatched the french window.
“Come in this way, if you don’t mind. It’s Bessie’s afternoon for visiting her grandmother in hospital. She’s supposed to pay me back the time on. Saturday, but she always has some excuse. You’re home early, aren’t you?”
He agreed with enthusiasm—went into the hall to deposit his coat and hat, and returned, flourishing The Best of Wilcox.
“This is just out—an anthology. Thought you might like it. Sort of pre-birthday present.”
“How thoughtful and kind of you, Arthur! What a perfectly lovely design! I expect I know all the selections—I hope I do!” She lowered herself to the chintz-covered settee and turned over the pages. When Penfold had finished settling himself in an armchair, Mrs. Blagrove was sitting with her hands folded in her lap. The book was not in evidence.
“You’ve come to talk about Madge, haven’t you?”
“And about you and me, Aunt Agnes. It’s sheer tragedy that you have to go and live somewhere else. We made a perfect little circle, the three of us. I can safely say that, these last two years, I have been as happy as any man can hope to be.”
“Yes! … Yes, I’ve noticed that you have.”
The remark seemed out of focus. Also, Aunt Agnes looked amused, instead of impressed. He reminded himself that he was to be firm as well as fair.
“I have to live near London, of course. That puts Madge in a terrible position. I would not for one moment dispute your claim to a sacrifice on her part—”
“‘Sacrifice’!” Mrs. Blagrove laughed somewhat loudly. “Let’s see if I’ve got it the right way round. It would be a sacrifice on her part to leave you and resume her life with me? Sacrifice of what, Arthur?”
While he was groping for a retort, she added:
“There are some things that women cannot conceal from each other, however hard they try.”
“What has Madge to conceal from you?” he blustered. “Do I stint her allowance? Do I ask too much of her in return?”
“You ask too little. So that the little you do ask becomes a soul-destroying chore!”
Within him was rising a strange kind of fear, which he did not know to be fear of himself.
“To me, that doesn’t make sense. But perhaps it’s my fault. Perhaps I have some blind spot—some—taint—of which I am unaware.”
“It’s nothing so interesting as a taint, Arthur.” She was leaning forward on the settee. Her elbows were bent, quivering a little. She seemed to him like a spider about to pounce. “Poor boy!” She was smiling now. “Your egotism protects you from all unpleasant truths—protects you, even, from the hunger for companionship and shared emotion. I’m afraid I must tell you something about yourself—something that’s not a bit mystical or dramatic.”

“Don’t!”

There was an antecedent state of mind, unsuspected by the judge, which made Penfold see in her smile the sneer which he had dreaded to see on the face of his friends, the sneer at the man who cannot hold his woman.
“Your first marriage—” she was saying, though her words now were lost to him “—like your second, failed because you don’t want a wife—you want a puppet that can only say ‘yes.’”
He had no purpose except that of compelling her to silence, lest she shatter that little world in which he lived so happily with a wife who mirrored his picture of himself. He seized her by the throat—his grip grew in strength while his mind’s eye was re-reading Julie’s letter: ‘I am terribly sorry and utterly ashamed of myself, but I can’t stick it any longer.’ Madge would leave him, too—and again he would be pitied as the man without a woman of his own. If he had been of a different social type, he might have described his ecstasy as ‘seeing red and then getting a blackout.’ He certainly went through a process comparable with that of regaining consciousness, though he was unsurprised when he found that Mrs. Blagrove was dead.
He lurched into the chintz-covered armchair.
“Look what you’ve done to us now, Aunt Agnes!” He whimpered like a child. He was too profoundly shocked to feel fear for himself. This would be the biggest scandal Crosswater had ever known. There was little he could do to avert it, but that little must be done.
With his handkerchief he wiped the chintz of the armchair. In the hall he wiped the hatstand and the peg on which he had hung his coat. He put on his coat and hat—and his gloves—unlatched the front door, stepped outside and shut it behind him.
He waited a minute or more, listening. He walked down the path to the gate—.

“The Best of Wilcox!” he muttered. “There’ll be my fingerprints on that glossy jacket.”
He took off his right glove, found his penknife, opened it, then put the glove on again. With some difficulty he raised the latch of the french windows, slithered round the curtain.
He had left the light burning. In this mild-mannered suburbanite there was no emotion at sight of the woman he had killed—some seven or eight minutes ago. He was concentrated on reclaiming the book—and it was not beside the body, where he had expected it to be. It was not on the seat of the settee nor on the arms nor on the floor.
He was beginning to get flustered, but only because he was always a duffer at finding things. He went down on his knees, looked under the settee—if it had fallen, he might have kicked it there himself. He crawled round to the back of the settee. He stood up, exasperated. The book simply must be in the room somewhere! He took a couple of steps backwards, bumped against the open flap of the escritoire. He wheeled as if a hand had touched him—and stared down at the cupids dancing in the moonbeams.
While he was picking up the book, his eye measured the distance from the back of the settee to the open flap of the escritoire—a good six feet.
How did the book get there, he wondered. She had it in her hand when she sat down, and he could not remember her leaving the settee. Could someone have entered the room, while he was outside the house? He hurried into the hall, intending to search the house—then abandoned the idea as useless. Anyway, it was much more likely that she had moved while they were talking, without his noticing it. Mustn’t start imagining things and giving way to nerves!
He put the book in his overcoat pocket and, leaving the light burning, again left the house by the front door, forgetting to refasten the french window. The fog was being thinned out by a rising wind: with the light rain, visibility was still very poor.
He turned up his collar and adopted a slouch—he would be safe from recognition unless he came face to face with an acquaintance. He reached the gate of Oakleigh more than half an hour before his usual time. He observed that the lights were on in the kitchen but nowhere else. Madge, evidently, was still at the vicarage. He must get in without the cook and housemaid hearing him.
He used his latchkey silently, hung up his coat and hat and crept into the drawing-room. He switched on the stove and put The Best of Wilcox on an occasional table where Madge would be sure to see it—it would serve as a diversion. Now and again he chuckled to himself, as if he were taking rather sly measures to prevent the club secretary from learning that a friend had broken one of the rules.
He was still alone at five to six when, straining his cars, he could hear the train coming in, then rumbling away. Dangerously soon, he heard Madge’s latchkey.
“Why, Arthur! You’ve beaten me! You must have galloped from the station!”
“I caught the earlier train—miserable day and not much doing at the office. I was dozing off when I heard your latchkey.”
She was facing the occasional table—staring at the moonbeams and cupids. She looked disappointed—held the book as if she resented its presence in the house.
“It’s not for you!” he laughed. “It’s a Wilcox anthology. Out today! I thought Aunt Agnes might like to have it.”
“Oh, Arthur, how kind of you!” Her voice was unsteady. With unwonted impulsiveness, she threw her arms round his neck. He was unaware that this was the first time she had volunteered a caress. “Let me take it to her tomorrow morning—please—I want to tell her how you thought of it for her.”
Almost reverently, she replaced the book on the little table.
“As you like, dear!” The daily help would arrive at Dalehurst about eight in the morning. The alarm would come, probably, while they were having breakfast.
After dinner Madge slipped away, to reappear in gum boots and mackintosh.
“I promised the vicar I’d take some things to Mrs. Gershaw. I shan’t be long.”
“It’s a filthy night—let me go for you.”
“No, thanks! There’s a lot of explanation and—and their telephone is out of order.”
As soon as his wife had left the house, Penfold became uneasy. It would be all right, he kept telling himself, provided she did not ‘run round’ to Dalehurst with that wretched book. Presently he remembered that she had put it back on the occasional table. He swung round in his chair. The book was no longer on the table.
Gershaw lived less than a hundred yards away. In half an hour Penfold’s nerve began to fail. He had endured an hour and five minutes before Margaret returned.
“What’s the matter, Madge?”
“Aunt Agnes is dead. Someone has killed her!”
“Nonsense! How d’you know? Have you been to Dalehurst?”
He had to repeat the question.
“Dr. Delmore saw me from his car and stopped. Just now!”
That was all right, then! Sympathy for a bereavement was indicated. He made a suitable exclamation, would have taken her in his arms.
“I want to be alone, Arthur.”
She walked past him, up the stairs to her room. She had never behaved like that before. The house suddenly seemed stiflingly hot. He opened the front door and stood in the porch—was there when the police came.
It was soon obvious that they had found nothing that need disturb him. They did not insist on seeing Madge, were content with his account of her movements and his own. They were even chatty, told him that Dr. Delmore, passing in his car, had seen the light in the drawing-room of Dalehurst and the french window swinging in the wind and had gone in to investigate. He had telephoned the police and, on the way home, had spotted Mrs. Penfold in the road and told her. There was, Penfold assured himself, nothing to worry about.




Chapter Four

At the inquest, Dr. Delmore testified that death had taken place between five and six o’clock and was due to heart failure caused by partial asphyxia resulting from strangulation. Margaret Penfold stated that she had lunched at Dalehurst, leaving at a quarter to three to go to the vicarage. Mrs. Blagrove had seemed to be in normal health, was expecting no visitor. She was confident that deceased had no personal enemy. Arthur Penfold was not called.
Police evidence revealed that the latch of the french window had been lifted with a penknife, and so clumsily that the woodwork had been chipped. The ground had been too wet to yield footprints of any value. The Coroner was encouraged to believe that an unpractised crook had assaulted deceased intending to make her disclose the whereabouts of valuables, and had then taken fright—there had been no robbery. The jury returned the obvious verdict and expressed gratification that the local police had been prompt in asking the aid of Scotland Yard.
On taking over, Chief Inspector Karslake ordered an intensive search of the drawing-room for some personal trace of the killer.
“She was on that settee when he attacked her. He must have been leaning well over. Try the folds of the upholstery—between the seat and the back.”
The result was disappointing. Between the folds of the upholstery were found three thimbles, two pairs of scissors, nine handkerchiefs and a book in its dust jacket: The Best of Wilcox.
“That’s too thick to have slipped down, sir—must’ve been pushed down.”
Karslake examined the book. A new copy—and there was nothing to distinguish it from any other copy in the edition. He opened it in the middle.
“Poetry!” He glanced back at the moonbeams and cupids. “Love stuff. And she was 64! Didn’t want to be caught at it. Check on the local booksellers—she probably bought it herself. Try those curtains.”
Karslake collected relevant gossip from the local superintendent, then set about eliminating the Penfolds. Margaret was easily disposed of because her movements were checkable up to six o’clock, when the cook and housemaid heard her talking to her husband in the drawing-room.
Penfold’s statement that he had arrived at Crosswater station at five three was confirmed by the ticket collector. His servants had not heard him come home, so could not deny that he might have come straight home from the station. This was a negative alibi which left the theoretical possibility that Penfold might have behaved as, in fact, he did behave, but there was no single item of evidence in support. Innocent persons, in the orbit of a murder, often had no alibi.
Moreover motive, in Penfold’s case, was apparently lacking. There was no known quarrel, nor conflict of interest. The Penfolds were financially comfortable. Mrs. Blagrove’s income had been derived from an annuity. To Mrs. Penfold she had left a sum in cash, her furniture and her house. But the house had been bought on mortgage and the whole estate would doubtfully yield fifteen hundred pounds.
After the inquest, the feeling of tension passed from Penfold. In so far as he thought clearly about his crime, he reasoned that the police would find evidence against him at once or not at all. For the rest, he had not planned to kill a fellow creature. He had been the unwitting instrument of fate, in whose hand he was soon able to detect a measure of poetic justice.
Madge’s general demeanour caused him no unease, though she cut short his not infrequent attempts to express condolence. She spoke hardly at all. However, ten days after the murder—on the evening of the day when Scotland Yard abandoned further work in the locality—she shook off her lethargy.
“I shall not go into mourning for Aunt Agnes,” she said, in the drawing-room after dinner. “It wouldn’t express anything to me.”
“As you please, dear.” His voice was low and a little funereal. “I think people will understand—you have been so brave!”
“Oh no! But I have woken up! The shock did it—the shock of learning that some frightened lout who wasn’t even a proper criminal had killed that dear, inoffensive woman. But the worst shock was finding that I myself—that I—instead of feeling grief-stricken, I felt as if a huge weight had been lifted off my shoulders.
“The feeling of relief didn’t go away after a few minutes, as I thought it would. It stayed—it grew. For a few days I thought myself a fow kind of beast with no proper human feelings. Then I began to understand. I had let Aunt Agnes down for years—and myself—by always being so terrifically grateful.”
“But my dear!” protested Penfold. “That was a very charming trait in your character.”
“It wasn’t!” The blunt contradiction made him sure that she was still suffering from shock. She went on: “I let it turn me spiritually into a poor relation, incessantly grateful and ever so anxious to please. Something the vicar had said to me three or four years ago put me on the right track. I loved Aunt Agnes very deeply. I shall love her all my life and shall go on wishing she were alive so that I could tell her I wasn’t fair to her nor to myself—nor to my husband!”
“But I have no complaint, Madge, except perhaps—”
“It started our marriage on the wrong foot. I’m ready to start again—I mean, from the beginning—if you are, Arthur. Are you?”
“My darling, how can you ask!”
No, she did not want to be kissed, just then. She was so clear on that point that he felt a little ruffled—it was so unlike her. Almost undutiful.
“We’ll take each other on our merits,” she said and smiled. “I start at zero—you start one up. I mean—I want to tell you that I was—stirred—when you bought that book for poor Aunt Agnes. You’ll say it was a trifle. But it pointed in the right direction, Arthur dear.”
She was talking, he thought, a little incoherently, letting her tongue run away with her. But she was overwrought, poor child, and he would let it pass without comment.
“I need a change after what’s happened,” she went on. “We’ll have a second honeymoon, Arthur! I want us to shut up the house for a month and stay in a nice hotel in London. You can go to the office, if you have to, but in the evenings we’ll have fun.”
‘Fun’ sounded a little ominous, but this was no time to damp her spirits.
“A second honeymoon!” he echoed. “Just what we both need! I know of a quiet little place, one of the old City inns—”
“But I don’t want a quiet little place! I want the Savoy or the Waldorf. I know it will cost a huge amount but—listen! I saw the solicitor the other day. He says it will be about eighteen months before probate is granted, but in the meantime his firm is lending me five hundred pounds—in a proper business way, of course. I want you to take two hundred of that. More, if it isn’t enough.”
He would not take her money because, in the morning, she would modify her plans and they would not go to the Savoy. But they did go to the Savoy and he did take her money, though he earmarked funds to give it back to her when her ‘mad mood’ had passed.
Strangely, he caught something of the mad mood himself. They were both comparatively new to theatre going. And Madge discovered that, after the theatre, you could go to a cabaret. Indeed, there were remarkably few forms of entertainment in London which she failed to discover.
Most of the time he enjoyed himself, while in her company. She could be merry or quietly companionable—provocative sometimes, but never obedient. It was as if there had been some meaning in that high-falutin nonsense she had talked about herself—as if the death of Aunt Agnes had released a coiled spring in her nature. The ‘second honeymoon’ joke was taking on a queer kind of reality. To him it was a revolutionary conception of the relationship of husband and wife. But the month, he reminded himself, would pass. And the coiled spring would have uncoiled itself.
When he was apart from her it seemed a very long month—and a not altogether respectable one, at that—she expected him to treat her as if he had never kissed her before. At the end of the office day, he missed his railway journey and found himself counting the days to be endured before he would slip back into the groove that had become second nature—his way of life, in the protection of which he had killed Mrs. Blagrove.
When the holiday was over they parted at the hotel, he for the office, she for their home. Sitting in the train that evening, he visualised Madge listening for his footstep on the gravel path, opening the door before he could reach it. It did not happen. He let himself in and stopped short in the hall—he smelt the new paint before his eye had taken it in.
The hall, the staircase, the dining-room, the drawing-room—new paint, new wallpaper! He wandered aghast from one room to another. The Landseers had gone from the walls of the dining-room! The Holman Hunt in the drawing-room had been replaced with a modern original! Some of the furniture had been re-upholstered, some banished, and there was a new carpet in the drawing-room.
When she came in twenty minutes later, he was still struggling with his anger.
“Well! D’you like it?” she asked eagerly. She was entreating his approval.
“My dear, I am too astonished to form any opinion. Did it not occur to you, Madge, to consult me before making sweeping alterations in my house?”
“Is it your house, Arthur—or our house? Of course I oughtn’t to have done it on my own, but I had to take a risk! I had the feeling that everything in the house was practically as it had been when your parents married.”
“It was indeed! But what was wrong with it?”
“We have to give ourselves every chance, Arthur—or we shall be slipping back into the old ways.”
The last words rendered him speechless. Slipping back into the old ways was precisely what he desired. He could find no means of making her understand. They were in the dining-room. He strode to the sideboard. The tantalus was still there. He took out the whisky decanter—nearly dropped it when she spoke.
“Not whisky for me,” said Madge. “Gin and orange, please.”
That was another shock. Never before had she taken a drink in the home, except during a party, when she would make a glass of sherry last the whole time. He hesitated, then began to mix the gin. She had turned herself into a different kind of woman and intended to stay so. He was not angry now, only afraid.
“Let’s drink to our future, Arthur.”
“To our future!” And what sort of future? She no longer interpreted his wishes as her duties—she was compelling him to accept some give-and-take principle of her own. She expected her tastes to be consulted equally with his, and she demanded that he should woo her afresh for every caress.
With a sense of discovery he remembered how he had sat alone in the drawing-room that night, wondering whether she had ‘run round to Dalehurst with that wretched book.’ Until he had removed the doubt, there would be nothing for it but abject surrender.
“I’m afraid I’ve been a bit bearish over the decorations, darling. Sorry! Come and show me everything, and I’ll tell you how much I like it all.”
She was sweetness itself whenever he made an effort to please her—but the effort had to be successful! Not that she required to be pleased all the time—she was as ready to give as to take. It emerged, however, that the month of madness at the Savoy, shorn of its expensive indulgence, was to be the blueprint for their married life. A kind of marriage which he had never contemplated and did not want.
Most evenings, in the train, he would decide to put his foot down. But when he got out of the train—you could just see the gables of Dalehurst from the arrival platform—other considerations would arise. So he would say nothing when he found a cocktail party in progress at home—nor when Madge was absent, at some one else’s party—nor when she said she was sorry but she could never understand stories about business deals.
In June, five months after the Savoy holiday, he contrived to meet Gershaw as if by chance, when the latter was leaving his office for lunch, and enticed him to a drink.
“Madge seems to have got over her bereavement, but the fact is she has had a partial lapse of memory.” He brought in an anonymous psychiatrist. “Now, I do remember that she went out after dinner saying that she had a message for Mrs. Gershaw from the vicar and she must go in person, because your telephone was out of order. Can you possibly tell me, old man, how long she was with you?”
“Phew! That’s a bit of a contract. My wife let her in—I was in the drawing-room, with the door open. I heard them chattering away in the hall and presently I butted in to ask your wife to have a drink, but she said she couldn’t stay. I didn’t notice the time. Call it three minutes—five, if you like. Best I can do! But I can tell you definitely she’s wrong about our telephone. It was on the telephone that we heard that night about the—about Mrs. Blagrove.”
That was nearly all that Penfold wanted to know.
“Was Madge carrying anything, Gershaw?”
“Don’t think so—oh yes, a book, loosely wrapped in newspaper. The rain had softened the paper and I offered her a satchel. But she found she could get it into the pocket of her mack—I remember pulling the flap over it for her.”
So she would have had time to go to Dalehurst and get away, with a margin of minutes, before Dr. Delmore came on the scene. Penfold felt a profound unease and wished he had not tackled Gershaw. After all, there was no proof that she had gone to Dalehurst. The book was not necessarily the Wilcox book. And she might have gone to someone else with another message from the vicar. He decided to let the whole matter drop and found that he could not. The riddle travelled home with him every evening and even intruded on the outward journey, so that his attention would wander from the morning paper.
As he could not shake it off, he tried to stare it out of countenance. Let it be granted that Madge did go to Dalehurst and did know that her aunt was dead before Dr. Delmore stopped her in the road and told her. What did it matter? Was it to be supposed that she went through the open french window and, in a very few minutes—never mind the shock!—saw something, not seen by the highly trained detectives, which told her that he had killed Aunt Agnes? Utterly absurd! Therefore he would put it out of mind.
He did put it out of mind for the better part of a fortnight’s holiday in August, which they spent at Brighton. On the last day, the riddle raised its head and he promptly struck at it with a new argument. Would a woman of Madge’s character—would anyone but a degraded gun-moll—live with a man whom she believed to have killed a woman who was virtually her mother? She would not! Therefore Madge had no secret weapon and he could be master in his own house.
The obsession was beginning to exist in its own right, as something separate from his desire to change Madge back into a docile and obedient wife. It had an integrity of its own, with no fear outside itself. He did not believe that, if she had proof, she would take it to the police. The terror lay in an imagined moment, in which she would say: ‘I know you killed Aunt Agnes.’ Being an imaginative terror, it was more consuming than a reasonable fear.
If she had known before Dr. Delmore had told her, why had she not raised the alarm herself? He could find a dozen contradictory answers. Sometimes in his sleep, and sometimes in a waking dream in the train coming home, he would play the part of Madge entering the room by the french window. ‘Auntie, I’ve brought you The Best of Wilcox.’ No, because she would have seen at once that her aunt was dead. In the shock of the discovery she would have forgotten all about the book, which was in the pocket of her mackintosh.

She would have brought the book home.

That night, when Madge had gone to bed, he began his search. In the house there were about a thousand books, some eight hundred of which had been bought by his parents. There were four sectional bookcases—an innovation of Madge’s—dotted about the drawing-room. In the section devoted to poetry and novels there was no Wilcox anthology. It was not on the shelves in the morning-room. It had not fallen behind anything. He thought of Madge’s mackintosh, which she very rarely wore, found it in the cupboard under the stairs, with the pockets empty.
He had to wait three days before he could be certain that Madge had an afternoon engagement. The strain of waiting preyed on his nerves. Then he came home by the earlier train and made a thorough search upstairs. Finally he was reduced to telling Madge that he had mislaid a technical book urgently needed and, with her able guidance, searched the whole house, without result.
Given that the book was not in his house, where was it? In a week, he was again reconstructing the scene in which Madge was deemed to have entered Dalehurst by the french window. As she walked up the gravelled path she took the book from her pocket. When she entered the room, she flung it from her. In which case it would have been stored with Mrs. Blagrove’s furniture, pending probate.
He knew by experience that, for a fixed fee, the depository company would allow detailed examination of goods. On the following Monday, he went to the depository. He had equipped himself with a typewritten letter, purporting to have been signed by Margaret Penfold, which told of one or two rare editions among the comparatively valueless books forming part of the goods deposited. Would they please allow a prospective purchaser to examine? As prospective purchaser, Penfold necessarily adopted a name not his own.
The manager accepted the fee, assured him there would be no difficulty. But, unfortunately, as the goods were awaiting probate, he must obtain formal permission through the solicitor in the case. If it would be convenient to call at the same time on the following day—.
Penfold said that it would be quite convenient, and escaped, thankful that he had given a false name.
The solicitor, who was ready to swear that there were no rare editions among Mrs. Blagrove’s books, rang Mrs. Penfold during the afternoon to make sure. When Madge said she had never heard of any, he said that evidently some other property was concerned, that he was sorry she had been bothered and that he hoped she was well. It seemed so trivial an incident that Madge did not mention it.
On Saturday morning, as the Penfolds were finishing breakfast, the housemaid brought a card: Detective Inspector Rason, New Scotland Yard.




Chapter Five

The telephone conversation with Margaret Penfold made it obvious to the solicitor that the introductory letter to the depository company was a forgery. He reported the facts to Scotland Yard. The report was passed to the Department of Dead Ends, to which the Blagrove case had drifted.
The impostor had concerned himself with books, so Rason searched the Blagrove dossier for mention of books. With some difficulty he found an unpromising note at the end of a list of gruesome details concerning the settee ‘… under seat, misc. articles including newly purchased book: title, ‘The Best of Wilcox.’ Checked local bookseller (Penting’s). Two copies sold, morning, one to Mrs. Manfried, one to Mrs. Penfold (See Penfold, Margaret: movements of).
While waiting at the depository for the impostor who did not turn up, Rason inspected the furniture and effects removed from Dalehurst, eventually finding the Wilcox anthology which had been taken from the folds of the settee. He replaced it without feeling any wiser for the effort he had imposed on the warehouseman.
The routine of the Department, constructed by Rason himself, had a certain simplicity. When any object was offered or mentioned, one first checked the object itself. Then one checked the object in relation to the suspects. There were no suspects in this case, unless one counted the Penfolds—so Rason counted them. From the depository, he borrowed the girl who had shown Penfold to the manager’s office, and stood her near Penfold’s office at lunchtime.
“That’s him!” cried the girl, when Penfold came out.
“Don’t be silly!” protested Rason. “It can’t be. This is only routine.”
The girl, however, was quite positive—which presented Rason with a teaser. The only way of squeezing in Penfold as a suspect was to assume he was lying when he said he was in his own drawing-room between five and six, the time of the murder. Nearly a year later he tries to work an elaborate deception on the depository people in order to be able to ‘inspect’ some books, which couldn’t have been there. How could all that help him to prove he didn’t commit a murder, of which no one suspected him except Rason, who had to, owing to his routine?
Better ask Penfold.
“Renbald’s Depository!” he exclaimed when civilities had been exchanged in Penfold’s dining-room. Penfold looked ghastly, which was not what Rason wanted. “It’s all right, Mr. Penfold—it’s only routine. We don’t worry about the forged letter and the fake name. Told ’em you wanted to inspect some books. What did you really want? Tell me, and I can cross it off.”
It was an unanswerable question. Penfold remembered the excuse he had used to induce Madge to search for the anthology.
“I did want to inspect the books, though I knew there were no first editions. The truth is, Inspector, I had lost a technical book of my own. I thought it might have got mixed up with Mrs. Blagrove’s books—”
“But you could have got your wife to write you a real letter for that—and you could have used your own name?”
“I did ask her. She was unwilling, because she convinced herself that the book couldn’t possibly be there.”
It was such an unrehearsed, knock-kneed tale that Rason was inclined to believe it.
“Perhaps I can help you,” he grinned. “I’ve inspected those books. Was it called The Best of Wilcox?”
“No!” The emphasis was not lost on Rason.
“The Best of Wilcox—” Rason was mouthing the words, “was found on the settee on which Mrs. Blagrove was killed!”—So Margaret did go to Dalehurst, thought Penfold.
“That does not concern me,” he said. Playing for his own safety, he added: “The copy of that book which I bought never left this house, so far as I know.”
“So you bought a copy of that book, Mr. Penfold?”
“I did. I intended to present it to Mrs. Blagrove on the following day, which was her birthday. Wilcox was her favourite author.”
“Where did you buy it?”
“In London.” He added: “At Waterloo station, before taking the train which arrives here at five three.”
Rason felt he was getting somewhere. The note in the dossier said that the book had been bought by Margaret Penfold, from the local bookseller.
“If you’ve no objection, I’d like to see what Mrs. Penfold has to say about this.”
“Certainly! She will tell you that—at around six o’clock that night—she handled the copy I had bought and talked about it—in this house. But I won’t have her bullied and frightened.”
Penfold did not leave the room. He rang for the housemaid, but it was Madge herself who answered the bell.
“My dear, I’m afraid we have to talk about your poor Aunt Agnes,” began Penfold. “Mr. Rason has informed me that on the settee on which she was killed, there was a copy of The Best of Wilcox. I have—”
“Oh!” It was a quick little cry of dismay. “I think I can see what has happened. Arthur, I would like to speak to Mr. Rason alone. Please!”
She did go to Dalehurst—Penfold was certain, now. If she had also picked up a clue to his guilt he must try to cope with it before the detective could build it up.
“I am sorry, Madge, but I really feel I have the right to be present.”
“Very well, Arthur!” There was a shrug in her voice. “Mr. Rason, on the morning of that day, I bought a copy of that book locally, at Penting’s. I lunched with Mrs. Blagrove and gave her the book—not as a birthday present—we were jointly giving her a more elaborate present the next day.
“In the evening I reached home at six. My husband had come home earlier than usual. He showed me a copy of The Best of Wilcox which he had bought in London for Aunt—for Mrs. Blagrove.” She paused before adding: “I was very greatly surprised—I have to say it!—I thought that my husband was not the sort of man who—who would ever think of doing a kindly little act like that. I did him an injustice, and was ashamed. I was above all anxious not to spoil the whole thing by telling him I had forestalled him. I intended to tell Mrs. Blagrove what had happened and ask her to help me in a harmless fraud. I took the book from my husband and, of course, I had to get rid of it, as Mrs. Blagrove would not want two copies. I had to go out that night to deliver a message to a neighbour, Mrs. Gershaw. I went on to a Mrs. Manfried, who was also a Wilcox fan, and offered her the book. But she had herself bought a copy that morning. The book was published that day and I suppose all the real fans bought it at once. On the way back, Dr. Delmore told me the news and I forgot the book. I found it in my mackintosh a few days later. I dropped the book in the croquet box, under the mallets. It may be there still. If it is, I’ll show it to you.”
“Don’t bother on my account, Mrs. Penfold. I’m glad it’s all cleared up,” said Rason untruthfully. He had been quite hopeful when he thought he had cornered Penfold over the books. Journey from London for nothing!
“I wish my wife had told me at the time—it wouldn’t have hurt my feelings,” said Penfold when Madge was out of earshot. “Is it too early for a drink, Inspector?”
“Too early for me, thanks. I—”
Madge burst in.
“Here it is!” The newspaper on which the rain had fallen was crinkled and torn. “Just as I pulled it out of the mack!”
“Well, I can put it on record that I’ve seen it!” said Rason, as he unwrapped the newspaper. “Cupids, eh! Same as the one I saw at the depository. The Best of Wilcox!” With hardly a change of tone, he went on:
“Now let’s get this book business straightened out. At lunchtime, Mrs. Penfold, you gave Mrs. Blagrove a copy of this book? So the copy you gave her would still be in her possession at five-three—when Mr. Penfold arrived at the station here? Around six, Mr. Penfold shows you this copy I’ve now got in my hand—and you take charge of it?”
“Correct!” cut in Penfold, and was echoed by Margaret.
“Somewhere between five-three and six—” Rason turned from Margaret to her husband “—you picked up the wrong copy, Penfold. Look here!”
He opened the book and pointed: ‘To dear Aunt Agnes With love from Madge.’



PART THREE
LITTLE THINGS LIKE THAT
Peter Curwen was every bit as sane as we are. No repressions: no unmentionable cravings. If you were looking for faults, you might have said that he lacked repose. He was one of those men who can never really sit still and are generally fidgeting with something. But you couldn’t have made a grievance of it, as his wife did.
Most wives would have taken no notice—that is, most sensible, give-and-take wives such as Marion. Her enemies, if she had any, could hardly have picked on a flaw in her character worth mentioning. Nor could Peter—though he might have admitted to himself that, after three years of marriage, the sweetness of her nature had mellowed along lines he could not have predicted. True that she still took pains to delight his eye at all hours and that he still paid her dress bills with gratitude. Their flat in Kensington was tasteful and homelike. She had a sufficiency of the domestic virtues. But she did make a grievance of his little foible.
Of course, there was more in it than fidgeting and not sitting still. About one night in five he would get out of bed in the small hours to make sure he had turned off the light in the sitting-room. He would find pins on floors. Half way to a theatre, he would wriggle and mutter that he was making sure he hadn’t forgotten the tickets. Multiply that sort of thing to cover most of the small activities in which there is a chance of forgetting or mishandling something.
Crisis came—unrecognised as such—at breakfast on the first Tuesday in March, which was an extremely windy day. Even the well set windows of the Kensington flat rattled now and then.
Marion, like any other woman who dresses constructively, did not like windy days.
As Peter finished his coffee, he put the coffee spoon on the plate that contained the débris of his toast and marmalade. Marion had first noticed that little trick on their honeymoon—which meant that she had noticed it at about a thousand breakfasts.
“Peter! Why do you always put your coffee spoon on your plate like that?”
“I dunno, dear. I suppose I do it to make sure it isn’t mistaken for a clean spoon.”
“I think you ought to see a psychiatrist. I mean it, old boy. There are so many little things like that. The bath taps, for instance—the stoppers of the whisky bottles—all that ritual when you park the car. I have sung my little song about it—quite often, frankly—but I suppose you’ve forgotten. Forgetting is one of the symptoms.”
“Symptoms of what?”
“I can’t remember the name for it. Something that means excessive anxiety about trifles—when it wouldn’t matter if they went wrong. But they never do go wrong. The light always has been turned off. The stoppers are always airtight. The taps never drip. The thing is growing on you, Peter.”
“There isn’t a ‘thing’ to grow. Part of it is habit. But the main idea is deliberate. There’s a system in it. I started it as a result of something that happened when I was in the Navy—”
“Darling, you really have told me how the signalling officer’s braces fused something and sank—or was it burned?—the corvette. But that’s a long time ago. And if you took another corvette and some more braces, you couldn’t make it happen again. It was a freak accident. And, I mean, if you’re like this at thirty-four, what will you be like at fifty?”
“My system has paid off in business—”
“People are beginning to notice, and that’s not very nice for me. People laugh at people who are fussy. Why, you can’t even help me into an evening cloak without feeling the hem, to make sure my heel won’t catch in it.”
“I didn’t know you had noticed. I oughtn’t to let it touch—us. I’m sorry, Marion.”
“Peter! I didn’t altogether mean to say that—it was beastly of me!” She would have burst into tears of contrition, but this was unnecessary because, at this period, he was a good tempered man who readily forgave almost anybody for almost anything.
“The charge of fussiness stands,” he said, while he was kissing her. “I promise I’ll overhaul the system right away.”
“You’ll never remember, darling, but it’s sweet of you to want to.”
Outside the flat, he was about to shake the door, to make sure that the Yale lock was in order, when he cut his hand away. Salute to Marion! Three years of married life and still monstrously attractive at breakfast time! Wriggling a little as he made sure that he had not forgotten his latchkey, his note case and his fountain pen, he entered the lift.
If a prowling cracksman—he reflected on the way down—were to test the door and find it insecurely fastened, he would enter the flat, sandbag Marion, gag her clumsily and perhaps suffocate her. It wouldn’t take a minute to get back into the lift and make sure the door was locked.
In a couple of seconds he had decided against going back. He had promised to overhaul the system. A pity, because it was a good system. Admittedly, the risk of disaster in any given case was minute. But why take even a minute risk of disaster when you need not? Still, in marriage, each side has to make concessions of principle. As he stepped into the street he removed his hat and carried it, to make sure it would not be blown away.
The system, even if he overworked it a little, had contributed to his success. He had made a niche for himself as a shipping agent, specialising in art objects and merchandise of a costly and fragile nature. By his own methods he had reduced loss and damage to a minimum, with the result that the insurance companies wafted business in his direction. In five years he had twice moved to larger premises.
It so happened on this windy and vexatious morning that he received a claim for damage which he believed to be fraudulent. He rang his lawyers and by eleven was walking the few hundred yards to their office in Hedgecutter Street. The lawyers occupied two floors in Sebastopol House, a dingy Victorian building, with a wastefully large entrance hall of unredeemable dinginess. The partners communicated with each other by means of a number of speaking tubes, the fore-runner of the house telephone. But their fees were high and their efficiency had been a catchword for three generations.
He was delighted when they advised him to fight. In the hall, on the way out, he lobbed a half finished cigarette into a huge brass coal vase, placed there for the purpose. He had walked a dozen paces into the wind before the system stopped him short.
He had thrown the cigarette into the vase, but had not actually seen it land. Lots of fires—some fires, anyhow—were caused by half finished cigarettes thrown carelessly away. Suppose he had missed the coal vase? Suppose the half finished cigarette had rolled along the floor, slipped through a chink in the boards? On a windy day like this, that old-fashioned building would burn like matchboard. He flashed up a pageant of disaster. The traffic cordoned off, the police holding back the crowd of morbid sightseers. He could hear the fire gongs, the cries of the doomed in the upper floors. Why not slip back and make sure about that cigarette?
“I have no reason to believe that I missed the coal vase—a damned great vat like that! It’s simply that I don’t want to alter the system. And I promised Marion I would. Got to begin somewhere!”
It was not the wind alone that made walking back to his office a trudging labour. The slight feeling of guilt stayed with him until he went out for lunch. His way took him past the corner of Hedgecutter Street. No fire gongs. No police. No morbid sightseers.
He let out a long breath.
“I mustn’t get worked up like that again! The system cut out all worry. Better watch my step, or I shall get nervy.”
Having thus warned himself, he was free to enjoy lunch with a director of the insurance company whose support he secured in resisting the claim for damage.
On the way back after lunch his eye travelled over a display in one of Hoffmeister’s windows, came to rest on a purse-comb in tortoiseshell. It would be fun to give it to Marion, in token that their little misunderstanding at breakfast time had been rubbed out. He gave his name and business address. If they would send the comb during the afternoon he would pay the messenger in currency. The manager insisted on his taking the comb and sending a cheque at convenience. Curwen thanked him and placed the comb—unwrapped—in his breast pocket—inside his note case, to make sure it would not be crushed.
Approaching Hedgecutter Street, he caught the unmistakable echo of a fire gong. At the corner, the traffic was cordoned off. The fire brigade was in action and the police were holding back the crowd of sightseers. Sebastopol House was in flames.
In the first confusion, Peter Curwen had the sense of being cheated—as if he had been promised that there would be no fire. While he gaped, his eye took in detail. Above the flames, seen intermittently through the smoke, a man was standing on a window sill on the top floor, steadying himself with one hand on the gable. The escape ladder was swaying towards him. When it reached the edge of the window sill the man loosened his hold on the gable, stooped for the ladder and overbalanced. Curwen shut his eyes. His mind stepped back some three hours. He saw himself standing in the wind a dozen yards from Sepastopol House, hesitating.
“If I had gone back, that man would be alive now.”
In the office, he steadied himself. He was as able to distinguish fact from phantasy as anybody else. It would be hysterical to jump to the conclusion that he had caused the fire. That long sequence about the half finished cigarette falling through a chink in the floorboards, and the rest of it, had been phantasy. The mathematical chances against all that having happened were enormous. Admittedly, he had suspected that the cigarette might have missed the coal vase, but that did not mean that it had in fact done so. His suspicion had been created by the system. As Marion had pointed out, these systematic suspicions were uneconomical. The light always had been turned off. The taps never did leak. Judgment, therefore, could be suspended.
The afternoon editions weakened the mathematical part of the argument by stating that the fire was believed to have started between the hall and the basement.
Now and again, there came sharp mental images of Marion. Of Marion at breakfast, complaining about the system. Of himself giving way, against his better judgment. Of himself hesitating on the wind-swept pavement. Better go back and make sure about that cigarette. I promised Marion. Got to begin somewhere. Begin—oh God!—begin with the fire gong. Steady! Mathematical chances.
He decided to say nothing to Marion about the fire. He was not thinking about her feelings—Marion wouldn’t have any feelings about someone else’s fire. Intuition warned him that it would be better for himself if the fire were never discussed with her.
“Sebastopol House has been gutted! There’s a whole column about it,” said Marion as soon as he came in. “But I expect you know, as it’s so near the office.”
“I saw it when I came back from lunch.” As long as he kept close to the newspaper reports, there should be no danger. “I was there when that man fell.”
“Poor darling! How upsetting for you! No wonder you look limp. Go and sit down and I’ll bring you a drink.”
The hall lounge was warm and cosy. He sat down, under inward protest. He must be very careful about drink, now—never allow himself to get the very slightest degree fuddled.
“We’ve nothing on tonight,” Marion was saying, “so you can have a good rest.”
Normally, he enjoyed a quiet evening at home. Tonight, he felt an undefined reluctance to be alone with Marion. He drank the whisky at a gulp.
“I’m not tired. I was going to suggest that we look in at the Parnassus after dinner.”
In his dressing-room he took out his notecase, stared at the tortoiseshell purse-comb, until he remembered buying it, to placate Marion. Why did that now seem so contemptible? He glanced at the communicating door, then furtively slipped the comb into a drawer, under a pile of handkerchiefs.
The spiritual vulgarity of his action shocked him into momentary suspicion of himself. He was, he reminded himself, a free agent. If he wished, say, to turn back a dozen yards or so, for any purpose whatever, no one could prevent him. If he did not wish to turn back, the choice was exclusively his own, for which he would bear exclusive responsibility. Further discussion of this subject would be unnecessary.
The inquest, as far as Peter Curwen was concerned, was far from satisfactory. The deceased, Henry Morprill, was a dark, in the middle thirties, employed by a manufacturer’s agent occupying the top floor. The manner in which he had met his death was not in dispute. The police did not suggest incendiarism, nor was there any evidence that anyone had been culpably careless.
“It seems to have been one of those fires that have no detectable cause,” said the Coroner. “It was a very windy day. A live cigarette end, or a spark from a distant chimney, might have been blown through a ventilator and carried to the space between the ground floor and the ceiling of the basement. It seems that we shall never know for certain. You are not, however, concerned with the fire, as such.”
Peter Curwen had attended the court with something approaching confidence that the fire would be attributed to a half-finished cigarette falling outside the coal vase. The protracted doubt was attacking the flank of his defences.
Direct inquiry of the experts would be impossible because he had sustained no financial loss in the fire. Using his connection with the insurance companies, he contrived a drink with the fire assessor concerned.
“An incendiary generally leaves something for us to work on,” said the assessor. “But a straight fire—I should say about a third of ’em have to be left to inspired guesswork. A man may do something slightly dangerous every day for twenty years, and suddenly it starts a fire!”
“In the hall—”
“The wind may be blowing at an angle it’s never blown at before. Freak combination of small factors. This is a case in point.”
“In the hall,” said Curwen, “there was a large coal vase. People would lob half-finished cigarettes into it as they passed. Now, suppose a cigarette missed the coal vase, rolled through a chink in the floorboards—”
“Could be! It’s as likely as anything else. That’s what I meant by inspired guess. Let’s have another drink.”
The doubt was now securely entrenched. When he had parted from the assessor, Curwen pinched a cigarette in half. He lobbed one half at a litter bin, and missed.
That night they were booked for a dinner party. When he opened the drawer for a handkerchief, he remembered that under the pile lay the tortoiseshell comb. He felt unable to cope with the complicated vibrations set up by that comb. He lifted a handkerchief as if he feared to disturb the pile. It could lie buried until he had focused the death of that clerk.
That it was a poor hiding place did not occur to him. Like many a man in his circumstances he put his soiled linen in a basket and was incurious as to the processes by which it eventually reappeared in a chest of drawers.
He kept his end up at the dinner party. Afterwards, Marion was quieter than usual. She had perceived that the climate of their marriage had changed.
The coroner’s jury had expressed sympathy with the widow and had felt the better for it. The widow—the half-finished cigarette—sympathy! The doubt was a haunting abstraction, but the widow was an inescapable actuality. He wrote to her, on office paper bearing his name. He asserted that he was under a moral obligation to her late husband—the nature of which he was not at liberty to divulge—that he proposed to call on her on the following day to inquire whether he could be of any service to her.
He was glad they had another dinner engagement that night. It was as if he were afraid of being alone with Marion. The pile of handkerchiefs in his drawer was considerably higher. He did not know that Marion always placed incoming handkerchiefs at the bottom of the pile.
At breakfast the next morning, he stopped with the coffee spoon halfway to his plate. He put it back in the saucer, then stole a glance at Marion.
“I’m so glad you’re trying,” she said. “It’ll come easier after a while.”
He felt fury so sudden and so intense that he left the room and did not return. Before leaving the flat, he went to his dressing-room, took the tortoiseshell comb from under the pile of handkerchiefs and later put it into storage in the office safe.
By lunch time his calm had returned. Indeed, he was on the verge of good spirits as his thoughts dwelt on his coming interview with Mrs. Morprill. A clerk’s widow would be faded and poor—or at least shabby-genteel—faced with a hundred financial anxieties. It would be balm to his lacerated conscience to smooth her path through life. His success in business would acquire an added sweetness.
Gormer’s Green, where the widow lived, was some twelve miles out, a part of London unknown to him. He left the office shortly after four. On emerging from the underground, he groped his way in a maze of five-roomed semi-detached houses of identical pattern.
At first glance, Mrs. Morprill was fairly close to his mental picture of her, except that she was tall and did not droop. Faded she certainly was, but her make-up was passable. She had shape, too, which survived the dowdiness of her dress. Her eyes were calm and friendly.
“It was so kind of you to write, Mr. Curwen. Do please come in. I expect you could do with a cup of tea, after that long walk from the station.”
Her voice was soft and her speech free from affectation. She showed him into the parlour-dining-room and left him while she prepared tea. The furniture was mass produced: the carpet was garish and the pictures he thought awful. But a home-made bookcase gave a pleasing touch of individuality.
Mrs. Morprill was not parading her grief. She made some conventional remarks to which he did his best to respond, waiting to get in with his little speech.
“Mrs. Morprill, you know why I have come here. In your bereavement, you are called upon to face a number of practical difficulties. I earnestly hope you will allow me to help.”
“I’m sure I don’t know how to thank you for offering, Mr. Curwen.” She was unembarrassed, took his words at their face value. “But we’ve been living in a quite simple way, and I don’t think there’s really anything that isn’t being taken care of, one way and another. There’s less practical sort of bother than you’d think.”
For Curwen, it was the wrong answer. This woman was courageous, but she was feminine and would yield to the right kind of pressure.
“I’m sure you’ll let me speak openly, Mrs. Morprill. Let’s look squarely at the facts. To begin with, your income has been cut off.”
“Oh! I didn’t know you meant money help!”
“You’re not offended? Please don’t say you are.”
“Why, of course not! I couldn’t be offended at such a very kind thought. But, you see, I don’t think I need any money help, thanking you most gratefully all the same.
“It isn’t as though Henry had left me in the lurch,” she explained. “He was a thoughtful man—clever too, though not what I’d call pushful. He paid a bit extra to the building society on the instalments, and now this house becomes ours—mine, I should say. And besides that, he was insured for a thousand pounds. And Maggie—that’s our daughter—she’ll be twelve next month—she’s at the Grammar school I’m pleased to say, and she seems to have all the clothes and things she needs.”
Curwen was losing his nerve.
“The interest on that thousand will be less than forty pounds a year.”
“I shall go back to work. I was a typist before we married. I shall take a refresher course as soon as I’ve straightened my mind a bit. As to the next few weeks, they’re paying his salary till the end of the month. And there’s the holiday money we’ve saved, which we shan’t be wanting now—for holidays I mean.”
Curwen groped vainly for a new line of appeal. This faded woman, with her soft, monotonous voice and her homely idiom, was crushing his spirit. Telling him he was a nice kind man, and would he please stop talking about money.
“Mr. Curwen, I’d like it if you would tell me something about Henry. Nothing private, I mean. Just little things. It won’t upset me—I promise!”
“I will tell you this about him.” He faltered, feeling now that his presence in her house was a loutish intrusion. “If you would let me make you an allowance equal to his salary, I would still be in debt to your husband. And you would make me very happy indeed.”
She ought to accept, or kick him out. But her eyes showed only a mild wonder.
“Your debt to him wasn’t a money debt, so it can’t be repaid in money,” she said, forming the thought as she spoke. “I’m sorry you’re unhappy about it, Mr. Curwen. I feel a bit like that about him myself. He was much kinder to me than I was to him. I’m sort of in debt to him, too.”
Walking back to the underground, missing his way again, Curwen realised that his fruitless visit had substantially damaged him. He had thought of a woman deprived of a breadwinner. He had understated the case so grossly that the Doubt was beginning to lose its essential character. It was no longer of primary importance to know whether his half lighted cigarette had in fact rolled under a chink in the floorboards and caused the fire. What if it had? The law and public pinion would pronounce it an accident—a trivial act of carelessness with an unforeseeably tragic sequel.
All very reasonable—until he remembered that he himself had set up the postulate that an act of carelessness of that kind need never and ought never to occur. That was the essence of the system, thoughtfully based on the so-called freak accident to the corvette. Like a muddled child he had rushed to the widow, begging to be allowed to buy back that moment of self-betrayal in Hedgecutter Street.
He reached home an hour later than usual. Marion, in a dinner dress, was waiting in the hall.
“Peter, have you forgotten that we’re taking Mother to the theatre tonight and that she’s due at any minute?”
He had forgotten. He tried to break out of his pre-occupation.
“Sorry, dear! I’ll hurry.”
“I have the tickets,” said Marion. “I will hand them to you at the theatre. You will remember that, won’t you? And not keep feeling in all your pockets before we get there? Mother notices everything.”
Again her words awoke that queer kind of anger that was new to him. It was something apart from ill-temper, indefinable and alarming.
Marion kept back dinner until he was ready. Mrs. Lardner was excessively polite about it. Service sent up a new maid, who was very slow. They reached the theatre a full minute after the curtain had risen. There were two intervals, in each of which he had two double whiskies, which was a lot, for a man of his habits.
“Mother wasn’t on her best behaviour,” remarked Marion, after Mrs. Lardner had gone. “We started off on the wrong foot.”
“My fault for being late.” He was pouring himself a stiff one. “I stayed to clear up some arrears and didn’t notice the time.”
“Yes, Peter. I thought you might forget, so I rang you about four. Miss Aspland said you had left the office and would not return.”
She was making a point of his white lie. Doubtless, she was expecting further evasions. She darned well wouldn’t get any.
“I was at Gormer’s Green. I went to see the widow of the man who was killed in the Sebastopol House fire.”
“Really? Then, you knew her before? What an extraordinary coincidence!”
“I had never heard of her until the inquest. I sought her out because it is possible—I repeat, possible—that I was the indirect cause of her husband’s death.”
He could see that she was startled to the point of confusion. Serve her right!
“I haven’t got there yet, Peter. A man you’ve never heard of before falls from the top floor—”
“Stop guessing and listen!” He told her of his call on the lawyers, told her in detail of his lobbing the half-finished cigarette and his uncertainty whether it had gone into the coal vase. He paused to drain his glass—and remembered that he had taken several whiskies at the theatre. Instantly, he sprang on guard.
“Yes—well—what next?” she prompted.
Deep, intuitive fear of himself—fear that some words, spoken out loud, might unleash something—saved him from telling her what happened next. He resented his fear and wanted to defy it. Wanted to play with fire. Play with the Sebastopol House fire. Nothing in the fire, as such. Nothing in the half-finished cigarette, as such. Nothing in the widow.
“The fire broke out between the ground floor and the basement.” The formula for safety was to speak as if to a person other than Marion. “If my cigarette fell on the floor it is possible that I caused that fire.”
Marion was at a loss. The fire story, however true in itself, did not account for that tortoiseshell comb which she had found under his handkerchiefs, when she was distributing the laundry yesterday. She had examined it—found the Hoffmeister mark, which meant that it was as costly as it looked. This morning the comb was no longer there.
“I wish you had mentioned all this at the time—if it’s the fire and nothing else that’s worrying you. I can tell you positively that you did not cause that fire.”
“That, my dear, is an extremely silly remark. You cannot conceivably know anything about it.”
“Can’t you see it, Peter? It’s the corvette-and-braces story all over again. That’s why you simply must consult a psychiatrist. After all, if you’d been wounded and the wound was giving you trouble now, you’d at least ask an ordinary doctor if he could do something about it.”
“So my anxiety for the widow and the child seems to you a mental disease which could be cured by an expert!”
Marion shrugged and left him. He chuckled with self-satisfaction. He had talked about the fire in such a way that nothing had happened except that she had gone off to bed in a huff, which she would have forgotten by morning. He had shown that he could trust himself. There would be no harm in a nightcap.
That night, after he had got into bed and turned out the light, he resisted the impulse to get up and take a last look round the flat. He must play fair with Marion. For as long as they lived under the same roof he would keep his word to her.
The next morning he found that the reading lamp in the sitting-room had been left burning. So Marion was wrong! It did happen, sometimes. He felt excitement creeping over him, giving the illusion that he could feel the blood moving in his veins.
With a glance in the direction of Marion’s room, he shut himself in the sitting-room and locked the door. He stood with his back pressed against the door, contemplating the faint glow from the reading lamp. Net result, waste of a few pence. Net result, Sebastopol House gutted and a mild-eyed widow whose image could never be banished. Generically, the two events were identical.
He crossed the room on tip-toe and switched off the lamp. He walked back to the door and turned the handle, without result. He blinked, turned the handle a second time. Then his eye fell on the key. He turned it and opened the door.
“Now, why in heaven’s name did I lock myself in this room?”
He could not remember why he had entered the room—could not remember what he had done after he locked the door. He had a slight headache. Too much whisky overnight—which, he decided, explained the whole thing.
He resumed his morning routine, as if nothing had happened.
At the end of a month he again journeyed to Gormer’s Green and again drank tea with Mrs. Morprill. He made the acquaintance of her daughter, who was, he thought, too shy for her age. He succeeded in drawing her into an enthusiastic account of a fortunate neighbour’s television set. The next day he sent the child a set. To her mother he wrote: ‘I respect your decision, though I regret it. A toy is not “help” in the sense of our conversation. I hope you will allow Maggie to keep the set. Children can love but they cannot mourn as we do.’
The month after that, he secured Mrs. Morprill’s permission to provide Maggie with a bicycle. Through the child he was hoping to weaken the resistance of the mother. He would rake over their small talk for fragments with which to build up a picture of their life without Morprill.
His home life, seen in outline only, would have suggested that the curtain had fallen on the first Act of their marriage. In the interval, they were stretching a little, looking about and doing their best to entertain each other.
Marion was frankly competing with the shadowy rival whose existence she had inferred from the tortoiseshell comb. That expensive trifle, she decided, was not connected with the nonsense he had talked about the fire. Whoever the girl might be, she was not making much progress. Peter was spending nearly as much time in home activities as before.
For his part, Peter believed that he had fallen out of love with her for no reason that could be summoned to his consciousness. Something had taken the place of his feelings as a husband. Some strong but indefinable attachment made him hurry home in the evenings, as if he could not bear to be without her.
In a sense, he had turned her into a stranger—a woman of whom he knew little except that she had a repertory of pretty tricks. She would chatter breezily about their friends and the trifles of their very comfortable existence. She dressed brilliantly. With colour and line tempered to occasion she could draw his eye and renew his sense of discovery of her. He incited her to deploy her attractions. He was fascinated by his own sensitiveness to her charms—a fascination tinged with guilt, as if he had no right to be charmed by his wife.
The smoothness of this somewhat dangerous relationship was imperilled when he suddenly produced the tortoiseshell comb. It was an evening in July, the day before her birthday. The comb was in its sheath, unwrapped, exactly as she had seen it under his handkerchiefs. He dropped it into her lap.
So the shadowy rival had sent it back!
“What—what is it?” Her tone might have meant anything.
“A comb for your purse—it swivels out of that sheath.”
She gazed at the comb without touching it.
“It’s not the birthday present proper—that’s why you’re getting it tonight.” Her restraint made him suspect that he had bungled somehow. “As a matter o’ fact, I bought that for you some months ago. I actually brought it home—then took it back to the office, for some reason.” He frowned. “I can’t think why.”
“Peter! Was it at the time you were so worried about that fire?”
“Yes, it was.” The fire and his own concern with it were crystal clear and always would be. He remembered coming home—taking the comb out of his note-case—
“Darling, it’s exactly what I wanted!” The shadowy rival was proved to be but a shadow. She enlarged on the theme of the profound usefulness of a tortoiseshell purse-comb. Her sudden enthusiasm surprised without interesting him.
Why had he not given her the comb at the time? The fire was irrelevant. While she prattled, he tried hard to remember why he had put the comb in the office safe. He had lost the intuitive fear that, in certain circumstances, he might not be able to hold his own demons on the leash.
The leash was torn from his hand by the comparatively trivial accident of his car being stolen—more accurately ‘temporarily removed from the possession of its owner’, as it was found abandoned and undamaged after a couple of hours.
The next morning brought perfect summer weather. It was traditional that he should make a holiday of her birthday—traditional also that they should bathe in the sea at Honsworth Wood. They set off in the car after breakfast, packing a picnic basket.
Shortly before midday he was running the car off the coastal road on to the strip of grass that gave on to the ‘wood’—a score or so of stunted trees at the cliff head, a landmark on a bleak coastline. The ‘ritual’ of parking, of which she had so often complained, consisted of altering the leads from the distributor so that the engine could not fire a complete cycle. He was about to lift the bonnet, but abandoned his intention when he heard her laugh.
“I’m getting better, aren’t I?” His good temper was genuine because he had forgotten that he had ever resented her objection to the system.
“You’ve practically cured yourself and I think you’re marvellous.”
They undressed in the car, put on sand-shoes, passed through the trees. At the head of the cliff, which was not sheer, was a wooden bench which had probably never been sat on. A rough track led to the beach.
“I’m bound to get cold before you do, Peter.”
“No shirking. Button that cap up properly.”
It all seemed very natural and jolly. On their honeymoon he had insisted on her swimming instead of pottering. Tradition was observed, but in five minutes she was out of breath, and left the water. He saw her climbing the track, watched her disappear through the trees. Some five minutes later she was sitting on the bench, still in her swimming suit, combing her hair. By this time, he was getting cold himself.
When he reached the cliff-head, she patted the bench.
“Let’s sit here for a bit!”
“Not without my beer. I’ve been doing some work.”
“Then bring the basket back with you and let’s have lunch here, just as we are. I’m frightf’ly hungry.”
“Rightho!” he answered over his shoulder. Idly she watched him, admiring the youthfulness of his form—he moved like an athlete of twenty. Minutes passed. When he came back through the trees, the springiness had gone out of him. And he was empty handed.
“You’ve forgotten the lunch basket,” she shouted when he was some thirty feet away. He made no answer and did not quicken his pace.
“I thought we were going to have lunch here,” she said, as he reached the bench.
He stared down at her.
“The car has been stolen,” he said.
“What! It can’t have been! I went to it when I left you, because I got my hair wet—there was no one about then.” When her imagination had grasped the fact, she wailed: “With our clothes and everything! What on earth are we going to do?”
She wondered why he did not answer. He was usually calm and helpful when anything went wrong. His eyes were still on hers, but they were not focusing her.
“You can’t stand there mooning about it,” she grumbled. “You must do something.”
His eyes came into focus, looked at her as if with sudden recognition.
“Now, you know! It does happen—sometimes. What you don’t know is that the lamp in the sitting-room has been left burning—sometimes.”
“Peter!” she screamed. “Snap out of it, Peter! Let go of me!”
“The corvette was sunk. The fire—”
The fire-gong sounded in his brain. He was conscious enough to know that he was in ecstasy and that he was killing Marion, whom he hated.
“Before we have it fair copied, Mr. Curwen, I’ll run over the main points. When you last saw your wife alive, you were in the water and she was at the cliff head, proceeding in the direction of the car?”
“Correct!” Curwen was sitting at county headquarters, a police overcoat covering his swimming suit. “She had been in the water with me for about five minutes, when she said she had had enough.”
“About ten minutes later,” continued the superintendent, “you left the water and followed the course taken by your wife, expecting to find her waiting for you in the car? Your car was missing? You caught sight of the body of your wife lying close to where the car had been parked and partly concealed by a clump of ferns? You perceived that your wife was dead, and noticed marks on her throat suggesting to you that she had been strangled? You carried the body into the so-called wood and partly covered it with ferns, after which you waited in the road and, after a short lapse of time, stopped a motor cyclist and asked him to call the police? It is your belief that deceased was killed by the person or persons who stole the car?”
“I don’t quite like ‘belief,’ Superintendent. I think I said ‘guess.’ What about making it ‘inference’?”
Presently his car was brought in by the Brighton police, who had found it in a side street. The police handed him his clothes and the note-case—which, as he had explained, was concealed on a special little shelf under the dash—but would not allow him to touch the car.
Beyond this, the police made no restrictions. There were no signs that the murder had been planned. The theory that a husband is the first suspect when a wife has been murdered was weakened by the theft of the car, which could not have been anticipated. Curwen took an afternoon train to London.
Curwen assessed his position much as a speculator might assess his own crash on the Stock Exchange. On a different Exchange, Curwen had crashed and now adjudged himself a moral bankrupt—a conception that held a ray of hope. A bankrupt could qualify for discharge and rebuild his credit. He would so live that, at the end of his life, he would have caused more happiness than unhappiness. He assumed, with honest indifference to his own peril, that it would be impossible to convict him. In London, he took the underground to Gormer’s Green.
He told Mrs. Morprill that his wife had been murdered, giving her the version he had given the police. He spoke in tragic terms, without hypocrisy, because he saw the death of Morprill and the death of Marion as a single tragedy.
“There is a certain sameness in the way you and I have been treated by life,” he said. “In a little while, I hope you will feel as I do—that is, I hope we shall be seeing each other more frequently.”
The mild eyes looked troubled, as if they understood too much.
“I don’t really know what to say to that, Mr. Curwen.” For the first time since he had known her, she was groping for words. “I think—I’m sure—I ought to confess that I haven’t been quite straightforward with you. About my husband, I mean.”
He was badly startled.
“I simply can’t imagine your being anything but straightforward,” he said.
“It was your kindness and all the things you’ve done for Maggie that sort of tied my hands. First, it was you never saying anything about Henry when I tried to coax you. Then, the last time you were here, I spoke about him being a tall man, and before you left, I spoke about him being a short man. And you won’t mind my saying it now, Mr. Curwen, but I don’t believe you know which he was. I don’t believe you ever knew him.”
“Then you’ll have to think up some reason why I should seek you out and tell you lies about my having a moral obligation to him.”
“Well, it couldn’t have been anything Henry did for you, could it! And I never thought you were telling lies, Mr. Curwen.” She paused, then forced herself to continue: “When Maggie was thanking you for the bicycle, I watched you looking at her. And then I sort of caught you looking at me in the same way. It’s because we stand for the same thing to you.”
“And you know why?”
When she answered she avoided his eye.
“I only want to say that I shall always think of you as a good man, Mr. Curwen. It’s little enough to say, but I do hope it will be a help to you. And, please, we don’t want you to give us any more things. I promise that, if I’m ever unable to look after Maggie, I’ll ask your help, for Henry’s sake. And—we’d better not see each other, though I do hope you won’t think it’s because I’m ungrateful or—or anything like that.”
In the underground, he tried to re-shape the theory of working for a discharge from moral bankruptcy. What could one do if one’s mild-eyed creditors refused payment? He was still seeking the answer when he reached his flat, to find the local superintendent waiting outside the front door.
“On the back seat of your car,” said the superintendent, when they were inside the flat, “was a lady’s swimming cap, wet on the inside, and a towel, part of which was damp. Analysis returns sea water in both cases. Do you agree that this points to deceased having entered the car before she was attacked?”
Curwen nodded. “Presumably, she was dragged from the car.”
From a brief case the superintendent produced two envelopes. The first contained a cracked purse-mirror, which he replaced as being unidentifiable. The second envelope contained a tortoiseshell comb, with sheath.
“Did you buy this comb at Hoffmeister’s on the fourth of March last? And did you give it to your wife?”
“Yes, to both questions.”
“That comb was found close to the bench at the cliff-head, approximately one hundred and twenty yards from the spot where you told us you found the body. Don’t say anything, please, until I’ve finished. We think that your wife went to the car, removed her swimming cap, towelled herself a little, then took that comb and mirror to the bench, no one molesting her. While she was on the bench waiting for you, the car was stolen—which she didn’t know, unless you told her before you strangled her.”
“Good enough, Superintendent.” Curwen spoke absently. He was thinking, ‘I can beat that widow and child by making a will in their favour. If I don’t die morally solvent, I shall at least have paid something into court.’
Before they started, the superintendent accepted a drink. On the way to the police station the two men became quite friendly. Curwen admitted that he had expected to escape detection.
“Speaking off the record,” said the superintendent, “your plan was okay, but you’re not the right type. The man who stands the best chance on a job like this is the fussy sort, with an eye for small details that might cause trouble. You know? The chap who thumps the doors of a car to make sure they’re properly shut. The chap who turns back to make sure he’s switched the stove off—which he always has. Checks and double-checks everything. Gets on people’s nerves.
“Take your case f’rinstance. We could never have charged you if you’d thought of going back to that bench to check—to make sure she hadn’t dropped something that might give you away. See what I mean? Little things like that!”







PART FOUR
A SENTIMENTAL HOUSE AGENT





Chapter One

Before sentencing James Bladlow to death, the judge—following a strange convention of our courts—explained to the prisoner how richly he deserved to be hanged. The crime, he asserted, was a sordid one without a single redeeming feature. From the moment Bladlow set eyes on Miss Henson—the judge did not doubt—he had planned to destroy her. He had enticed this elderly but inexperienced woman to occupy the top floor of his house. For four years, under the guise of friendship, he had systematically obtained control of her fortune. With diabolical cunning he had placed himself beyond reach of the law. But for a tangential accident, he would never have been brought to trial.
Thus did the judge make it all sound simple and straightforward. His law, of course, was impeccable, but his moralising was slovenly. If Bladlow had been as insensitive a scoundrel as all that, there would have been no ‘tangential accident.’ The latter was a foreseeable consequence of his respect for the woman he murdered.
Detective Inspector Rason—without committing himself on the word ‘tangential’—certainly regarded his own success as pure luck—in the first instance. The luck drifted on to his table in the Department of Dead Ends in the form of a portrait in oils of a girl of ten. Attached was a label to the effect that the picture was a forgery of the work of an artist named Merthyr. This certainly led him to Bladlow—but not in connection with the murder.
James Bladlow, born in 1900—and bred in the stern tradition of middle-class respectability—was a house and estate agent. He had inherited a small business in West Kensington, founded by his grandfather, which was yielding a net income of about eight hundred pounds, with occasional windfalls—one of which had recently enabled him to open a small branch at Shaldon-on-Thames, some thirty miles out of London, where he lived.
In February, 1932, another windfall was impending in the form of instructions from the bank, as executors of Sir Anstruther Henson, recently deceased, to sell the latter’s house and contents, together with five other houses in the neighbourhood. To his office a few days later came Miss Henson, daughter of deceased and sole beneficiary.
She was a meagre, pinched little woman of fifty-two, looking rather older than her age. Bladlow’s first impression was that her dress, though new and of good material, was ill cut and old fashioned. Under her outmoded muff, her hands were twitching with shyness. When he addressed her by name and asked her to sit down she bowed like an Edwardian dowager. She sat upright in the visitors’ armchair, her breathing laboured with embarrassment.
“I must confess, sir, that I have never before entered a business office, and I beg of you to bear with me.” The words sounded like a quotation from a Victorian novel, as indeed they were. The voice was equally startling, coming from the throat of a woman in her fifties. It was not a young voice—it was juvenile: it went on: “My father would, of course, disapprove. But—you don’t mind, do you? It’s nothing to you that he would disapprove, is it?”
While Bladlow reassured her and chattered a little, to help her, he noted that her face, now unquestionably plain, might have been attractive in youth. The wide-set, blue eyes were not stupid—they were, he thought, sensitive and vaguely pathetic.
Gradually she lost some of her nervousness and let him draw her out. In something less than twenty minutes he had learnt much about her, including the reason for her visit. He was able to infer that she had lived alone with her father all her life, for the greater part of which he had been a tyrannical invalid.
“Now about this sale, Miss Henson! I understand that you wish to withdraw the furniture of two of the rooms, including everything that was in the rooms—”
“Everything in the rooms was mine!” She had become bold enough now to interrupt him. “The rooms were mine. He never once came into them. He promised he would not come in—ever. And he always kept his word.”
Her nervous insistence revealed much of the atmosphere of her home life.
“I daresay that could be arranged. If you’ll give me their name, I’ll telephone the solicitors who are handling Sir Anstruther’s affairs.”
“My father did not approve of lawyers. I suspect that he, too, knew little about business. Before he died he told me the bank would do everything.”
“Hm! Banks are heavily tied by the letter of the law. Never mind. You can ‘buy in’ at the auction.” He explained that she would ultimately be paying the money to herself. She understood only one point.
“I haven’t enough money,” she said. “There’s a portrait by Merthyr—you will be aware that his standing has increased since his death.”
Bladlow had never heard of Merthyr. She explained, and astonished him again by her practical knowledge of art values. He gathered that the portrait might fetch a hundred guineas or more at auction.
“The best thing to do would be to ask your bank manager—”
“I have never had any dealings with a bank.” The juvenility of the voice was pronounced as she added: “But I’ve been saving my pocket money for years. Eighty-three pounds! I have it all in my muff, but it won’t be enough.” And then: “Oh, do please help me!”
A shrivelled, middle-aged woman with the air of a child waiting for a grown-up to help her. Bladlow found it unnerving. So far from ‘planning to destroy her,’ he planned to comfort her. He felt that quite deep emotion which some persons feel when a stray dog whines and cringes for food. It is the cringeing that is an unbearable indictment of one’s humanity. This poor little old scarecrow ought not to have been possible.
It might be six months or more before probate could be granted for her father’s will, which, after taxation, would bring her some thirty thousand pounds. Within a week the carpets would be taken from under her feet, by which time some pickpocket would probably have acquired her savings. She would be temporarily penniless and homeless—would think that everyone was going to be as cruel to her as her father had been.
“I’m glad you came to see me, Miss Henson—it wasn’t such an ordeal after all, was it! I’ll see that you get what you want. If you will come back to this office at four this afternoon I think you’ll find, everything will have been settled.”
When she left him, he allowed himself to be momentarily overcome, even found it necessary to wipe his spectacles.
“That’s a damned scandal if you like!” he told the enlarged photograph of his late father on the opposite wall. “A selfish swine battening on his daughter’s vitality without even the excuse of poverty! What fun can that poor old thing have had in the whole of her life? And now she’s too old to enjoy the money!”
He rang his wife. He presented the case, not from the angle of the stray dog, but from that of the substantial client in difficulties while awaiting probate.
“If you can’t stand her, we’ll push her along after a few days. But if you can, it’ll probably mean a good deal of juicy business for us, one way and another.”
That speech was as sincere as the speech he made to his father’s photograph. He expected to act as general agent for her and intended to charge full fees for his services, but on a scale sanctioned by trade custom.
Before she returned, he fixed a loan for her for five hundred pounds, and opened a banking account in her name at Shaldon-on-Thames—which helped him to overcome her scruples about accepting hospitality from a stranger. He conceded that she should pay the out-of-pocket cost of her board.
Aileen Bladlow, without prompting, picked up something of the stray-dog point of view. In a few days, she coaxed her protégée into a shopping expedition and helped her to choose clothes of the right kind—thereby awakening Miss Henson’s dormant femininity. The couple treated her with indulgent kindness—though Cedric, their five-year-old, reserved judgment. In a month the spontaneity of Aileen Bladlow’s welcome wore thin, but loyalty to her husband’s business interests evoked a synthetic geniality, so that Miss Henson noticed no difference.
On the other hand, Bladlow’s benevolent interest became the stronger as the personality of Miss Henson opened, flower-like, in the sunshine of normal friendliness. In three months she no longer looked skinny. Bladlow began to take a pride in her improving health. The shadow of her father was lifting from her—lifted, one might say, by James Bladlow. Her growing confidence of speech and manner he regarded as his own handiwork.
And so did Miss Henson.
In short, the rather unctuous little fairy story of the strong man stooping to help the drab old maid whom everyone despises was coming true. Even to the point where the strong man earns the undying gratitude of the beneficiary, to say nothing of her boundless admiration.
He had yet to discover that the catch in that particular fairy story is that the drab old maid, who ought to turn into a delectable princess, more often reveals herself as an Old Man Of The Sea who cannot be shaken from the shoulders of her rescuer.
He received his first warning when probate was granted and Miss Henson became a comparatively affluent woman in her own right.




Chapter Two

It must be emphasised that Miss Henson was of normal intelligence and even of studious tastes. She knew a great deal about the history of art and literature and was something approaching an expert in her judgment of paintings. She could herself draw very competently. She was eccentric only in her ignorance of the rough-and-tumble of everyday life, and even this was unobtrusive. In casual contact she would appear an ordinary middle-aged spinster of the sheltered classes, a little more fluttery than is usual nowadays. Instructed by Aileen in the science of buying clothes, she applied her own knowledge of line and colour and now looked very presentable.
For the rest, she could sustain a drawing-room conversation, and she could buy food and domestic necessities as competently as any housewife. But the mental habit of years made her attention panic away from anything to do with business.
Bladlow tried hard to explain the nature of investment.
“Let me put it another way, Miss Henson. The bank, through myself, has sold all your father’s property, paid his debts and the taxes, and so has finished the job it undertook. It won’t do anything more until you tell it what you want it to do with your money. It has thirty-one thousand pounds and a few hundreds over belonging to you. If you will go and see the manager he will advise you how to invest it.”
“It seems such a lot of money.” Miss Henson was overawed and uneasy. “How do you think I ought to spend it?”
That started it all over again. Miss Henson became worried and unhappy until she struck a bright idea.
“But it’s ‘business,’ isn’t it, Mr. Bladlow? Couldn’t you do it for me? I know it’s a lot to ask after all the great kindness of Mrs. Bladlow and yourself. But I am painfully aware that I am uninstructed and very stupid at this sort of thing.” And then, once again:
“Oh, do please help me!”
He said he would gladly do his utmost to help her and she thanked him effusively, glowing with gratitude and admiration.
She signed a power of attorney without asking what it was. He would have told her, at this stage, if there had been the remotest chance of securing her attention and understanding.
He had done well out of his commissions on the sale of the properties. Further, he paid himself a consultation fee and decided that three hundred pounds a year would be a fair retainer for managing her investments. Also, he would persuade a stockbroker to treat him as a half-commission man. Legitimate pickings.
A few nights later he gave his wife a present of one hundred pounds. Aileen was the kind of wife commonly described as ‘most suitable,’ by both women and men, including her husband—a good-looking blonde of amiable temperament, cool, self-disciplined and domestically efficiet. Her affection lacked the spice of romantic adoration. She approved of him for his unadventurous ordinariness. She thanked him prettily for the cheque.
“You’ve earned it, darling!”
“I’ve tried to!” she admitted. “What’s the next step, Jim? I mean, when is she going?”
Bladlow found himself shirking the question, unworthily wondering whether he ought to have made the cheque one hundred and fifty pounds.
“We must give her a week or two to find her feet,” he said. “Let the suggestion to move come from her. I know she’s very anxious to get her furniture out of the warehouse.”
“I hope it won’t be longer than a week or two!” Aileen was being wintry about it. “She isn’t good for Cedric. He doesn’t like her, but I’m sorry to say he lets her buy his good will with little presents. It’ll make him greedy and calculating.”
Before the week or two had passed, Miss Henson burst in on them at tea time on Saturday, from one of her solitary walks.
“There’s a lovely house—The Cedars—at the corner of Malvern Avenue. The agent happened to be there and he showed me over it. And Mr. Bladlow, please, I want you to buy it for me, I mean—buying a house is good business, isn’t it?”
“In certain circumstances, but hardly if you mean to live in it. It’s a twelve-roomed house—”
“Yes, and the top floor is self contained!” panted Miss Henson. “And the agent said I could have a door put on the top staircase so that the top floor would be a flat. And I thought you could live in the rest of the house and we could all be together, only I shouldn’t be always in your pocket, as I am now. And it has a lovely garden—Cedric would love it.”
It was the suggestion of a woman wholly without social experience—of a child who cannot conceive that its company might not be desired. Aileen shrank from snubbing her, encouraged her to chatter about the house while she administered tea.
“It isn’t the sort of thing one can decide quickly, Miss Henson. I would advise you to talk it over with James before you take any definite step.”
James, thought Aileen, would be easier to manage than Miss Henson.
“The kindest way,” she said that night, “would be for you to tell her that the house is a hopeless dud as an investment—invent rotten drains or bad settlement or something.”
Bladlow hedged, pleading professional probity.
“But you don’t mean to say you want to fall in with her absurd plans!” exclaimed Aileen. “Why, we should never get rid of her!”
“I don’t say I want to! But the proposition is not without some solid advantages for us. It is a very good house. At least, we might think twice before we turn it down.”
Aileen said nothing, thereby alarming him. He felt guilty, without understanding the nature of his crime. At last she spoke.
“Jim! Don’t you know that the poor, pathetic old golliwog is in love with you?”
“Rot, darling! She’s too old.”
“That’s a very silly remark!”
“You started the silliness. For one thing, to her the idea of love is inseparable from marriage. Marriage, in her case, would involve divorce—and she’s a strict churchwoman. For another—why, dammit, if a man were to kiss her, she’d scream and call the police!”
“I didn’t suggest there was any danger of your kissing her. At present she only idealises you. She was bullied all her life by that horrible old father. You’ve been kind to her and made a fuss of her and, on top of it all, you’re hopelessly good-looking. She’ll soon start being a serious nuisance to you.”
Bladlow was ready to believe that at least half of it was true.
“Aileen, suppose you’re right—”
“You needn’t look so grim about it, old boy! We’re not having an official row,” urged Aileen. “The truth is that— though you didn’t mean to—you have woken her up. Don’t worry! When you’ve got rid of her, she’ll soon transfer it all to some other man.”
“Exactly! That’s where we stick!” he exclaimed. “I brush her off. She takes her money with her. That childish, ignorant old dear in unrestrained possession of thirty thousand quid! A sitting certainty for the first crook who spots her. He won’t even need to marry her—just tell her he understands all about ‘business’, and wants to help her, and she’ll hand him the lot—as she’s handed it to me!”
Aileen was convinced, but remained of the same opinion regarding the proposal that they should all live in The Cedars.
“Jim, dear—I know it’s a heartless thing to say—but does it matter to us if she throws her money away?”
It mattered very much to James Bladlow. A man must live up to his own moral pretentions or despise himself. The stray dog, once taken in, can never be turned out.
“I can prevent the love nonsense from becoming a nuisance,” he hedged. “And she means a good deal of business to us in commissions, don’t forget.”
“You aren’t thinking of the commissions.”
He let that go, but Aileen followed it up.
“What exactly are you thinking about, Jim?”
What indeed! Of a cruel old beast of a father, who made James Bladlow feel so happily superior. Of thirty thousand pounds. Of a stray dog, befriended, deemed to adore him for the rest of its life. Of the moral stature gained by chivalrously protecting an utterly unattractive woman. And again of thirty thousand pounds.
“She’s had a raw deal, Aileen. The money is no compensation because there’s not enough of her left to use it.”




Chapter Three

In the late autumn of 1932, they moved into The Cedars. When Miss Henson had distributed her furniture in her quarters on the top floor, known as the flat, she invited the Bladlows to dinner. There was only one picture on the wall of the sitting-room—an oil painting of a girl of about ten, vivacious, interesting, though the style of the artist was a bit beyond the experience of the Bladlows.
“That’s the Merthyr—obviously,” remarked Bladlow. Aileen gave him a warning glance, and he played for safety. “Charming!”
Miss Henson simpered. She was standing by the painting.
“I recognised you as soon as I saw it, Miss Henson,” said Aileen quickly. Bladlow took his cue.
“You’re more like yourself as a child than most people are, Miss Henson.”
She was delighted. She told them the story of the sitting and a great deal about Merthyr’s subsequent work, to which they listened with polite boredom. Towards the end of the evening, Miss Henson made them a little speech, extolling their kindness to her.
“And so I want you to accept the Merthyr—please—as a little token—”
Miss Henson was overcome and Bladlow himself was not unaffected because he knew that this decent little old thing was giving something which she prized very highly. Art, of course, was art—but in this case the picture was worth at least one hundred pounds—possibly a good deal more.
The Merthyr was hung in a prominent position in the Bladlow’s drawing-room, to Aileen’s secret disgruntlement. When Miss Henson visited them—midday dinner on Sundays and tea on Wednesdays—she would sit where her glance fell easily on the picture. In three months they had settled into a regime. From the start, it worked better than might have been expected, helped by Aileen’s forbearance. There were small daily contacts which she found irksome. Bladlow noticed a loss of sweetness in her temper but assured himself that she would soon get over it.
The thirty-one thousand pounds had been transferred to an account in his own name. He bought gilt-edged securities while he deliberated over Miss Henson’s financial future. She was obviously unfit to have control of her capital. For some months, he contemplated creating a trust. Then he thought he would rid her and himself of all further anxiety by using the whole sum for purchase of a life annuity.
Miss Henson smiled and nodded, but was not very receptive, while he tried to explain the nature of an insurance company and a life annuity. Some weeks later, he was on the point of deciding to sell the gilt-edged securities and buy her the annuity, when Miss Henson herself torpedoed the whole idea.
She had read, it appeared, a ‘piece in the paper’ anent the folly of not making a will. For sixpence she had bought a will form, with printed instructions on the back, which she had imperfectly assimiliated.
“There are only two persons in the world who are dear to me, in any personal sense,” she told him, “Mrs. Bladlow and yourself! So of course I shall leave to you all I don’t spend.” (He could never make her understand that she was not ‘spending’ her capital). “I would not have told you, only it says a will has to have two witnesses.”
Bladlow kept his head, though his philosophy had been turned inside out, for he had never contemplated profiting from her otherwise than through legitimate fees and perquisites, and even these had begun to seem illegitimate. He explained the law concerning witnesses and called in the cook and the gardener to sign.
When he told Aileen, she was not as impressed as he had expected.
“Don’t kid yourself, Jim, that it’s any more than a ticket in a sweepstake. You might win a big prize. But you might forget to pass the salt one day, and then she’d make another will.”
A pity Aileen was getting like that, he thought. Miss Henson would not make another will. Outside art, she was a simple, childlike creature who trusted him absolutely. In the normal course of nature the thirty-one thousand pounds—increased by his careful management—would be his before many years had passed. He shivered with horror as he remembered how nearly he had defeated Miss Henson’s generous intention by buying her an annuity.
That she would, in the future, hit on that very idea herself was beyond his imagination.
In fact, in Aileen’s words, he kidded himself that the fortune was as good as his. While he was waiting for nature to co-operate, he had unrestricted control. Feeling what we may call the shadow of ownership of the capital, he invested ten thousand in the purchase of a house agency in central London, putting a manager into the Chelsea office. Further, he bought and sold several properties in Shaldon, developing his local agency. With every movement of capital he wrote a letter to himself, approving the transaction, which Miss Henson signed. She became well accustomed to signing as many as half a dozen letters at a sitting, without giving more than nominal attention to their purport.
None of his investments were wild-cat. But in a couple of years, about a third of the capital was tied up in securities, sound enough in themselves, which were not immediately negotiable.
In the meantime, life at The Cedars achieved a smooth routine. Aileen, though she had many grievances, remained amiable. Miss Henson would go to London regularly for the art exhibitions and often to the auction sales at Christie’s. She would take her sketch-book and make line notes of any object of special interest to her, adding details of history, price and purchaser as methodically as an art agent.
On one of these expeditions—in February 1934—she made an impetuous decision. She had her hair cut short and waved.
The girl who attended her had a boy friend who was an insurance agent.
“Do you remember, Mr. Bladlow—” an attempt had been made to introduce first names, but Miss Henson forgot so often that it was tacitly abandoned—“do you remember explaining to me all about insurance companies and annuities? I was very stupid at the time. I didn’t see that it would save you all that bother of looking after my money.”
She meant, he realised, that it would save her the bother of signing letters and pretending to understand them. He had blundered.
The hairdresser girl, on the other hand, had not blundered. The idea of an annuity was firmly implanted. It was doubtful whether he could achieve anything by explaining that an annuity would make waste paper of her will. The fortune was flying out of the window. Aileen would say she had told him so. Moreover, the life-long gratitude and the unbounded admiration, which had nourished her personality, would perish in the inevitable misunderstanding about those unnegotiable securities.
There was, he decided, only one possible answer.
“I think it is a very good idea, Miss Henson. If you remember, I was in favour of it from the first. The agent can see me, and we’ll fix it up.”
In that moment, Bladlow stepped over the line. No good doing things by halves. He turned to her, with a marked change of expression—so marked, indeed, that a sophisticated woman would have laughed.
“If I am not being impertinent, Miss Henson—your hair!—that new way of doing it suits you wonderfully.”
“For my part, Mr. Bladlow,” said Miss Henson, sedately daring, “I hoped you would make that remark.”
When the hairdresser girl’s boy friend called, Bladlow told him that Miss Henson, who did not understand her own affairs, possessed a life interest, only, in her income and had no capital with which to buy an annuity.
Bladlow’s firm, like most of its kind, were agents for the leading insurance companies. Under the letterhead of the Metropolitan & Colonial Assurance Society, he wrote to Miss Henson, enclosing a form of application, and later sent a letter of acceptance and a receipt for thirty-one thousand pounds. It was easy enough to reclaim both letters and the receipt and burn them.
The routine of life at The Cedars remained unbroken, except that he no longer took business letters to Miss Henson to be signed. Instead, he paid one thousand one hundred and fifty pounds, in equal half-yearly payments, into Miss Henson’s account at the local branch, deemed to equal her annuity after deduction of income tax.
After the second of these half-yearly payments, the feeling that he had stepped over the line passed away. He had deceived her, but only in the sense in which one deceives a child, because a full explanation would not be understood—notably the explanation of the good but unnegotiable securities. He had not robbed her, for she was receiving the same income as she would have received had an annuity been purchased. As to the practical position, the little deception about the insurance company could not be proved, so there was no possibility of a criminal charge.
True that in personal relations it had been difficult to retreat from the moment in which he had affected to admire her hair, but the situation was still manageable, if irksome.
Miss Henson continued to attend the art exhibitions and the sales at Christie’s until August 1936, when she was murdered.




Chapter Four

Aileen had insisted that the family should have its summer holiday unaccompanied by Miss Henson. She had been firm about this from the beginning. For this year, they had made reservations at an hotel in Bournemouth and intended to travel down on the Saturday.
On Friday evening, Bladlow went up to the flat for a goodbye chat with Miss Henson.
“It’s a shame to talk to you about business when you’re in holiday mood” she apologised, “but I’ve had such a funny letter from the Metropolitan & Colonial Assurance Society—the people who pay my annuity, if you remember.”
Bladlow gave no outward sign. In his subconsciousness he had known that he must always be prepared for the million-to-one chance. She was chattering about her late doctor’s widow with whom she had travelled up to Town last week. He held out his hand for the letter.

Dear Madam,


In reply to your letter of yesterday we suggest that you are under some misapprehension of fact. This Society has made no payments to you under an annuity scheme, nor is your name on our books.

“—and when I told her how well it was working in my case she said it would not suit her, because she wanted to leave some money to her married son, who is in the Navy and gets very little.
And I didn’t want to bother you—in the circumstances— I mean, as you knew I had made a will in your favour—”
In short, Miss Henson had written to the Society to ask if it were true that, when she herself died, the Society would ‘keep all her money,’ so that her will would be meaningless.
Again, Bladlow kept his head. By a simple lie he would gain a little time. But only a little. For any one of a dozen benevolent reasons she might renew contact with the Society.
“I see what’s happened,” he smiled. “They’ve got their files crossed. We’ve had this trouble before. Now, on Monday, if you can spare the time, you and I will go together to the head office—”
“But you’ll be at Bournemouth—”
“Not until Wednesday. I have an important auction on Tuesday.”
“But is it true, Mr. Bladlow, that the money—that my will—?”
He could turn this question to advantage—strengthen her faith in him by merely stating what had once been true.
“Yes. I know what you will say next. Why did I encourage you to take the annuity when I knew that it made your will valueless? I can only say that in my mind your interests came first and that I—I had never associated our coming together with the idea of monetary gain to myself.”
Fear drove out self-contempt. He saw with relief that his little speech was taken at its face value.
“On Monday, then. We’ll do our business in the morning, and leave time for a leisurely lunch in the West End.” He contrived a certain awkwardness of manner. “I wonder, Miss Henson, whether—whether you will be wearing that dress you wore last Wednesday! Forgive me—I oughtn’t to have said that!”
On the way downstairs his thoughts formed the words ‘Winterbourne Manor—in the garage.’ Through his local branch he had recently bought the manor, which had been empty for nearly a year. Round it, he had built his whole plan before he reached the hall.
With a little pantomime at the telephone he prepared the ground for telling Aileen that he would be unable to join herself and Cedric at Bournemouth until Wednesday.
In a short period of clarity during a sleepless night he realised that his ethical being had been poisoned by that will, which had turned his imagination to the idea of possessing Miss Henson’s fortune. But the clarity passed and he whipped his resolution with the argument that he had to consider the greatest good for the greatest number. There was Aileen and Cedric, to say nothing of himself. As for Miss Henson, she had had four years of great happiness. She would never understand the nature of his investments on her behalf, and would believe he had cheated her. That would make her intensely miserable. She would demand the return of her property—and would fall into the hands of a crook. Her remaining years could hold nothing but stark misery.
On Saturday morning Aileen departed for Bournemouth with Cedric, after last minute instructions to the cook and housemaid concerning her husband’s comfort. Bladlow went upstairs and knocked at the door of the flat.
“My grass widowhood has just begun,” he said. “This morning I am going to inspect Winterbourne Manor. It’s an 18th century manor and, apart from that, it has some panelling on which I would very much like to have your opinion—if you have nothing better to do.”
Miss Henson seemed to be behaving oddly, almost as if she were alarmed.
“The Nefeld panels!” she murmured. “They’re quite well known.” She hesitated and he feared a lengthy disquisition. To his relief she added: “Thank you very much, Mr. Bladlow, I would be delighted.”
The manor—actually, of course, Miss Henson’s manor—stood in five acres of its own on the fringe of the suburb. When they arrived, Bladlow decided that he must waste a few minutes on the panelling. But Miss Henson hardly bestowed a glance.
“I did not know you had bought this house, Mr. Bladlow, or I would have mentioned the panels before. The fact is, I have a confession to make.” She was a little breathless about it arid inclined to be arch. “To begin at the beginning, my father tried to buy the panels. That was in 1913, when the Nefeld family fell on evil days …”
In his state of tension he could not endure one of her interminable art stories. He put his hand on her arm, which surprised her, not unpleasantly, into silence.
“If you don’t want to look at the panels, I don’t either. I have something in the garage that will interest you.”
As she did not protest, he kept hold of her arm and led her out of the house.
“The garage,” said Bladlow, “was, of course, the stables. It was converted about 1900.” He unlocked the padlock on the sliding door and entered with her. “In those early days, the car required expert attention after every run. So every private garage had to have its own observation pit.” As if absent mindedly, he closed the sliding door behind them. “As the car improved and became more reliable, the pits were filled in. But not in this case. Look!”
He stooped and removed a sufficiency of boards covering the pit. “I want to show you—, if you’ll come to the edge you’ll see what I mean—”
He shot her twice in the back, replaced the boards and relocked the garage. Late that evening he returned, bringing in his car a wheelbarrow and spade. Throughout the hours of darkness, he loaded earth on to the body, filling the pit.
He spent Sunday inside the garage. He was planing the boards getting them down to an inch below floor level. A fortnight later he procured cement and covered the boards. When this had hardened, leaving a very noticeable patch, he gradually recemented the whole of the floor of the garage.
This work was not completed for more than six weeks. In the interval his arrangements had been thorough. On the Monday morning he had called at a local Repository and instructed them to move the furniture from the flat on the following day. Miss Henson had suddenly left his house, he explained, implying a quarrel. He would pay all expenses and six months’ rent.
A quarrel. No explanation beyond that to anyone. On the premise of a quarrel, the Merthyr in his drawing-room, Miss Henson’s gift, would be an anomaly. He removed it from the wall. He would lock it up and eventually sell it—for a hundred pounds or more.
But this, on reflection, seemed rather hucksterish behaviour. After all, it had been a very personal gift—a symbol of a happy and ennobling relationship. As a gesture of respect—presumably to impress himself—he took it upstairs to the flat, to be removed with her furniture.
He went through all her possessions, found three diaries, which he destroyed. Otherwise, only a sketch-book and a litter of charcoal drawings—no letters, no documents. Miss Henson had no roots extending beyond the Bladlow family.
On Wednesday he joined his family at the hotel in Bournemouth.
“You were right,” he told Aileen. “In your absence—well, I couldn’t manage her. I’m not going to give you the details and I don’t suppose you want them. I had to be pretty firm. She said she was grossly insulted. Walked out of the house with a suitcase. Her furniture has gone—stored at Mentall’s.
“I’m glad, in a way,” said Aileen. “And, you know I was never counting on that will!”
“That will,” he said, “is in a safe at the office. Unless she definitely makes another, it will stand.”




Chapter Five

On December quarter day he paid the half-yearly instalment into Miss Henson’s local account, taking, as usual, the bank’s receipt.
In the first few weeks there had been a dozen or so casual inquiries. He answered only that Miss Henson had left suddenly and that he did not know her address. To their own circle he explained further that, in Aileen’s absence, Miss Henson had felt herself insulted by a remark he had considered it necessary to make and had walked out of the house with a single suitcase. To this he added nothing. His very reticence suggested that the quarrel had been of an embarrassing nature. People wagged their heads contentedly. Old maids, they loved to believe, were like that sometimes.
The December quarter day ended the phase of anxiety. To the casual glance the floor of the garage bore no trace of once having been fitted with an observation pit. Since August he had stalled four prospective purchasers. He was now ready to accept the next offer. As a good business man, he had the panels removed, and was gratified to receive four hundred pounds for them from a dealer. The house was sold in January.
Mathematically, his chance of being hanged for murder, he calculated, was very substantially smaller than his chance of being killed in a road accident, a fire or shipwreck. It would be as foolish to worry about the one as about the other.
His security lay in the fact that it was nobody’s special business to inquire into the whereabouts of Miss Henson. Nobody had any recognisable interest which would justify an application to the courts to presume death. Even if some freak application were to be made he would not oppose it. He would produce the will, which gave him everything.
He had nothing to fear from the prying of an accountant. Miss Henson’s capital was intact, with a file of letters signed by herself, sanctioning his various investments. The money was, in effect, already his. He was not an ostentatious man—felt no temptation to arouse Aileen’s suspicion by flinging money about.
With the passing of his fear he was able to take a view of the whole thing which he called realistic. He was not, he reminded himself, a cruel man. Poor Miss Henson, he was sure, had never known what had struck her. Through himself she had enjoyed four years of happiness. Circumstances, for which he could not be blamed, had ended that phase of her life. Her ultimate fate at the hands of a less scrupulous man was so certain that his act had been equivalent to that of putting an about-to-be tortured animal out of its pain.
He suffered a little through his own sentimentality—he missed her. He missed particularly the moral uplift he had derived from being the architect of her happiness—the chivalrous protector of an unattractive woman. There were even moods in which he wished he had kept the Merthyr as a memento.
Freed from the society of Miss Henson, Aileen became even more amiable. But it was Aileen who produced the first ripple on the surface of his complacency.
“Miss Henson!” she exclaimed suddenly at breakfast from behind her picture paper.
It was a second or more before he could bring himself to ask:
“What about Miss Henson?”
“She’s sold that picture she gave us—for three hundred and fifty pounds. Look! That’s it, all right! Julia, daughter of Sir Anstruther Henson, 1880. I suppose you had to give it back, but it does seem a pity!”
He stared at a photograph which reminded him so vividly of the picture that had hung in the drawing-room. On his way to London he took the paper with him to the local furniture Repository.
“Must be a duplicate!” said the manager. “Nothing of Miss Henson’s has left the warehouse. You can inspect it now if you like, Mr. Bladlow.”
“As I’m more or less responsible I think it would be as well,” said Bladlow.” It took half an hour to produce the picture for his inspection—the picture which was reported as having been sold at a West End auction the previous day.
“Thank you. As you said, it must be a duplicate. Miss Henson will no doubt decide for herself whether her interests are concerned. I am no art expert.”
In a month, he had forgotten the incident. At the half-year he increased the housekeeping allotment and doubled Aileen’s personal allowance. It was a very happy year. Now and again, while Cedric was away at school, he took Aileen to the coast for a week-end in a good hotel.
A few days before Easter 1938, he received a call from Detective Inspector Rason of the Department of Dead Ends.
“I asked for you, Mr. Bladlow,” said Rason apologetically, “but I’ve really come to see Miss Henson. Her late father’s bankers told me that when they last heard from her she was living in your house.”
“Sorry!” said Bladlow. “Miss Henson left here over eighteen months ago. I don’t know her address—I don’t even know where she went from here. She took sudden offence—she was—er—an elderly spinster, you know. If there’s anything I can do—”
“Can you tell me anything about a picture of herself as a little girl? Funny sort of question, you’ll say, but the fact is there’ve been a lot of forgeries of the paintings of well known artists—after they’re dead, of course. Last year we nearly got the gang, but we didn’t quite—and that sort of thing is pushed on to me.”
Over eighteen months ago, Bladlow had seen that he must never tell a single lie about Miss Henson, except the lie that he did not know where she had gone after she left the house.
“The picture you want, Mr. Rason, is at Mentall’s Repository.”
At the Repository, Rason inspected the picture. He was jubilant. The case against the forgers was practically buttoned up. But Chief Inspector Karslake would be sure to say they must get Miss Henson to authenticate. The manager was unhelpful.
“But surely Miss Henson is paying you rent?”
“Yes, but the cheque itself comes from Mr. Bladlow! He told me she had left certain funds in his hands.”
“Funds!” repeated Rason, as he took himself off. “Bladlow hasn’t got the old girl’s address, but he has got her funds. Now I’m here, it wouldn’t do any harm to have a look round.”
He was looking specifically for Miss Henson’s bank—always a good starting point. By a circuitous route he reached the vicar, who had received many a cheque from Miss Henson for charitable purposes.
“We have received no communication from Miss Henson since August, 1936,” said the bank manager.
Under pressure from Rason he interpreted the Bank Acts with a certain elasticity and revealed that an income of £1,150 was being paid into her account, half yearly, by Mr. Bladlow.
The latter item disappointed Rason. By precedent, her income ought to have stopped abruptly. Without much hope, he returned to The Cedars.
“Oh yes—wasn’t that clear in our first conversation!” Bladlow permitted himself to reveal a slight impatience. “I am her financial agent. I hold securities of hers to the value of around thirty thousand pounds.”
“Funds!” ejaculated Rason, impressed by the amount. “Just huffed off and forgot to take her thirty thousand with her? Or has she got other funds besides that lot, so’s she wouldn’t notice? And another banking account?”
“I don’t know.” Bladlow, indeed, had nothing to add to his previous statement.
Rason went back to the Repository and put an official seal on Miss Henson’s property. In the following week, he returned and searched the furniture for relevant documents. He found none. But he pounced on a sketch-book and a litter of charcoal drawings.
“Maybe these are forgeries, too!” he reflected with sublime confusion and carried them back to the Yard for expert examination.
There was plenty of follow-up work to be done. Bladlow did not see him again until the end of August.




Chapter Six

It was a couple of days after Bladlow had returned from his summer holiday, this time in North Wales. It had been an enjoyable holiday, on the whole. He had not allowed his mind to dwell unduly on the detective’s investigations. He was himself entrenched in a veritable Maginot Line of legality.
He was accountable to no one but Miss Henson for his management of her money. The police, of course, had realised this, or they would have tried to subject him to further questioning. No news was obviously good news. They must either apply to presume death, which would be pointless, or find the body which was, virtually, impossible.
Rason arrived late in the afternoon. With him was another burly looking man whom he introduced as Chief Inspector Karslake.
“My superior officer,” said Rason when they were all seated in the morning-room, “knows a great deal about art.” Ignoring Karslake’s glare he went on: “He’s still worried about Miss Henson’s ownership of that picture. He wants to ask you—”
“I’ll ask my own questions,” snapped Karslake. “Mr. Bladlow, can you give me the date of Miss Henson’s departure?”
“I can’t remember whether it was the Saturday or the Sunday—August 2 or 3.”
“But you do remember,” cut in Rason, “that your wife and child had gone to Bournemouth and that, as from Saturday morning, you and Miss Henson were alone in the house except for the servants?”
“How thorough your investigations are!” smiled Bladlow. “Yes, we were alone. Hence our rather embarrassing quarrel.”
“According to the servants and a baker’s delivery man, Mr. Bladlow, you left this house in Miss Henson’s company on the Saturday morning? That would be before you had the quarrel?”
“Obviously!”
“Where did you go with Miss Henson?”
“Really, Inspector! All that time ago! I often gave Miss Henson a lift. I simply don’t remember.”
“Did you take her to Winterbourne Manor?”
That was a bombshell for Bladlow—a fact duly noted by Rason, who pressed on.
“If you did not go with her, you joined her there later. The place was your property then. You gave her permission to go there as often as she liked.”
“She never asked me for any such permission!” Bladlow was at sea. “I’ve no reason to believe she ever went there in her life.”
Rason grinned at Karslake, inviting him to note the answer.
“My superior officer,” he announced, “is not satisfied with that answer. If you want to know how we traced the body to Winterbourne Manor—”
Bladlow caught his breath. Karslake sprang up.
“You’ve no right to say that, Rason!” he cried angrily. “It’s flat against the Rules and you know it.”
“My superior officer,” mouthed Rason, “is quite correct. I ought to have said—if you want to know how we traced Miss Henson to Winterbourne Manor, I’ll show you.” From a bag, he took a sketch book and a number of charcoal drawings. “These—before you bother to think up something, Bladlow—are sketches made by the deceased—beg pardon!—made by Miss Henson. Sketches of the Nefeld panels!”
Bladlow forced himself to stare at the sketches, while he thought: She was only in the room for a minute or so and she didn’t sketch anything. These sketches are the work of a good many hours. He dimly remembered that she had gushed about having some ‘confession’ to make.
“Miss Henson might have visited the empty house, unknown to me—not knowing that it was my property.” In the last few seconds he had abandoned hope, but he went on: “These sketches don’t prove anything.”
“Not a thing! They’re what Mr. Karslake calls a location clue!” chirped Rason. “Fact is, that dealer you sold those panels to had ’em written up in an art magazine, with illustrations. And one of our art boys—not Mr. Karslake—linked up these sketches. Funny how these things happen, isn’t it, Bladlow! You put a lot o’ brain work into this job—refusing four offers for the house, so’s to give the earth time to settle. If you’d only thought to bury these panels along with the—you know!—you’d have got away with the boodle.”
“The boodle!” An hysterical laugh broke from Bladlow. “If I had been thinking in terms of ‘boodle,’ Mr. Rason, I might have done as you suggest—except that the observation pit wouldn’t have been big enough to hold the whole set of panels, as well.”
A couple of hours later the police had located the site of the observation pit, whereupon they began digging operations.







PART FIVE
A FOOL AND HER MONEY





Chapter One

In the reports of a trial for murder, the defendant and the victim are generally seen as cardboard figures against the background of the crime. By tradition, the cardboard woman is coloured brightly and the cardboard man darkly.
Thus, in the Cosy Nook murder, Hedda Felbert fitted neatly into the cliché of the woman scorned, and William Surbrook into that of the money-seeking male who overreaches himself. Legally, it is irrelevant that Hedda did not know she had been scorned, and that Surbrook never moved a finger to possess himself of her money.
The money sequence was short and clear-cut. It began in Surbrook’s office in Throgmorton Street on a morning in February 1929, two days after Henry Fauburg—the Fauburg who tried to corner quinine—had shot himself. Surbrook was a thoroughly respectable member of the Stock Exchange with a small but steady clientéle, of whom Fauburg had been the wealthiest. The suicide meant that Surbrook must conjure twenty thousand pounds out of the void within five days, or be hammered.
It ought not to have been possible for Surbrook to be involved. But no sane broker would be starchy about Stock Exchange rules with an apparently gilt-edged client like Fauburg—and that was the limit of Surbrook’s adventurousness. As to his position, you could have added or subtracted a nought, for all the chance he had of raising the money.
Surbrook’s reputation was spotless. A hammering was so rare and universally detested that he very nearly cherished the hope that the bank might waive the matter of securities and come to his rescue out of sheer public spirit. That, or a miracle, would save him.
We need not dwell upon his mental torture. It reached its highest point at the moment when he decided that he must go out to lunch, to keep up appearances, even if it choked him. It was then that the miracle appeared to happen—only he didn’t believe it was a miracle. The message from the bank was no more than a form, stating that twenty thousand pounds had been credited to his account by a well known firm of financial agents.
There was no violence in his relief—he was calm as a reprieved murderer. Some minutes had passed before he made a constructive attempt to cheer up—with very qualified success. He must behave decorously. During the lunch hour, he sipped a coffee, then rang the financial agents.
He was interrupted almost as soon as he had announced his name.
“Our commission was to make the payment. We have no further instructions.”
He replaced the receiver without surprise, and made no further attempt. For five days he tried to humbug himself with one absurd explanation after another. Then, his reputation saved by the twenty thousand, he went in search of Hedda Felbert, whom he had not seen for some seven years—not since the day, to be precise, on which he had married Myra.
There was no difficulty in tracing her to Beringham, thirty miles out, in the Surrey hills. He checked with a local directory—Felbert, H. Miss, Cosy Nook.
Cosy Nook! His laugh held a touch of brutality. The moment she had a house of her own, she would inevitably call it Cosy Nook, even if it were a mansion. She had not changed. Some girls never changed—only became, as it were, more so.
With some difficulty he found it on the outskirts of the town. It was not a mansion, but a small, brick-built bungalow. There was nothing about it to suggest the home of a woman who could throw away twenty thousand pounds on the basis of a single courtesy kiss, bestowed more than seven years ago.




Chapter Two

His mother had started what he and Myra had called the Hedda Felbert saga. It was in the summer following his demobilisation after the Kaiser’s war. As part of the programme of resettling him in civil life, his mother had given a series of tennis parties.
“I want you to make sure that Miss Felbert enjoys herself, Willie. I met them during the war. Her father is a builder or something, and he was splendid at the Red Cross, but he’s a bit—stiff. Hedda acts as his secretary and I’m told she’s very clever. But I don’t think they go about much.”
In 1919 Hedda was thirty, three years older than himself. She was of medium height, with a figure which inclined to lumpiness, but would have yielded to treatment. She had a mass of brown, unruly hair and brown eyes, a shade too prominent. Her mouth was firm and her nose well formed. Though she could never have attained an insistent appeal, she could certainly have turned herself into a reasonably handsome woman, had she but perceived her need to assist nature.
Surbrook partnered her in a mixed double, when it became painfully clear that someone ought to have advised her to say that she did not play tennis. The game became a face-saving contest, in which their opponents co-operated. Surbrook felt more than a little annoyed with his mother. But the feeling passed at the end of the set, when he glanced at Hedda. She was very hot, and the unruly hair was in open rebellion, but her eyes were the eyes of a happy child. She had enjoyed every minute of it, had no suspicion that there had been any face-saving.
Later, when there was some danger of her being involved in another four, he detached her and gave her a lesson in clock-golf. She paid profound attention to his instructions, which she could understand but could not implement. Perseverance was among her qualities; but she failed to observe that she was keeping him from his guests for an unpardonably long time.
“I must try again,” she would say, and, with dreadful archness: “I mean to make you thoroughly proud of your pupil!”
It was not possible to squirm—it was only possible to pity. She was not stupid, but imperceptive. It might even be true that she was clever at her work. But as a woman she was a lout, a predestined spinster.
His interest in her had been noticed and misunderstood. Thereafter, when people invited him, they tended to invite her also. Her existence became a mild nuisance to him, but he could not bring himself to the point of snubbing her. Her social life, he foresaw, would be a pageant of snubs.
He did not actively dislike her—he looked upon her as some sort of relation whom one had to treat kindly, because she was a little backward. He neither encouraged nor repelled her. He did not, in the phrase of today, make a date with her. True that he gave her a box of chocolates—by a regrettable coincidence, the decoration was a coloured photograph of Miss Mary Pickford playing clock-golf—but this was only by way of apology for spilling coffee on her stockings.
His conduct was blameless, except in the matter of the courtesy kiss—which was a mistake, made in the utmost good faith.
They had been fellow guests at a birthday dance and there was no one but Surbrook to drive her home. Drawing up at her father’s house, he was seized with a doubt—suppose she had found out that men generally kiss girls when they drive them home after a dance? Some girls have a pretty grim time—and some old maids have pretty grim memories, when you come to think of it.
He touched cold, bewildered lips, wondered whether he had made a fool of himself—went on wondering on the drive home, certain only that she had not been offended. Poor kid! She just couldn’t get the hang of things. At least, she would now be able to brag to herself that a man had kissed her.
He did not guess that sexual charity is a virtue of which Nature does not approve. Surbrook, in fact, had grossly underestimated the extent to which Hedda failed to ‘get the hang of things.’ In matters of organisation and finance she was practical, efficient, and even talented. Except for a brief period at a kindergarten, she had been educated by her father, who had given her a view of human relationships which her budding womanhood was bound to reject. Accordingly, she had retreated into a world of her own of which she herself was the hub—a world of friendly women and gallant men.
Surbrook, of course, was wrong on the point of such a woman’s memories. Even at twenty-five, Hedda had begun to ‘remember’ more than one handsome young man who had deliberately contrived his own death in battle for lack of her kisses. Another group, equally handsome but inclined to wistfulness, had refrained from declaring their passion lest they be suspected of fortune hunting. Here was a touch of realism—for the practical Hedda had satisfied herself that her portion would eventually be about one hundred thousand pounds. And so the courtesy kiss, rather disappointing in itself, was shaped and fortified, until it became the keystone of her bridge to a reconstructed Valhalla.
There were no immediate repercussions. For some weeks Surbrook and Hedda chanced not to meet. Then he received an invitation to come to dinner and meet her father. As Mrs. Surbrook had frequently entertained Hedda, it was impossible to refuse.
Mr. Felbert turned out to be very much as Surbrook had expected—a social recluse forcing himself to be sociable. No one else had been invited. At dinner, the conversation took its tone from the furniture, which had been fashionable in the 1880’s. After dinner, Hedda, at a nod from her father, ‘left the gentlemen to their port’—a good port but wasted on Surbrook, whose suspicions had been aroused.
Mr. Felbert offered a summary of Hedda’s life, her mother’s premature death and his own attempt to take her place. This was welded into a brief account of the growth of his business. Mr. Felbert, in short, was on the brink of expressing himself delighted to welcome Surbrook as a son-in-law.
Surbrook was sufficiently adroit to escape without making a scene. Thinking about it the next day, he inaccurately concluded that it was Mr. Felbert who had forced the pace—even Hedda would surely have sense enough to tell him not to talk like that to the first man who had made a point of not avoiding her—for that, he assured himself was all his own part amounted to.
A few days later he met Myra, who drove from him the consciousness and almost the memory of Hedda. In a month, their engagement was announced in the local paper. Among the letters of congratulation was one from Hedda. It was conventional throughout. except for the last paragraph: ‘I quite understand! Believe that, in all sincerity. I wish you every happiness.’
Surbrook assumed that it was no more than a clumsily phrased attempt to show friendliness. He next saw her on his wedding day—over the heads of a small crowd of idlers, when he was coming out of church. She was standing alone on the opposite pathway. She had accepted an invitation but had not turned up.
On his first wedding anniversary he received a letter from her, which gave him his first twinge of unease. It was an inoffensive meander, but its atmosphere was intimate, as if the writer were a close companion. After passing it to Myra, he decided not to answer.
There had been one such letter for each of his five anniversaries. Some eighteen months ago she had written a personal letter of condolence when Myra and his mother were killed in an air crash.




Chapter Three

Before he could knock at the door of Cosy Nook, Hedda herself opened it. In seven years she had not even changed physically. There was the same unruly brown hair, the same suggestion of unnecessary lumpiness. Her face was unwrinkled, but, incredibly, she had taken to lipstick—possibly for the first time. The lipstick, too, tended to lumpiness.
She spoke as if they had parted, not seven years ago, but the previous day.
“You see—I was waiting for you! You did not have to knock.”
“Good lord!” He was disconcerted. “How did you know I was coming?”
She smiled.
“I knew.”
Of course she knew he was coming—to talk about that twenty thousand! But he had an uneasy feeling that this was not what she meant.
She had wafted him into the bungalow, chattering as she had always chattered.
“I built this very soon after father’s death. I always wanted a cosy little nook of my own—where I could wait, all by myself. I still go to the office, but you’ll find I’ve become ever so domesticated. I manage with a half-daily woman. Say it’s clever of me!”
While she prepared tea, he waited in the sitting-room. Not a sitting-room, he decided, but a drawing-room, more formal than comfortable. The furniture was modern and new as the house, but the room itself contrived to look old-fashioned. There was something indefinitely wrong with it—it exuded a spiritual lefthandedness.
On a doubtfully serviceable escritoire was a large silver-framed photograph—of himself. She must have bought it from the photographer. Beside it was a very small one, cut out of a group, also of himself. He could not escape the truth that she believed herself to be in love with him. He would make every effort to avoid wounding her.
When she came in with the tray he noticed her dress, a pleasing green, well cut in a low ‘v’. There was nothing wrong about the dress, though there seemed to be.
There followed the ritual of tea, which he had always disliked and now endured with foreboding. She had not changed, but she had indeed become ‘more so.’ The gaucherie remained, and the fatuous little mannerisms. But her personality had been intensified, so that their former roles were reversed and it was she who was taking charge of him.
Hedda, in fact, had acquired strength through her unshakeable belief in her own ideals. When Surbrook’s engagement was announced she had kept her sanity by adapting her dream-life to the new facts. She identified herself with the great women, of so many legends, who wait for their wayward lovers, the waywardness being a test of faith. In a short time she became convinced that Surbrook would ‘return’ to her. The air crash that removed Myra was therefore seen as the hand of fate.
Supporting the fantasy was a certain emotional shrewdness. She valued her man above her fortune, which was meaningless without him.
He let her prattle on about her cakes and her garden and her house until he reached breaking point.
“Hedda! That twenty thousand! Why did you do it?”
“Willie! What a question!”
She got up, turned on the light and drew the curtains. He waited until she stopped fidgeting.
“Look at the facts!” he exclaimed. “No sane business man would have lent me a thousand. I was due to be hammered. After that, I couldn’t have got a job. I would have been knocking at doors, asking housewives to buy stockings, or something—”
“I know. I happened to see a man doing just that—and I got panic.”
“But—why? I never gave you any reason—”
“I won’t be bullied by a big, strong man like you!” She pouted with inexorable archness. “And why do you go on asking that silly question? You haven’t any proof at all that the money came from me.” She paused and added: “And yet you know! Ask yourself how you know.”
She was not making it easy for him to be kind, he told himself—as a mouse might have grumbled that there was no opportunity to be kind to the cat.
“We have to discuss what can be done about it,” he said stubbornly. “It will take me a lifetime to repay—”
“Did you think I was looking for an investment?”
He got up, tried to pace the little room, but had to sit down again.
“Don’t you see, Hedda, that the most dishonourable thing I could do—the most damnable insult I could offer you—would be to make love to you in return for the twenty thousand?”
He had taken the gloves off and struck, but she only laughed at him.
“Oh, my poor Willie! How you men deceive yourselves with words! We women are much more realistic. I wrote you—at the time—that I understood. I still understand. Just think it over, while I get rid of the tea things.”
Surbrook did not understand—was, in fact, struggling to sustain himself in a state of non-understanding, an effort which failed when she returned.
“My father was purse-proud. He thought people esteemed him for his money. He thought the same must apply to his daughter. While he was talking to you after dinner that night, I—was crying! I knew that your self-respect would be affronted—that you would never seek me out again nor permit yourself to think of me. I understood!”
“But—my dear girl! I fell in love with someone else!”
“Of course you did!” Her smile made him feel that her ‘understanding’ would suffocate him. “I have learnt a little about human nature—I know how such things happen. They cannot affect one’s destiny.”
That gave him the clue to the existence of the fantasy—revealed that she believed he had been in love with her and had married Myra in the hope of forgetting. No reasoning could shake that kind of belief.
If he were to marry her, it would not be for her money—she had made neither promise nor threat. It would be from pity. And, of course, gratitude. Lots of reasonably happy marriages must have been founded on much less.
“Hedda, you have saved me from the gutter. So far, I haven’t uttered a single word of gratitude to you, because I—”
“Because you feel that you’re under a terrible obligation!” she interrupted. “Please, dear Willie, do let’s be sensible about the money. Listen!” She sat on a pouffe close to his chair, put her hand on his. “I never made father’s mistake. From the first—d’ you remember when you taught me to play clock golf?—I knew you were not drawn to me by the fact of my being an heiress—you did not even know I was, until father told you. The other day, I had to butt in with that money because, if you had been hammered, I would have suffered more than you—wondering whether you would do what Fauburg did.”
Again he felt that dangerous sense of superiority that permitted him to pity her.
“You have given me so much, Hedda, and I can give you so very little!”
“Don’t think about it like that! Give me only what you can’t help giving me. I demand nothing, Willie.”
She was telling him he was free—free to say thank-you for the twenty thousand, walk out of her house and dodge her in future.
He looked down at her. At close view, the lipstick wasn’t really lumpy—it was desperately pathetic. And she had saved him from the gutter. It wasn’t as though she were ugly, or physically defective. Surely, with a little imaginative effort on his part—
He lifted her from the pouffe.
While he was holding her, he faced the stark truth that this woman could never attract him, never elicit the faintest response from his nervous system. The muddled kindliness that had prompted him to kiss her—with histrionic emphasis—gave place to resentment.
“Hedda! That was a wrong-headed attempt to say thankyou for that money.”
She laughed happily. In her fantasy, the kiss always marked the end of cross-purpose.
“You understand! … Or you couldn’t have made that joke!” Her voice was ecstatic. “We have waited so long, Willie, and now we have our reward. We can be married just as soon as you like.”




Chapter Four

Presently she was sitting beside him on a settee. She had said that she demanded nothing. That was romantic jargon, even if she thought it was true. She would soon discover it was not true. Before the period of the honeymoon was over, the forlorn little butterfly would turn into a spider. Now and again, her prattle penetrated to his consciousness.
“There are some lovely houses in Surrey, almost in the country. Not really far out. You could be at your office almost within an hour.”
And when he got to the office he would know that he was operating by virtue of her money. As a sub-species of gigolo, lacking the gigolo’s adaptability, but taking the gigolo’s fee. And at five every day he would have to go home to the spider—even if the spider were only the symbol of his own self-contempt in the knowledge that he must perpetually fail her. The feeling of suffocation was coming back.
“I shall sell my interest in the business and give all my time to making our home as you like it.”
No!
He had made no sound, but had the illusion that he had shouted. The superiority had been stripped from him—the arrogance that had betrayed him into pitying this woman—leaving his egotism naked. He was as a frightened animal about to fight for his life.
“And the rooms must be large, Willie. It will be lovely entertaining your friends.”
Her chatter strengthened his will. His life would still be worth living, even with a secret he could share with neither man nor woman. He was cool-headed now—could see exactly how it must be done.
He would tell the police that he had proposed marriage.
“Darling,” he said, “I had no idea this would happen to us—so suddenly—I’ve come unprepared.” He drew from his hand the signet ring which had belonged to his grandfather. “Will you wear this until I can get you a proper engagement ring?” He took her left hand and placed the ring correctly. “I’m afraid it’s too big for comfort!”
“No, it isn’t! I shall love to wear it.”
Next, he must make sure that there was something in the bungalow that would tempt a thief.
“Hedda! Have you any jewellery?”
“How funny you should ask!” She seemed irrationally pleased. “I have a little. I bought it myself. For a reason!” As he did not inquire the reason she added: “Would you like to see it?”
“Very much!”
She left the room, returning with a decorated cardboard box: a faded ribbon panelled a coloured photograph of Miss Mary Pickford playing clock golf.
“D’you remember sending me chocolates, Willie?”
“And d’you remember when I drove you home, after the Walbrook dance?”
Inside the chocolate box were three pieces. A star pendant, in diamonds, on a thin gold chain; a bracelet in rubies and diamonds; and a brooch in diamonds. The brooch was a ponderous affair—a monogram, WH—her initial and his—intertwined.
The audacity of that monogram acted as a spur.
“This is a secret, isn’t it?” As she nodded: “No one knows that you have it.”
“No one but you!”
Then no crook could have marked it down. But there were a lot of men on the prowl nowadays. If she were wearing it when one of them came to the door—
“Let’s see it on you … I can fix the bracelet.”
“Oh, no, Willie! Please, no! It would spoil so much. I didn’t really want to tell you, but you can guess. Can’t you?” She lowered her eyes. “I look at it every night when I go to bed—just for a minute. I bought it for our wedding day.”
When it came to telling the police that she had been wearing the jewellery, he must not trip over detail.
“The pendant—that hangs on this little chain just below your throat, doesn’t it? If you were wearing the brooch—with that dress, for instance—where would it go?”
“Here!” She placed her finger at the base of the ‘v’ of her blouse.
She put the chocolate box on the pouffe and began to put the pieces back in the box. He moved near enough to the door to be able to reach the light switch when he wanted it.
“I’ll have to be going now.” He lowered his voice. “Come and say goodbye to me, Hedda.”
She obeyed, without waiting to put the lid on the box. He studied her mouth. Even though it was a large mouth, it was yet small enough to be completely covered by the palm of his hand. When she came close, infatuated, he playfully took her wrists, drew them down until her hands rested on her hips. He had remembered the danger of her fingernails marking his face. With swift concerted movements he switched off the light, slipped behind her and pinioned her arms. With the base of his left hand on her chin, he forced her mouth shut, her head pressing against his shoulder, his own back steadied against the wall.
His imagination had suggested that she was suffocating him, but it was he who, in all literality, suffocated her.
She had been dead for many minutes before he was aware of muscular strain. He had shifted his position and could not reach the switch. In the dark, he lifted the body, carried it to the settee. On the way, he nearly stumbled over the pouffe. He heard the jewellery fall to the floor. His right foot touched one of the three pieces. That did not matter. He lowered his burden and sprawled it on the settee.
He stretched, pinched and massaged his left arm. As he turned on the light, he spoke aloud.
“The financial agent will tell the police about that twenty thousand as soon as he’s read his paper. The police will ask me for my alibi. Incidentally, my car has been parked outside all the time I’ve been here.” He laughed, to whip up his courage. “All right—no alibi! In case the nerve falters, we’ll remove temptation to pretend there is.”
He opened the flap of the escritoire. On the blotting pad he wrote in pencil the telephone number of his flat and added: ‘If out, try club: Embankment 7210.’ The technique of the crook would be worse than useless to him. Invert it. Give ’ em fingerprints galore. He picked up and fingered the large photograph of himself, touched the top of the escritoire.
“Steady, now!” He glanced at the clock—eight minutes to seven. “Get the narrative right. I proposed to her, asked her to wear my signet ring. I left before seven, but I’ll say I didn’t notice the time. She was alone—wearing the jewellery—when she answered the door to a prowler who forced her in here, smothered her and removed the jewellery.
“Footprints! The police can trace ’em even if there’s no mud on your shoes.”
He went to his car, put on the rubbers he carried for emergency, and re-entered the bungalow.
The jewellery was lying near the pouffe. The box itself was intact, the lid on the pouffe, the tray upside down on the floor. He left the box untouched. He picked up the pendant, the bracelet—lodged in the monogram of the brooch was his signet ring. Obviously, it had fallen off the finger while he was carrying the body to the settee.
He dislodged the ring, and examined it. The hoop was uninjured, but the matrix had been scratched and a small piece had been cut clean out. Evidently, his foot had forced it against one of the diamonds. Better dump it, when he dumped the jewellery.
There would then be nothing to support his statement that he had proposed marriage.
“It’s all right. Check up. She was wearing the jewellery. The ring could have been forced against the brooch while she was struggling with the prowler.”
He went to the settee and replaced the ring on the finger.
“She was wearing the jewellery.” It was becoming a chant. “A prowler wouldn’t remove it as if he were a ladies’ maid.”
He picked up the pendant and wrenched at the thin gold chain. By luck, it snapped at two points. A length of about a couple of inches fell to the floor.
“That bit might have dropped down under her dress.”
He dropped it under the dress, at the back of the neck. He noticed that the blouse was hardly disarranged. He disarranged it.
On the bracelet was a safety device—a short length of gold chain much thinner than that of the pendant. He wrenched the chain free and dropped it on the floor, near the settee.
That was all, for the bungalow.
As he approached Beringham, his headlights picked out The Barley Mow, a tiny one-time inn that was now little more than a beer-house. He stopped, entered the empty bar and beamed on the landlord as if they were old friends.
“Got any champagne?”
“Champagne! No, sir, I can’t say as I’ ave.”
“Then I’ll have a brandy. And you have one too. I’m not mad, you know. A little light-headed, perhaps. Have a heart, landlord! One doesn’t get engaged every day.”
He bought a packet of cigarettes. With a question or two about how long it would take him to get to his club, he induced the landlord to note that the time was three minutes past seven.
He drove back to London via Thadham. On Thadham bridge, which is not bordered with a footpath, he kept close to the parapet. Assured that there was no one else on the bridge, he flung the jewellery into the Thames, knowing that it would sink in the mud some thirty feet below the surface. The rubbers, too, would sink, provided there was no air pocket—he slit them close to the soles and flung them after the jewellery.
Then he drove on to his club, reflecting that, in order to hang him, the police would have to prove that Hedda had been murdered before seven. As the body was not found until the half-daily woman arrived on the following morning, the police were unable to do so.




Chapter Five

Whether Surbrook actually got the better of Chief Inspector Karslake may be doubted. But it is indisputable that he avoided all the pitfalls and walked out of the traps. The respectable stock-broker, the man of mild tastes and rather kindly disposition, had turned into a hard-headed egotist. He consistently inverted the crook’s formula. From the first, he flourished all the facts unfavourable to himself and left the police to discover those that favoured him.
When the preliminary courtesies had been exhausted and Surbrook’s fingerprints had been taken, Karslake began at what he believed to be the beginning.
“How long have you been engaged to the deceased?”
“No time at all! Until yesterday afternoon, I hadn’t seen her for seven years.” At Karslake’s expression, he said: “I see I must give details. It’s very awkward for me, Inspector. The fact is—five days ago, to be exact—Miss Felbert lent me twenty thousand pounds.”
Karslake was startled and looked it. He repeated the figure with awe. “And deceased lent you all that before you were even engaged?”
“I’m putting it badly,” apologised Surbrook, and weighed in with the tale of Fauburg’s suicide and his own impending ruin. “The loan to me wasn’t quite such an act of eccentric philanthropy as it sounds. I am a widower. I married, very suddenly, seven years ago. Before that happened, it was thought—that is, Miss Felbert and I—we thought it was she and I who were going to be married.
“I need not trouble you with any more about that. But please let me say this, Inspector, in fairness to Miss Felbert and myself. When I called at that bungalow I did not know that I would propose marriage. It happened of its own accord—as these things do.” He stared vacuously at his own left hand and added, as if to himself: “I gave her my signet ring.”
Surbrook was gaining ground. There were those photographs in the sitting-room, and two more in the bedroom, bearing out his general statement. Karslake produced the signet ring.
“We took this from her finger. Do you recognise it?”
“Yes. It’s mine, all right. But—what’s happened to it?”
“Our expert’s report says that cut was made by a diamond. We found the chip on the floor. The ring could have been crushed against one of the pieces of jewellery, while he was attacking her.”
“Horrible!” ejaculated Surbrook, and wisely left it at that.
“Was the deceased wearing her jewellery while you were with her?”
“Yes. Rather a lot of it for the afternoon, but this was an occasion. The jewellery had belonged to her mother—it had been locked in her father’s safe during his lifetime. She was glad of a chance to wear it.”
“Describe it, please, Mr. Surbrook.”
“I haven’t much eye for that sort of thing. but I’ll try. A bracelet—rubies and small diamonds. A thing on a chain at her throat—a pendant. And a brooch—about here—joining the folds of the blouse. It was in diamonds and it was large—but don’t infer Miss Felbert was an ostentatious woman—”
Karslake pressed for a detailed description of the brooch.
“Sorry, Inspector! To me it was just a brooch.”
Surbrook was treading carefully. To admit that it was a monogram of their initials would clash with his statement that the jewellery had been her mother’s.
“Can you give me the names of a few friends who might be able to describe it?”
Surbrook obliged, knowing that no friend had ever been allowed to see it. He had cleared an awkward little obstacle and his nerve was the steadier when Karslake asked what time he had left the deceased.
“I didn’t happen to notice the time. I can remember that nine struck when I went into the dining-room at the club. So I suppose I must have left the bungalow about a couple of hours before that.”
“Can you produce any witnesses?”
“Not a soul!” sighed Surbrook. “Unless some men I nodded to at the club could help.”
Surbrook had made a thoroughly good impression. The landlord of The Barley Mow had already talked to the local police, quoting the time as five past seven.
At the inquest, Surbrook gave evidence as to his physical movements and as to the deceased having worn jewellery. The medical witness was unable to state that death must have taken place before seven in the evening. In short, the jury adopted Surbrook’s theory of a prowling crook knocking at the door intending a preliminary investigation and seizing his chance to take the jewellery from the person of an unprotected woman.
In six months the case, with its items of real evidence, was passed to the Department of Dead Ends.
“You’ll need more luck than usual for this, Rason,” said Karslake. “There’s nothing sticking out but the jewellery—and that’ll be broken up by now.” He added: “If Surbrook scuppered her himself, he’ll have dumped it. Not much to work on, there. Everything Surbrook said stands up.”
Everything Surbrook had said stood up. Fear receded to vanishing point, taking with it the sharp consciousness of his crime. By Hedda’s will he benefited by a further thirty thousand pounds. He moved into a larger flat in Bayswater. He did not cut himself off from the society of women. After one or two transient intimacies, he was considering a marriage of convenience to a wealthy widow, when he received a call from Detective Inspector Rason.




Chapter Six

The streak of boyishness in Detective Inspector Rason—the ability to take a silly thing seriously—had never in itself brought him success, but it sometimes gave him a new approach to an old problem. It was a piece of boyish foolery with some jewellery—in no way connected with the Cosy Nook murder—which turned his attention to Surbrook.
He had spent an unprofitable morning in Hatton Garden, trying to identify some stolen jewellery, which included a star pendant in diamonds. Instead of going straight back to the Yard, he dropped into his sister-in-law’s flat in Bloomsbury, and asked himself to luch. He showed the jewellery to his niece, who admired it. She was having a fortnight’s holiday at home and was going to an afternoon party.
“Pity I can’t lend you this little lot—that star would look a treat in your hair. Try it, and see!”
“It isn’t for the hair, Uncle, it’s for the throat. And anyway, no woman would wear a diamond pendant in the afternoon.”
“You don’t know everything, miss! As a matter of fact, that rich girl, Miss Felbert, was wearing one very like this on the afternoon she was murdered.”
“I don’t believe it,” said his niece, whom he encouraged to be cheeky. “You’ve got the evidence wrong again, Uncle.”
He remembered her impudence some fortnight later, after a prolonged bout of desk work, which always depressed him. It was when he was in such moods that he would chase his wildest geese.
“Suppose the kid was right!” Rason urged himself. “Suppose the Felbert wasn’t wearing a pendant, why did Surbrook say she was? Because he’s a liar. Or because he mistook it for the brooch? No, he mentioned the brooch separately.”
He opened the locker containing the real evidence of the Cosy Nook murder. He took out the green blouse. And two small pieces of gold chain, with cards attached:

‘Found next skin, small of back: believed fragment of chain securing pendant.’

“Small of the back!” repeated Rason. “Then she must have been wearing the pendant at the back of her neck. Hm! You’ve got the evidence wrong again, Uncle. Where’s that blouse?”
He arranged the blouse on his desk, trying to visualise the position of the pendant. “Must have been about here—no, that’d be under her chin. Much lower down. That makes it right on top o’ the brooch.”
He consulted the open dossier.

Brooch secured ‘v’ junction of blouse.

“Where’s the ‘v’ junction of the blouse? No buttons. Can’t tell. Find the pinholes made by the brooch … Must be in front somewhere.”
But they were not in front—nor behind, for that matter. In a couple of minutes, though aided by a magnifying glass, he had failed to find the pinholes. With commendable caution and remembering the lapse of time, he sent the blouse for microscopic examination. He received a report stating that there had never been any pinholes in the blouse.
“She may have been wearing a pendant, but she was not wearing a brooch!”
His discovery set him lurching and tottering along a trail which better detectives had already seen and rejected as futile.
“He said she was wearing a brooch, when she wasn’t. Ten to one she wasn’t wearing any jewellery at all.” An odds-on chance, however, was rarely accepted by the legal department as evidence. He returned his attention to the dossier. “That signet ring was crushed against a diamond, so there was jewellery there, even if she wasn’t wearing it. What was she doing with it? Just showing it to him? Then why couldn’t he describe it properly—especially the brooch she was not wearing?”
There was something funny about that jewellery. None of the girl’s friends had ever seen it, nor the servants employed by her father, though it was supposed to come from her mother.
“Women who own jewellery and don’t wear it keep it at a safe deposit. She never wore hers. But she kept it at that bungalow, which was often empty and unguarded. Wonder where she did get it? Come to that, she might have bought it herself. Girls do, sometimes, when a man doesn’t give her any.”
The dossier told him where Hedda had kept her private account. Rason astonished the bank manager by asking permission to inspect Miss Felbert’s account for the last seven years.
“But the account closed with Miss Felbert’s death. We have not the record,” he told Rason. Eventually, the manager was persuaded to send for an elderly clerk who had been in charge of the account.
“I would probably have noticed a payment to a jeweller, as such.” The clerk held out no hope. “Poor Miss Felbert would draw the same amounts month by month, almost to a pound—year in year out. The only largish cheque I can think of—why, it must be six or seven years ago, now!—was for three hundred and fifty pounds. It was to a Mr. Maenmawr—a Welsh name—I remember, because I happen to be Welsh myself. But I don’t know that he was a jeweller.”
He was a jeweller. He turned up the record.
“This is what you want, Mr. Rason. It was a special order. A pendant star and a bracelet from stock and a monogram in diamonds in brooch form—HW, intertwined. You can see from this illustration the sort of thing it was.”

Hedda—William! Rason came within an ace of slapping the back of the very dignified jeweller.
“Can you make us one like it? We’ll pay for the work, of course, but we’ll only rent the diamonds.”




Chapter Seven

On the way to Surbrook’s flat, Chief Inspector Karslake felt all his usual mistrust of Rason’s slapdash.
“It’s your case, Rason. I only hope, for your own sake, that you’ve worked out a proper line?”
“Shan’t want one, sir,” chirped Rason. “I reckon he’ll give one shriek, then throw in his hand. You might watch him, if you don’t mind, for cyanide.”
On the Stock Exchange a man learns a great deal more than stockbroking—among other things, to keep his head in an emergency.
In the dining-room of the flat which the real estate agent had classified as ‘extremely commodious,’ the two detectives sat, with Surbrook at the head of the table. Karslake had coldly declined the offer of drinks.
“Ever seen this before, Mr. Surbrook?” On the table Rason put a large diamond brooch—in monogram form—HW intertwined.
Surbrook caught his breath. But Surbrook knew that a catch of the breath cannot be produced as evidence.
“Damn!” exclaimed Surbrook with elaborate embarrassment. “I’ve been dreading this moment. I’m extremely sorry, Mr. Karslake. I funked telling you about the monogram because it would have revealed that Miss Felbert had it made—unknown to me—while I was married to another woman. It was undignified behaviour on her part—which I could not have explained away. And as it could not affect your investigation—”
“You can’t know that!” snapped Karslake. “Misleading the police is a public mischief for which you can be heavily fined or imprisoned, or both.” But his ill temper was directed at Rason who was looking as if it were he who intended to throw in his hand.
“My superior officer,” said Rason, rallying, “is a bit sore about your telling him that the poor lady was wearing her jewellery. In particular, you mentioned the brooch—you said it was pinned on at the v junction of the blouse. Look at the size of the pin on that brooch!” From his bag, he produced the green blouse. “There you are! You find the pinholes—unless you like to take my word for it that our microscope boys swear there never has been a pinhole of any size—anywhere—in that blouse. As to the pendant—d’you want me to go on, Mr. Surbrook?”
Surbrook wondered how much they were keeping up their sleeve. Bad as things were, there must be a fighting chance left, or they would have arrested him without talk.
“One lie was the father of the other, Mr. Rason. After I’d proposed to her, she fetched that chocolate box, showed me the jewellery, telling me she had bought it, to wear—to wear on our wedding day. She had always had a superstitious belief that my first marriage would come to an early end—it would break the charm, or something, if she were to wear it before then. So she put it back in that chocolate box in which she kept it—also for sentimental reasons—I gave her the chocolates years ago.” Surbrook added: “It’s the sort of thing one shrinks from telling a public official.”
To Karslake’s indignation, Rason was positively oozing sympathy.
“Well, I suppose we’re all human, Mr. Surbrook. We accept your explanation—on the understanding that you will hold nothing back in future.” Rason’s graciousness was profound. As Surbrook relaxed, Rason went on: “It’s agreed that the jewellery was not on her person when she was murdered. As we have your full co-operation now, Mr. Surbrook—perhaps you can give us a slant on this?”
He produced the signet ring.
“This scratch and cut, here! Made by pressing up against a diamond. Our microscope boys again! As there weren’t any diamonds on her person, the ring could not have been on her person when it was pressed up against the diamond. It must have fallen off her finger, while she was being murdered. See what I mean?”
There was a long pause before Rason added:
“Who put the ring back on the dead woman’s finger, Surbrook?”







PART SIX
THE CASE OF THE PERPETUAL SNEER





Chapter One

Rhode Grenwood knew as well as any lawyer that motive is at best no more than a clue for the police and a clarification for the jury. Yet he took great trouble to conceal his motive for the murder of Gerald Raffen and no trouble at all to conceal the murder.
Grenwood was a well-to-do distributor in the newspaper trade, supplying about a thousand shopkeepers with newspapers, books and stationery. He was thirty-five in 1930 when he murdered Raffen, who was two years younger. Grenwood was efficient and progressive but unadventurous—a large man but well contained, of athletic habits, socially a good mixer in spite of a streak of melancholy.
As boys they had been contemporaries at Charchester School and were there in the year of the fire, which caused such a scandal. Raffen was injured in the fire, and for this—as all their mutual friends knew—Grenwood had insisted on blaming himself. He had been prefect of the dormitory, responsible for the discipline and safety of twenty younger boys. The very public inquiry, courted by the school, gave Grenwood a wholly clean sheet. When he persisted in his assertion that he was morally responsible, the retired judge, who was presiding, told him sharply that it was a form of conceit to assert that he could have done anything, which he had not done, to protect Raffen.
Hence, Raffen’s left leg was artificial below the knee. In 1912, plastic surgery had not yet got into its stride. There was a two-inch scar on his left cheek, a lift on his lip which gave him a perpetual sneer; moreover, the left side of his face was paralysed and vaguely out of focus. The total effect was short of being repulsive—passing him in the street you would hardly have noticed him—but one kept one’s idle glance away from his face.
After Raffen’s convalescence, a strange friendship sprang up, intense on Grenwood’s part. With something approaching condescension, Raffen accepted an invitation to spend part of the summer holidays in the house on the Sussex Downs where Grenwood lived with his father, his mother having died some years previously. After two more such visits, Raffen pleaded that he could not leave his mother so much alone. So Mrs. Raffen was invited, too, and accepted—largely out of compassion for the nervous unease of Rhode Grenwood. After the inquiry she had gone out of her way to emphasise that neither she nor her son held him in the remotest degree responsible.
At her second visit, Rhode subjected her—a widow—to an embarrassment of a nature that is astonishing when one remembers that he was then an intelligent undergraduate of nineteen. Gerald Raffen, as usual, had retired to the study after dinner to read. Rhode Grenwood joined the two elders in the drawing-room, and solemnly—and somewhat pompously—suggested that his father should propose marriage to Mrs. Raffen and that Mrs. Raffen should accept, as this would make it so much easier all round for him to keep an eye on Gerald.
Mrs. Raffen recovered more quickly than Grenwood senior.
“At his age, he thinks people of our age are so old that—that he doesn’t even suspect that he might have made a fool of himself,” she said, when they were alone. “I’m worried about Rhode, Mr. Grenwood. He’s hysterically determined to protect Gerald. And Gerald doesn’t want an elder brother. Something will snap somewhere, and I’m afraid poor Rhode will be the one to suffer. I feel that something ought to be done.”
The necessity for doing anything was shortly removed by the Kaiser’s war, which swept Rhode Grenwood into the Army. By the time the war was over both parents were dead.




Chapter Two

Rhode Grenwood had no talent for soldiering. After six months of training he received a commission, by virtue of his civil education. He could manage the routine duties of junior officer but, like many another, he was secretly worried about his nerve. He was all right the first time he went into action. The second time, it was a very near thing indeed. In those days it was called ‘hesitation to obey an order in the presence of the enemy.’ Before the papers came through he was in action again and was cited for gallantry—so that was that!
The citation brought him a Military Cross and he felt as if he had stolen it. That sort of thing pertained to ‘the boys of the bulldog breed,’ to whose company he did not aspire to belong. He knew that, at the time, he had been wrestling with his own animal terror of an enemy he regarded as superior in all the relevant talents. His nerves had played tricks. A boyish voice, which he knew could not be in the trenches, was screaming his name: “Grenwood! Grenwood! Grenwood!“ He believed he had screamed too as he rushed at the German machine-gun post, to escape from the greater fear. And the men had rushed with him—which had turned the nightmare into a successful sortie.
As commonly happens in such cases, the whole history repeated itself some months later; only, instead of a short rush it was a five-hour job and he was awarded a D.S.O. During the five hours, whenever he began totting up the dangers, his nerves produced the impossible voice, with the same cry. He was physically exhausted when he got back to H.Q.: waves of dizziness assailed him while he was reporting to the major.
“You had twenty men with you, hadn’t you, Grenwood?”
“Twenty! I tell you, I counted them as they came past me. How could I possibly hear a boy shouting my name—with the woodwork of the cubicles crackling like the devil!”
“Wrong war, old boy!” said the major. “Have a drink.”
Every week he wrote to Raffen, who-replied at long, irregular intervals. On his home leaves (96 hours beginning and ending at the railway terminus in London) he always sought him out. On one such leave he tracked him, with difficulty, to a cocktail party, where he met Jill Wensley, the grave-eyed daughter of a successful barrister, who had become a nurse. Besides the grave eyes, which looked as if she understood everything he wanted to say to her, she had the kind of voice he liked best and a physical beauty which, he assured himself, was far too individual to be defined.
Thereafter, he also wrote once a week to Jill; when time pressed, he began to write to her instead of to Raffen. Jill always wrote back. She told him, among other things, that Raffen and his mother had taken a house in the suburb of Rubington, where she also lived. This was good news, because Jill could keep him posted as to Raffen’s movements, though, very soon, he was more interested in Jill’s.
Jill, in fact, seemed to have pulled him out of his absorption. Jill and his own decorations, which he began to take seriously. The Army, after all, did not dish out decorations for nothing—the pose of the blushing hero who pretended it was all luck was being overworked. Why not admit to himself that he was—well, a brave man! By the time he was demobilised he had acquired a definitely appreciative view of his own character. In a sense, he had almost forgotten Raffen. He was in a great hurry to show himself to Jill in civil clothing.
When he called on Jill at her father’s house, Raffen was with her in the drawing-room. Grenwood’s memory had slurred the perpetual sneer, so that it seemed to have acquired a new sharpness. Raffen stayed for five minutes and then, pleading urgency, limped off. Jill was charming, but Grenwood was inexplicably deflated. Now and again, he glanced at himself in a mirror, groping for the reassurance of the ribbons that no longer decorated his chest. So he talked about mutual friends and left early.
It took him a week of muddled emotionalism to ask Jill to marry him. When she said she would, he very nearly cried with relief. Then he braced himself.
“I’m going straight round to collect Gerald’s congratulations!”
“Well, don’t look so fierce about it, darling, or you’ll frighten the poor boy,” said Jill. And Jill laughed as she said it. An ordinary, happy sort of laugh.
It was not ferocity at all. Twice, during the ten minutes’ walk to Raffen’s house, he came near to bolting to the railway station. But he ploughed on, asking himself why he was making such a fuss about telling Gerald. It would not be startling news—only a friendly courtesy.




Chapter Three

Raffen had qualified as a dentist. His artificial leg left him a normal ability to stand. He was assistant to a practitioner in Chelsea.
“You look thundering well pleased with yourself, Rhode old man!” he exclaimed—which made things no easier for Grenwood. Remarks like that were always difficult to interpret. One was likely to forget that the sneer was perpetual—and the poor chap’s voice was always a bit raspy, even when he was not feeling waspish.
“Well, the fact is—that is, Jill and I—”
“Of course! But I had to wait until you’d said it. Thank God, there’s still a bottle of old brandy in the sideboard!”
Coming from Raffen, it seemed a little too hearty to be true. But the strain eased with the aid of the old brandy. Raffen asked if they were to be married soon.
“As soon as we can fix things. I understand there’s a sort of house shortage.”
“It’s difficult to get a house within fifty miles of Town, but you needn’t worry. This place has eight rooms and half an acre. I live in two rooms and never go in the garden. If you think it would suit you, you can have it at a valuation. In any case, I’m going to live over the shop. Talk it over with Jill.”
He talked it over with her a couple of hours later on the telephone. She seemed to hesitate at first and then agreed.
They were married within a month. When asked to be best man, Raffen propounded a dental conference in Scotland. After their honeymoon, they moved into the house that had been Raffen’s. He did not come to the house warming. Later, he declined invitations to dinner, with appropriate excuses. On the death of his father, Grenwood had sold the house in Sussex. For a month in the summer they took a bungalow on the coast and asked Raffen for week-ends, but in vain. By Christmas, it had become obvious that he would accept no invitation.
Again Grenwood enjoyed a respite. It lasted for nearly three years of contentment and steady progress in all directions. In his eyes, Jill retained her beauty, adding a jolly comradeship. Once more he found himself able to take an appreciative view of his own character.
The respite ended one morning at breakfast. Jill was reading the paper.
“Oh—it’s about Gerald!” she exclaimed. She read on. “Drunk and disorderly and using abusive language … in a public house in Theobald’s Road.”
“Good Lord! That’s a ghastly quarter at night—for a drink. Must have been some tomfool party going slumming—”
“No, it wasn’t.” Jill’s voice was sepulchral. “The magistrate makes an inane joke about raising the price to regular customers. ‘This time, Raffen, it will cost you five pounds.’ Oh, Rhode, what had we better do?”
That, he thought, was an extraordinarily silly question. She was not often silly. Perhaps it was some trick of the light, but it almost looked as if she were putting on weight. She would lose her figure if she were not careful.
“I don’t see that we can do anything,” he said. “I don’t see how we come into it at all.”
“But we must! Getting tight is one thing. But in a pub! And that magistrate’s beastly joke about regular customers!”
The regular customer joke was certainly an obstacle. Grenwood gathered his forces and rushed it.
“Probably the reporter muddled one case with another. Anyhow, there’s no cause for anxiety. Gerald has his head screwed on the right way. In spite of his misfortune—poor chap!—but most of us have something to put up with—he’s making out. He’s gaining clinical experience with a well-established man. His mother left him enough to buy a decent practice when he’s ready.”
In short, few men enjoyed so many guarantees of a successful and happy life as did Gerald Raffen. In the middle of it all, Grenwood lost his nerve and dried up.
“I’ll have to start for the office now,” he said. “We’ll talk about it tonight.”
He was not, he told himself during the day, Gerald Raffen’s keeper. Gerald would justifiably resent any comment on his conduct as grossly impertinent. He would explain all that to Jill.
The explanation fell flat.
“I don’t understand, dear!” she said patiently. “You used to be so concerned about him.”
“That was some time ago. In the interval—well, he’s dropped us, don’t you think?”
“You can’t apply ordinary standards to Gerald. His disfigurement and his leg—that sort of thing throws a man out of the normal—especially with women. And I suppose he’s made himself a social outcast and taken to drink and—the rest of it.”
He had the false impression that she was trying to make him angry and that somehow he had goaded her into it. It was self-hatred that stung him into asking:
“I say, Jill! Has Gerald some special significance for you?”
“That’s rather a funny question for you to ask me, Rhode!” She paused but he made no use of it. “The answer is—yes-and-no. As you know, I saw a great deal of him while you were in the Army. I found his society very stimulating. With me, he unbent, and I did the same. That was obvious in my letters to you about him.”
“Were you about to tell me something that was not obvious?”
“I’m not in the confessional box, Rhode. I have nothing to confess to you, as my husband. Oh, dear, we’re getting worked up, and it would have been so much better to keep everydayish!”
“No, no—we’re not worked up!” It was not because he doubted her fidelity that he must hear all she could be induced to tell him … “Finish it, dear, now you’ve started.”
“A rather awful thing happened!” she said. “We were in the drawing-room. He was rambling—and he can ramble beautifully when he unbends. I had turned on the light and was drawing the blinds. He didn’t do anything suddenly—it was all part of the ramble, in a way. He put his arms round me. He intended to kiss me and I intended to let him. And then—God forgive me!—the light was on his poor face and I—I shuddered. He must have felt me shudder. Wait a minute and I’ll go on.
“He did not kiss me—how I wish he had! He put his head on my shoulder so that I couldn’t see his face, and he said: ‘I was going to ask you to marry me, but I’m not, now. Goodbye, my darling.’
“He lit a cigarette and sat down, and we both chattered a little to restore our nerve. Then he said: ‘I think Rhode will turn up in a minute or two. I’ll just stay until he comes, if I may.’ I thought he was raving. But you did come—out of the war. You hadn’t wired or anything, you know. I haven’t seen Gerald since then.”
Grenwood remained silent. Gerald could have found out about his movements if he had made it his business to do so. That proposal had been timed. There was some kind of system in it.
“That he proposed to me—obliquely, anyhow—is of no importance. That I hurt a sensitive man’s feelings is very important indeed. So you see, dear, when you ask whether he has any special significance for me, I think the answer must be—yes. You aren’t upset, are you?”
“Not about your part in it, Jill!” He added sharply: “I’m not upset at all. Why should I be? I’ve not even any complaint against him. You and I were not engaged. He had a perfect right to try his luck.”
And Gerald Raffen had had no luck. Because he had lost a leg and his face was disfigured.
“So you see,” added Jill, “I do feel we ought to do something.”
During the next day he elaborated the argument about its being a gross impertinence to interfere with Raffen. The day after that, he stopped fooling himself and took a taxi to the dentist in Chelsea and aked for Mr. Raffen. He was imprisoned in the waiting room for an hour. And then the feather-headed receptionist took him in to Raffen’s chief, and he had to explain.
“But Raffen left me about two years ago. I’ve no idea where he is now.” The dentist was curt, but relented. “His professional conduct has never been questioned. You can find him through the Register.”
The Register yielded an address, in the poorer part of Hampstead, which he found with great difficulty. Eventually he turned into a short alley in which was an external iron staircase at the back of a stables of early eighteenth-century design. He knocked with his fist on an ill-fitting modern door, which was opened by a blowsy woman in a kimono. He had half expected something of the kind.
“I am a friend of Mr. Raffen’s.”
“He’s out now, dearie!” Grenwood did not believe her. “Couldn’t you write, so’s he’d be at home when you came?”
“You are quite sure he is out?”
The woman looked more thoroughly at Grenwood and summed him up with sufficient accuracy.
“Tell you what, sir. You come back in half an hour and I’ll have him all tidied up for you. Make it a good half hour, mind.”
He made it three quarters of an hour. When he returned it was Raffen who admitted him, Raffen in a decent lounge suit, himself looking very little the worse.
“Hullo, Rhode! I was expecting you. Come in, old man. Lottie-the-slut has effaced herself. This place used to be occupied by Wellington’s head groom. Not so bad, is it?”
It was indeed not so bad. It was tastefully decorated: some of the furniture he recognised: everything was clean.
“Thought I’d look you up. Jill is wondering why you never come to see us.”
“And now you can tell her! If you do it tactfully, you can even tell her about Lottie-the-slut. I think her name’s Lottie. They come and go. And you’d be surprised that most of them are jolly good charwomen.”
“Chuck it, Gerald!” pleaded Grenwood. “What’s been happening?”
“A natural process. I have found a milieu that suits me. But you’re thinking of the police court, I suppose. I like noisy pubs and I like drinking a lot—as often as my health will stand it.”
“Isn’t it bad for business?”
“Hardly—for my business! I only do locum work, and a spot of technical reviewing—which is all I want. As I’ve no future I prefer to be comfortable.”
“Why the hell have you no future?” demanded Grenwood.
“Because I wouldn’t know what to do with it—because my history would repeat itself.” Grenwood looked blank, so Raffen explained: “A few years ago—try not to laugh, old man!—I fell in love. Careless of me, but—she shared my slant on so many things. Each of us could light up the dark corners for the other. You can fill in the colour for yourself … Soul-mates in a universe of two—with the rest of humanity just background figures.”
He meant Jill, of course. Grenwood was at a loss. He ought to confess that he knew. But Raffen had already said enough to make it difficult. And there was no means of stopping him.
“I thought that my scar and the rest of it wouldn’t count. And so did she—or she would never have made it possible for me to touch her. When I did touch her, her nervous system revolted. That was a shock for her as well as for me. It broke us up.” Raffen paused and added: “She married one of the background figures—a worthy, beefy fellow—and I borrowed the nearest Lottie.”
Grenwood went to the window and stared down at the empty alley. Did Raffen suspect him of knowing that the girl was Jill? There could be no certainty.
“Isn’t it rather knock-kneed, Gerald, to let everything rot because of a romantic disappointment?”
“I don’t think of it in romantic terms. To me the girl is a symbol—a notice board. Keep Off The Grass. There is no place for me among my own kind—and I no longer want one.”
Grenwood was stumped. A long silence was broken by a raspy chuckle from Raffen.
“I can do nothing to help you, Rhode!” The perpetual sneer gave emphasis to the words. “And for God’s sake stop trying to help me!”
On his way home, Grenwood churned it over. He can do nothing to help me! Nothing to help me!
His report to Jill escaped positive misrepresentation, but contained no reference to Raffen’s romantic disappointment.
“We have done all we can,” pronounced Jill. “We shall have to try and forget that he ever existed.”
To Grenwood that meant no more than leaving him out of the conversation. Raffen, he supposed, must be dipping into his capital. Dipping, not necessarily squandering. For a year or so, Grenwood did nothing about it, hoping that circumstances would again alter the perspective and give him another respite. He began to lose weight. During 1927, he tried a series of tortuous little enterprises to help Raffen by stealth, all doomed to futility. There was an elaborate mechanism by which a hard-up dentist was induced to employ Raffen at a salary, paid by Grenwood. It lasted a fortnight. Frequently he would sneak out to Hampstead to watch the end of the alley. Twice during 1928 he saw Raffen coming home but lacked the courage to accost him. Now and again, catching sight of his reflection in a shop window, he would pretend that he could see a scar on his own left cheek and his lip lifted in a perpetual sneer at himself.
“Darling, I’m afraid you’ll have to own up that you’re worrying about Gerald.”
“I know. I’m a fool.”
“A very dear fool! And a very brave man who is frightened of a shadow on the wall which he has made himself.”
“There’s no shadow on any wall!” he cried. “What’s behind all this, Jill?”
“Rhode, you’ve been—ill—for a long time. You mutter in your sleep—”
“What about?” He had to repeat it before she nerved herself to answer:
“That fire at Charchester.”
“What do I say about it? About—the fire?” She could feel the words being dragged out of him.
“Nothing coherent.”
“Then what has Gerald been saying to you?”
“Oh, Rhode! As if I would see Gerald without telling you!” She went on: “I’ve read the official report. It told me only what I knew already. I know that no one can tell me anything about that fire except you, and you can only tell me of—a shadow on the wall. Why don’t you tell me, Rhode? It would vanish if we looked at it together.”
Grenwood relaxed. The defensive irritability disappeared.
“My dear girl, it’s nothing as elaborate as all that!” He laughed, almost naturally. “Perhaps I am a bit of a sentimentalist. But—one’s past is always a part of one’s present, if you see what I mean. We were close friends as boys. And I suppose I am haunted by what happened to him—especially as he seems to be making a mess of his life.”
Two years later, Raffen’s name was again in the papers, for the same offence, but at a different court. There was no joke by the magistrate and the fine was only forty shillings. The punch came in the last line.

‘Defendant asked for time in which to pay the fine: when this was refused he was removed in custody to serve the alternative sentence of fourteen days.’

So Raffen was penniless!
“I’ve got him now!” he said to himself, hoping that Jill had not read the news report. But Jill had.
“If he’s difficult about taking money, you might be able to use the fact that he could probably have got a hundred or so more for the house, if he had put it up for auction.”
By midday, Grenwood had paid the fine and was waiting for Raffen to be released. In due course, Raffen appeared in the hall, unescorted. He was unshaved and looked dusty. It was a very cold day, but he wore neither overcoat nor gloves. The perpetual sneer was lifted in a wide grin.
“Congratulations, old man!” said Raffen.
“Come and have a spot of lunch,” said Grenwood.
“Splendid!” They left the prison together. “Easy on! You’ve forgotten I can’t walk as fast as you can.”




Chapter Four

Over lunch, in a restaurant near the prison, Raffen told a number of waspish anecdotes about himself in prison. Grenwood, who was learning caution, contributed reminiscences of the Army. As the meal finished Raffen lapsed into silence.
“Now we’ve stopped chattering, we can talk,” said Grenwood.
“‘Little Tommy Tucker must sing for his supper’;” chirped Raffen. “We’ll adjourn to my place. And we certainly can’t talk dry. My cellar, unfortunately, is empty. Let’s see, I owe you two quid for the fine, ten bob for the costs. On Friday I shall receive a cheque for a fiver for some reviews. If you can oblige me with the other two quid ten, I’ll endorse the cheque and post it to you.”
Grenwood paid for the taxi, but Raffen directed it. It stopped outside a wine merchant’s, where Raffen bought two bottles of whisky, which Grenwood carried for some five hundred yards to the stable flat.
The first thing Grenwood noticed was that the flat was now very dirty—the stream of Lotties had dried up. Most of Raffen’s furniture had been replaced with second-hand gimgrackery. They sat in upright chairs at a ramshackle table. Raffen opened one of the bottles. The glasses had to be washed before they could be used.
“Cheers!” exclaimed Raffen. Their eyes met. Each became aware that, after years of repression, the moment of open hostility had arrived. “Rhode, you’re crumpling up, old man! Why don’t you take to drink, too? We’ve got the same complaint. Both afraid of what we might see in the looking glass.”
Grenwood did not intend to be diverted.
“When you offered me your house at valuation—”
“I remember! It was old brandy then. You like it and I liked it. And you liked telling me about Jill. That was a very graceful fade-out, Rhode—until you spoilt it.”
“If I had known it was to be a fade-out, I wouldn’t have accepted your offer of the house. There’s reason to believe that you could have got another five hundred for it at auction. In the circumstances, whether you feel insulted or not, I must insist on repaying the five hundred.”
Raffen laughed, drained his glass and filled up again. Grenwood dropped an envelope on the table.
“In that envelope is a crossed cheque for five hundred pounds, and twenty pounds in currency for your immediate needs. You can repay the twenty, if you like, when you’ve cleared the cheque.”
“Jill put you up to that!” As Grenwood made no answer, Raffen added: “You’re trying to buy. I have nothing to sell you. Drink up, old man.”
“No, thanks. I’m going.”
Grenwood stood up. He picked up his hat, set it down while he put on his gloves, then picked it up again, and put it on.
“Don’t forget your luggage.” Raffen pointed to the envelope lying on the table. “If you leave it there, I shall post it to Jill.”
“You’re broke, Gerald. You’ll starve. They’ll take you to a Poor Law institution where no one will understand your sarcasm. Why won’t you take the money?”
“Because, though a down-and-out, I’m not a crook. Figure this out for yourself, Rhode. When one man says to another, ‘I forgive you’—”
“Forgive me for what?” cried Grenwood.
“—the words mean only, ‘I will not seek vengeance.’ They can’t mean anything else at all. I knew it—when I was fifteen.”

“Forgive me for what?” Grenwood’s voice was dry and shrill.
“I accuse you of nothing. It’s you who’ve plunged yourself into an automatic, self-starting hell. Good lord, man! You’ve got the woman who would have been mine if the fire hadn’t turned me into a gargoyle. And because I get drunk about it, you offer me money to mumble some maudlin abracadabra to free you from the curse. You will never be free.”
Grenwood put one gloved hand on the back of the chair, to steady himself. His hat was awry and his voice was quavery.
“You’re quite right—except that it isn’t any mystical nonsense,” he faltered. “Listen, Gerald, if you can! I have a sort of nervous tic—a cloud in my brain—about that fire. You can clear it up. I’m grovelling to you for the truth, as I’ve grovelled for your friendship—”
“Rats, laddie! If you’d had a cloud in your brain you’d have paid that five hundred quid to a psychiatrist to shift it. I was wrong about the looking glass. You aren’t afraid of what you might reveal to yourself. You’re afraid of what I might reveal to others.”
“You must be drunk already, if you can believe that. The report protects me—”
“Jill will believe anything I tell her about that fire.”
“Leave Jill’s name out of it!”
“We can’t!” asserted Raffen. “You forgot that fire during the war. But you began to remember it again when you held my girl in your arms. Wait till I find my hat—I’ll come with you. And you and I and Jill will soon shift that cloud from your brain for you.”
“I won’t take you to Jill. You’re not sober.”
“Let’s see—yes, I have enough for the taxi to Rubington. Drunk or sober—with you, or without you—the result will be the same. She’ll have a nervous revulsion against you, this time. Reaction in my favour … I never thought of that. What a joke! Jill! The last of the Lotties!”
Grenwood took in the words, but he could see only the perpetual sneer, which his hysteria magnified beyond bearing. He snatched up the unopened whisky bottle as a mallet with which to destroy the perpetual sneer. He went on wielding the mallet until the bottle broke and the whisky splashed over the blood-soaked hair.
He let the neck of the broken bottle fall from his gloved hand. Then he left the flat, shutting the ill-fitting outer door behind him. He had to walk for some five minutes before he found a taxi, near the wine merchant’s. He also noticed that the wine merchant’s clock registered five minutes past three.
In the taxi that was taking him to the office he smelt whisky. Some had splashed on to his shoes. He rubbed them on the mat.
That evening, he gave Jill a substantially truthful account of his day, merely ante-dating his departure from the flat by some three or four minutes.
“I left him a cheque for five hundred, but I doubt whether it will ever be presented. He was very spiteful—even malicious.”
“About—the fire?” asked Jill.
“Oh, no! Nothing about the fire! Nothing at all! Just sneering at our attempts to help him.”
“Funny! I did hear that he had been writing begging letters to people he met at the tennis club here.”
“It doesn’t matter to us. I shall never see him again. It will be easy now to take your advice—I mean, to forget that he ever existed.”




Chapter Five

The body was found the following Monday, five days later, by the rent collector, the newsagent and the milk man having suspended credit. Before Inspector Karslake arrived on the scene the local police had discovered, from gossip, that a ‘tall, well dressed gentleman’ had emerged with deceased from a taxi at the wine merchant’s and had accompanied him to the flat, leaving it at about three o’clock.
Karslake was at Grenwood’s office in the early afternoon. The cheque and the notes, though an odd combination, very strongly suggested that Grenwood had been paying blackmail and had lost his head. Karslake began by asking if he knew Raffen.
“Very well! A personal friend.” He glanced at Karslake’s card. “May I ask—?”
“He has been murdered,” said Karslake and watched the reaction.
There was, in effect, no reaction. Grenwood sat at his desk in total silence.
“When did you last see Raffen?”
“Last Tuesday, At his flat. But I had better tell you the whole unhappy circumstances.” Grenwood began with the meeting at the prison, was precise about the sums of money, the call at the wine merchant’s.
“I was not there very long. Twenty minutes, perhaps. It was about three when I left.”
The frankness of the report, corroborated by his own information, was disappointing for Karslake.
“Had he demanded money of you on any, other occasion?”
“Demanded money!” snapped Grenwood. “He never did any such thing! I thrust it on him, having grave doubts whether he would cash the cheque. I’ve been trying to help him for years. I’ve had to resort to benevolent trickery—and the trickery failed.”
At the blank look on Karslake’s face he went on:
“The poor fellow had a great many disappointments. He took to drink and messed up his career. My wife and I tried hard to find some way of helping him, but his social pride made it all impossible. As to that cheque, we both regarded it as almost a moral debt to him—” Grenwood told him about the house.
Karslake left, with the rueful reflection that the blackmail theory had fallen down, especially as Grenwood had brought his wife into it. The motive obviously had not been robbery. That left only revenge. Raffen evidently had been not a crook but a genteel waster. He might have been mixed up with a tough’s girl.
In a week or two he had rounded up most of the Lotties, including the one who had seen Grenwood seven years ago. Gaining nothing he traced Raffen, with some help from Grenwood, from the time he sold the house in 1919, which seemed far back enough. There was not the ghost of a motive against anyone nor the ghost of a trail. The only finger prints in the flat were those of deceased and Grenwood. There were no prints on the neck of the broken whisky bottle.
After a month’s adjournment, a Coroner’s jury returned ‘murder by a person unknown.’ Grenwood told Karslake that he would be responsible for the funeral expenses and for any other claims that might arise because, as the Inspector already knew, he considered that he had morally owed the deceased five hundred pounds.




Chapter Six

In 1932—two years after the death of Raffen—Detective-Inspector Rason of the Department of Dead Ends received a slip marked ‘re Raffen,’ attached to a visiting card, Lieut-Commander N. Waenton.
“I am a Naval officer,” explained Waenton, somewhat unnecessarily. “I’ve been on a foreign station for three years and didn’t know what had happened to Raffen. I dropped in on the chance that Scotland Yard would be good enough to give me some information.”
“Depends what sort of information you want.”
“I can’t find out whether Raffen left any money, and I thought you might know. I have a small claim against any estate there is. I wouldn’t bother—only, as you’ve probably heard, we’re always broke in the Navy.”
“I can’t tell you off hand.” Rason produced a dossier and rummaged in it. He came upon Karslake’s note that Grenwood would be responsible for reasonable claims and expenses, wondering vaguely what it meant.
“As far as we are concerned,” he said grandly, “it would depend on the nature of the claim. There is provisional—er—provision, if you understand me.”
“It’s an I. O.U. for a tenner.” Waenton produced a pocket case. “And here’s the letter that came with it. He sent the I. O.U. before I sent him the money.”
The letter began ‘Dear old Waenton.’
“You knew Raffen very well, Commander?”
“Not exactly. Hadn’t seen him since we were boys at Charchester. Sort of special bond, in a way. There was a fire—we were in the same dormitory. I and the other boys got out safely, but Raffen was badly scarred. Lost most of one leg, too! As a matter o’ fact I met another man in the East—a planter—not one who had been in the dormitory. Raffen had touched him for twenty-five pounds. I fancy he used an Old Boys list and wrote to everybody.”
“Shouldn’t be surprised!” said Rason untruthfully. “If you care to leave this with us, Commander, I can let you know shortly whether there’s anything doing.”
When his caller had gone, Rason studied the letter. It was an educated version of the usual begging letter, with which he was familiar. Then he dived into the dossier.
“Grenwood says Raffen refused all offers of money on account of his social pride. He proves it by quoting the dentist, who was to pay Raffen a salary at Grenwood’s cost. But Raffen writes a begging letter, to two men, on the old-school-tie gag. You might say that Grenwood begs Raffen to beg from him and then gets turned down every time. Nerts!”
The next morning he called on the dentist who had been approached by Grenwood, and asked for confirmation.
“The arrangement only lasted a fortnight. Raffen said very bluntly, ‘You haven’t enough patients to need an assistant. Grenwood put you up to this.’ I didn’t admit it, but of course he was right. I never saw Raffen again.”
In the afternoon Rason called at Grenwood’s office.
“I’m following a money trail in the Raffen case, Mr. Grenwood,” he said, almost as if he were speaking to a colleague. “I see a note by Chief Inspector Karslake that you are willing to meet ‘claims,’ whatever that means. Are you willing to meet this?”
He showed him the I.O.U. and the begging letter.
“Good heavens! This is utterly incredible! You can take it from me that letter’s a forgery.”
“I never thought o’ that,” said Rason. “Meaning that man wasn’t a naval officer at all?”
“No, I don’t! I mean that Raffen was friendly with some very low types. When he was drunk he might have spilled enough information for a crook to be able to write that letter.”
“Thanks for the tip, Mr. Grenwood,” said Rason, knowing well that no professional forger would take all that trouble on the chance of receiving ten pounds. Also, the letter was written from Raffen’s address.
So far, he had only the naval officer’s letter, the planter being too nebulous to quote. He sent the letter, with other specimens of Raffen’s handwriting, to be tested for forgery. Then he thought he might as well try other old Charchester boys who happened to live in London.
The difficulty was to get hold of an Old Boys’ list. Charchester was a couple of hours out of London, he took a chance and called on the headmaster, asking for a list and giving his reason.
“I admit that Raffen wrote to me too—and that I made him a small loan. Some of the other masters were also importuned. But can this investigation serve any purpose, now that the unhappy man is dead?”
“We have to find out who killed him, sir. It’s most probable that he was killed by a man he had been blackmailing.”
“Blackmail! I hope he didn’t sink to that. Cadging is bad enough. But to blackmail an old schoolfellow would be abominable. I feel sure you can safely put that thought out of your mind.”
“Was there a contemporary of Raffen’s here, sir, named Grenwood?”
“Your train of thought is obvious. And, if I may say so, Inspector, as obviously fallacious. There was no possibility of his levying blackmail on Grenwood. The report made it abundantly clear that no kind of blame attached to Grenwood.”
Rason agreed with enthusiasm, not having the least idea what the headmaster was talking about. He was given an Old Boys’ list and a copy of the report on the fire, which he read on the way back. From his point of view, it was a depressing document, for Grenwood emerged very creditably. Yet the headmaster had come over very headmasterish about that fire. Might be worth shaking it up in the lucky bag!
Back to the original riddle. Raffen had been cadging for fivers and tenners from everybody except Grenwood. And from Grenwood he had turned down offers of hundreds.
Perhaps because he was demanding thousands? There could be, he thought, no other possible explanation.
On his next call at Grenwood’s office he took Chief Inspector Karslake with him.
“Our experts have certified that this letter and I.O.U. are not forgeries, Mr. Grenwood. Moreover, we know that Raffen wrote similar letters to the headmaster and other masters at Charchester. Will you admit that you misled us as to Raffen’s character—admit that he had no social pride at all?”
“I have to accept your statement,” said Grenwood. “I am utterly astounded. I can only say that I misled you in good faith—in the light of my own experience with him.”
“Yeh! As we’ve agreed he had no social pride, we want another explanation of why he refused to let you help him in a big way.”
A long silence told Rason he had registered. Grenwood was racking his brain for a credible lie. Why had Raffen begged tenners from others and refused hundreds from him? The perpetual sneer danced before his eyes.
“I have no explanation to offer.”
“The jury will want one,” said Rason. “And they’ll probably like to hear all we can tell ’ em about that fire!”
Grenwood felt panic rising. As in the trenches long ago, his nerves played him tricks. Again the boyish voice that could not be there screamed his name: ‘Grenwood! Tell them you heard me calling your name and you wouldn’t turn back because you were afraid for your own skin.’ And once again Grenwood rushed from the greater fear to an enemy superior in all the relevant talents.
“He was blackmailing me because he had found out I had been unfaithful to my wife. He asked too much. And I lost my temper and hit him with the bottle.”



PART SEVEN
ALL RIGHT ON THE NIGHT
Surgeons will often claim success for an operation that has resulted in the death of a patient—provided that there is a reasonable lapse of time between the two events. By the same thought process George Hudson might have claimed that he had successfully murdered Ethel Mollett, concealed the body, and removed all traces of the crime.
True that he was hanged for it all. But the fact must not be allowed to dim his brilliance as a criminal. He beat the police and for nearly a year afterwards led a life of blameless domesticity.
By all the rules of the game, if one may call it so—by everything that was logical—he ought to have escaped. He was beaten by a preposterous coincidence—by a million-to-one chance that happened to turn up against him.
George Hudson was born at Salisbury, the son of a well-to-do architect. Both his parents were killed in the Salisbury railway disaster of 1902 when he himself was twenty-two and within a month or two of qualifying in his father’s profession.
The death of his parents left him with a little under two hundred pounds a year and a clear sum of about eight hundred. It was just enough to enable him to live in idleness, and with that object in view he decided to move to London where he had neither friends nor relatives to worry him with advice.
Romance met him, as it were, on the doorstep—or, more exactly, in the third-class compartment in which he travelled up to London—in the person of Ethel Mollett.
Ethel was eighteen, the daughter of a farm labourer from an outlying village. She was on her way to take up her first situation as housemaid to a chemist living in Tredegar Road, Bow, E. She was plumpish and pretty, with apple cheeks and big, trustful eyes.
To these rather elementary physical charms she added the subtle fascination of being very bewildered and rather helpless. She had never before left her village except for an occasional jaunt to the market town. She was more than a little afraid of the train and quite horribly afraid of the vast city that lay at the end of the journey.
Hudson told her tales of London, the kind of tales that the rustic mind seems curiously eager to believe—tales of staggering dangers that beset the unwary. If this did not allay her fears, it at least made her snatch at his offer to see her safely to her employer’s house.
Before they parted the girl had gratefully accepted Hudson’s generous invitation for her first free afternoon.
For the next year the story of their association is the commonplace story of a man’s infatuation for a woman who is his social and intellectual inferior. He was fascinated by her naïveté and innocence—more brutally expressed, her almost incredible “greenness.”
He kept her very much to himself. Invariably, on her afternoon off, he would call for her at the house in Tredegar Road. There was no narrow snobbery about him. He allowed himself to be interviewed by the chemist and his wife as Ethel Mollett’s sweetheart, who was supposed to be employed in some vaguely humble capacity on the night staff of a newspaper.
In May of the following year Ethel was granted a fortnight’s holiday which she spent with Hudson at Lowestoft.
Just a little of the greenness had perhaps worn off by this time, for at the end of June we find her unwilling to listen any longer to reasons, however ingenious in themselves, for postponing the wedding day. The wedding must take place at George Hudson’s earliest convenience, or she would consult not only her employer but also her father.
Mention of her father frightened Hudson. He knew the village custom in these matters. Her father would come first; if he were not successful, he would return with all the relatives and friends he could muster. The village, in short, would pool its resources for the purpose of putting pressure upon the man who had made love to one of its maidens. They would come to his lodgings (where Ethel had never been) and make scene after scene.
All this would upset George Hudson’s other plans.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about, my dear,” he said in the man-of-the-world tone that she so admired. “For one thing, if you tell your employers they will promptly turn you out. And what is the good of upsetting your father—you don’t think his word counts for anything up here, do you?”
One imagines her trying to ignore this and repeating with deadly monotony her demand for marriage.
“Now listen to me. If you carry out these ridiculous threats of yours I will never speak to you again. Promise to do as I tell you and we’ll ‘go to the parson,’ as you call it, this afternoon.”
This overawed her and she promised to obey—a promise which she kept with a literal faithfulness that was her undoing.
A few minutes later they were interviewing the rector of the parish. As the girl was a minor, he asked the usual questions and was assured by Hudson that her parents would send formal consent and would, of course, be present at the ceremony.
Next, they took the train to Victoria, as Hudson had lodgings in the adjacent district of Pimlico. He gave her the satisfaction of accompanying him while he in turn gave particulars, so that the banns might be called in his parish.
The very obvious genuineness of the reverend gentleman, the indisputable reality of the adjoining church, banished the last of her suspicions of the strange manner in which apparently one got married in London. She was ready once more to obey George Hudson in anything.
He told her to ask for an hour off the next evening and to meet him at Bow Station—and in the meantime to say nothing to her employer or anybody else of their wedding.
George Hudson is possibly the first murderer in history to hit upon the remarkable device of “trying out” the murder before actually committing it—to see if it were really as safe as it looked. It was his intention that Ethel Mollett should disappear in such circumstances as to suggest that she had met with foul play at the hands of some man other than himself.
It was easy enough to make so very gullible a girl disappear without leaving any direct trace. The vital question was: had the police some trick up their sleeves for finding young women who disappeared suddenly?
He proceeded to find out in the following manner.
When Ethel met him as arranged at eight o’clock, he took her from Bow to Waterloo Station. This, of course, was in the days when the station was a comparatively small one, surrounded by a network of mean streets. In one of these streets, known as Walsall Place, he had previously booked lodgings in the name of Wall (doubtless suggested by the address) for himself and his wife.
Here, at No. 7, he installed Ethel as his wife and presented her with a brown-paper parcel containing various articles of feminine attire which he himself had bought to offset the inconvenience caused by leaving her employer’s house without luggage.
On the following morning he gave her twelve pounds and told her to go to a certain shop and buy, ready-made, a walking costume, a new hat, and anything else she wanted, after which she must return to Walsall Place and pass the time as well as she could until he came back from Salisbury. Overnight, it had been agreed, at his suggestion, that he should go by himself to her parents, explain the situation in full, and beg them to come to the wedding. That, she readily admitted, would be “better than writing.” She was always ready to believe that almost anything was “better than writing.” She gave him messages which he promised to deliver. Now, although he did not deliver the messages, he did go to see her parents. But he went first to the house of her late employers at Bow who were in a state of mingled indignation and alarm at the girl’s failure to return the previous night. Before they could get in a word edgewise, he asked whether Ethel were ill, as she had failed to keep an appointment with him the previous evening.
Explanation was followed by discussion. At the right moment Hudson made a manly confession. He had intended, he added, to behave in as honourable manner as was left to him and to marry her secretly as soon as the statutory three Sundays had passed. He had wanted to see her the previous evening in order to persuade her, against her will, to inform her kind employers.
This explanation only made Ethel’s disappearance seem all the more sinister. It was incredible that such a nice, quiet, simple country girl should elope with one man when the banns were about to be called in respect of another. It almost looked as if something must have happened to her.
“There’s just the one chance that she has gone home,” exclaimed Hudson. “It’s not much use wiring—her people probably can’t read. I’m going down to see for myself, and if she isn’t there I’m going straight to Scotland Yard. I hope you’ll back me up in all I say.”
He went down to Salisbury, told the same substantially true story that he had told the girl’s employers, and on his return to London that night went with the chemist to Scotland Yard and laid the “facts” before the authorities.
Any suspicion that might have fallen on George Hudson was allayed by the fact that investigation showed that the story he told was true in every particular. It was true about the banns; it was true that he had been to see the girl’s parents.
The grief-stricken parents had supplied through Hudson the only existing photograph—a wedding group taken three years previously which was of little use for purposes of reproduction. A description was published, giving details of the dress in which she had left the house in Bow.
Hudson knew that he was in no danger from that published description. She was wearing her new dress, and the descriptions of her face and figure would have fitted thousands of young women.
On returning to the squalid lodgings in Walsall Place, the account he gave of his interview with her parents must be considered as an item of propaganda rather than a summary of facts. That he had indeed been there she could not doubt because he gave an accurate description of the cottage. Besides, she did not bother to doubt anything—now that George was really going to marry her.
She was therefore willing to believe that her father had promised to come, with her mother, to the wedding; that in the meantime he wished her to keep the whole thing as secret as possible, to continue to live under the protection of her future husband, and to obey him in all things.
For once her placid nature found obedience difficult because obedience consisted mainly in staying indoors and doing nothing but look at the books and magazines that George brought her. (Ethel, it must be admitted, was but an indifferent reader.) George left her alone a good deal, having, as he told her, so many things to attend to.
One of the many things that George attended to was Scotland Yard. At any odd time of day he would make himself a mild nuisance by calling for news of his “missing sweetheart.” Another item that claimed a good deal of his energy was the renting of a house.
In those days it was easy enough to rent a house, but George Hudson wanted something rather special in the matter of a garden. It need not be a big garden nor a beautiful garden; it merely had to be a garden that was not overlooked by the neighbours.
He found what he wanted at Surbiton, then a very small suburb struggling to expand.
One afternoon, some ten days after she had left Bow, he took her down to Surbiton and showed her that which he described as their future home—a pleasant little six-room house with a very fair-sized garden adequately screened by a high wooden fence. In that part of the garden which was intended for the growing of vegetables two men were putting the finishing touches to a circular pit, five feet deep with a diameter of ten feet.
That, George explained, was to be a fish pond with an ornamental fountain in the centre. Local men had done the digging; a London firm would attend to the rest of it.
He paid off the local men and then, being possessed of the key, showed Ethel over the house. There arises the pathetic picture of the girl flitting from room to room in the eager business of home-making—wholly unsuspicious of the dreadful significance of the “fish pond.”
In spite of her entreaties he did not take her to Surbiton again until the following Monday—two days before their promised wedding day. The police had had a clear fortnight in which to find the missing Ethel Mollett. They had failed to discover so much as a single clue.
In short, the coast seemed as clear as any murderer could reasonably expect.
They left their lodgings, depositing their scanty luggage in the cloak room at Waterloo whence Hudson subsequently reclaimed and destroyed it. They arrived at the house in Surbiton in the early evening. In his pocket he carried a velvet pad of the kind that is used for dusting silk hats, a part of which was eventually found in the girl’s mouth. In the house were several lengths of box cord with which he bound her and suspended her by the neck from the baluster rail on the first floor.
He spent the hours of darkness burying her in the “fish pond” with a spade previously brought to the house.
On the next day, having removed all traces of the night’s toil, he called on the house agent, mentioned a sudden change of plans which would make it impossible for him to occupy the house, and suggested that he should forfeit his half-quarter’s deposit in return for cancellation of the lease. The agent was quite willing to do this but raised the question of the fish pond.
“I’ve already had it filled in,” explained Hudson. ‘Of course, it makes a bit of a mound just now, but that will subside in a week or two. I don’t imagine it will be a bar to re-letting.”
It was no bar … The house was let for the September quarter and duly occupied by a dentist with his wife and child who, as far as we know, made no complaint about the garden.
The case of Ethel Mollett was filed in the Department of Dead Ends among the other unsolved mysteries.
During his year of residence in London George Hudson had had plenty of leisure. The late Ethel Mollett’s demands on his time had been limited to one afternoon per week and alternate Sundays.
Through a mutual friend in Salisbury he had early become acquainted with a Mrs. Strickland, a very, very buxom widow some dozen years his senior. During the year of frequent meetings the acquaintanceship had ripened into something deeper. In November an advertisement in The Times proclaimed that they were engaged and would be married in January.
It cannot be known whether George Hudson was attracted by the lady’s ample person or by the fact that she had inherited from her late husband a grocery business that yielded her over a thousand pounds per year—together with a very suitable house on the outskirts of Guildford.
The marriage, however, did not take place in January, but in February, the postponement being caused by the lady having a serious “heart attack,” for which the doctor prescribed a period of absolute rest. As a matter of fact, the unhappy woman was suffering from Bright’s disease from which she died two years later—though this was not known at the time.
In February, then, they were married and spent their honeymoon at Herne Bay, but were driven away after three days by the inclemency of the weather, returning to the bride’s house at Guildford, where they settled down to a humdrum life of prosperous indolence.
From time to time Mrs. Hudson, as she now was, had a repetition of the “heart attack.” But as she was always able to obey the doctor’s orders to rest, no one was unduly alarmed.
Every Monday she would go to interview the manager of the grocery business, to receive a report of the previous week’s trading, and to draw in gold enough money for her current expenses.
As she was anxious to reduce her weight she would walk, when weather permitted, from Waterloo Station. When walking, one of her ways lay through Walsall Place.
This latter fact does not seem to have disturbed George Hudson in the very least, as he never accompanied her. Sherlock Holmes himself could have found no link in the fact of Mrs. Hudson occasionally passing through a street in which nearly a year ago Ethel Mollett had been concealed from the police. But where Sherlock Holmes might have failed, blind coincidence triumphed. The million-to-one chance turned up in the form of a telegram delivered one Thursday afternoon at the little house in Guildford.
“Have had another attack am better now and no need to worry but please come and help me home at 7 Walsall Place, Mary.”
No. 7! This echo from the past was, to say the least disturbing. If he were to go there, it was just possible that Mrs. Sidwell, the landlady, might recognise him. She might possibly reveal the fact that he had lived there with another woman, ostensibly his wife. But there was no need, George assured himself, to lose his head.
He went to the doctor who lived in the same road, told him what had happened, and asked him to go up to Waterloo and bring Mrs. Hudson home—in case she should need medical attention on the way.
She would not, the doctor asserted, need medical attention on the way. He had other cases on hand and did not feel justified in doing a job that Mr. Hudson himself could do perfectly well.
“All right, then, I’d better go myself,” said George—but did not go. Instead, he sent the cook—who returned out of temper close upon midnight unaccompanied by her mistress.
Mrs. Hudson, she reported, had had a second attack and although she had recovered, she had no confidence in her ability to accomplish the journey home without her husband.
George did nothing that night nor the following morning. About midday came another long telegram, urging him to come at once and help her home. He showed it to the cook who pointed out that it would be useless for her to make a second journey.
“All right, then, I’d better go myself,” said George for the second time and, being short of loose cash, borrowed eight shillings from the cook and left the house.
But he did not go to Walsall Place. He went to a boarding house in Bloomsbury and lay low for a week, assuming that his wife would go home by herself. The newspapers at that time were making much of the Baroda case (a case of lapsed memory), and he intended to say that he had set out for Walsall Place and that before arriving he, like the notorious Baroda, had suffered a lapse of memory.
It does not seem to have occurred to George Hudson that his wife was genuinely fond of him. Alternatively, he does not seem to have guessed that a reasonably loving wife would be, not offended, but alarmed.
A confused exchange of telegrams was followed by a reappearance of the cook at Walsall Place. Nothing but an accident or worse, asserted Mrs. Hudson, could have prevented George from coming to her aid. What more natural, therefore, than that, before returning home with the cook, she should inform the police of her husband’s mysterious disappearance.
At Scotland Yard the name “George Hudson” came indirectly to the notice of Sergeant Haskins, who a year ago had been employed in the search for Ethel Mollett. It was a funny thing, he thought, that now it should be George’s turn to disappear—but it was no more than a funny thing. On the face of it there could be no logical connection between the two events. It was nothing but sheer red tape which compelled him to send a memo to the Department of Dead Ends.
The hospitals yielding no information, Haskins took the train to Guildford and there saw among others the doctor and the cook.
“Looks like one of these cases of a lapse of memory!” thought the Sergeant who had also read about Baroda.
But, lapse of memory or not, George could not live for very long on the cook’s eight shillings; so to be on the safe side, Haskins interviewed the manager of George’s bank.
Two days later Haskins was informed by telephone that Hudson’s cheque for ten pounds had been cleared through the account of a boarding house in Bloomsbury. Haskins sent a junior to the boarding house, who presently telephoned that George had just sat down to lunch.
The chase was at an end and the Department of Dead Ends was duly informed that the case was solved.
Superintendent Tarrant applied the old formula of assuming that a logical connection existed between events palpably unconnected.
Applying the formula, a conclusion emerged—that George had shown a calculated and systematic unwillingness to call at No. 7 Walsall Place. By means of this kind of semi-scientific guesswork, on which the theory of the department was based, Tarrant guessed that George Hudson’s unwillingness was concerned with the disappearance of Ethel Mollett.
He instructed one of his own juniors to bring Mrs. Sidwell, the landlady, without fail to the Yard at three o’clock—and at three o’clock he himself walked in with an amiably chattering George Hudson, ostensibly to settle some formality in regard to his “disappearance.”
On the way to Tarrant’s room the unsuspecting George was seen and recognised by Mrs. Sidwell. The supposed formality was soon completed and George departed to make the best job he could of the lapse-of-memory story to his devoted wife.
But a double relief of plainclothes men were told off to escort George unobtrusively to Guildford, and to keep a watch on him.
In the meantime Superintendent Tarrant learned from Mrs. Sidwell that George Hudson, under the name of Wall, had lived at her house with a young woman—at the very time when he was playing the grief-stricken lover and urging the Yard to redouble their efforts to find his missing bride-to-be, Ethel Mollett.
Where did the couple go when they left her? Mrs. Sidwell was sure she couldn’t say, but she had heard them talking about a house they had seen once and were going to see again. She did not know where the house was, but she thought you must go to it from Waterloo Station, as they had run from her house to catch the train on the first occasion.
A police circular was promptly sent to all the police stations on the line within one hundred miles of London, instructing them to make inquiries of all their local house agents.
Two days later Superintendent Tarrant was talking to the Surbiton house agent who told him all he knew of “Mr. Wall,” bringing in, almost as an afterthought, the story of the proposed fish pond.
That afternoon, by the courteous permission of the dentist who still tenanted the house Scotland Yard began digging.
Hudson was hanged in August.







PART EIGHT
THE HAIR SHIRT





Chapter One

It is debatable whether the man who is in love with his own moral rectitude is a shining example to others or a bit of a stumbling block. In the matter of Elsie Potter, Jeremy Grantham—even his name has a ring of sternness—tried himself at the bar of his own conscience and gave himself a brutally stiff sentence. Anybody could have told him that this sort of thing is a moral fatuity, but few would have prophesied that it would lead to murder.
As to Elsie Potter, she was no more of a humbug than many another good-looking girl who works fairly hard for a living but yearns for a life of well-fed indolence—to be obtained on give-and-take terms, which include somewhere a niche for her self-respect.
In no sense did Elsie ensnare him. She had never attempted to ensnare anybody. She meant to do so, one day, but kept putting it off, partly through lack of raw material. But she did spend a disproportionately large slice of her salary, as a pool typist in a fancy goods factory, on personal adornment. Grantham was a provincial wholesaler in stationery and fancy goods and Elsie was lent to him by her employers who were putting on a special evening display at the Business Exhibition at Olympia in 1931.
The special display was over by ten. Grantham, a townsman of some importance in Benchester, was unsure of himself in London. He was not certain whether he was expected to tip her, and shrank from experimenting. Her business manners were good. He invited her to supper.
She left the talking to him, thereby leading him to believe that she was attentive and sympathetic. A slightly idealised version of his life story emerged, revealing sundry wistful little virtues of his own which had hitherto escaped his notice. He enjoyed his supper, which ended all too soon.
“There are people waiting for our table. Would you mind coming to the hotel, Miss Potter, to read over your notes?” Apart from the notes, he wanted to describe his reactions when his father’s failing health had compelled him to enter the family business, though he had always felt that he had been meant for a very different kind of life.
“Certainly, Mr. Grantham!” said Elsie, with no other thought in her mind than that the firm was paying her overtime. She had not considered him as a man, because he seemed to her to be ‘old,’ though he was but hovering on the brink of his fortieth birthday. All the same, she had noticed that he was good looking ‘in a way’—rather like the sheriffs in the Western films—the good ones under a cloud who were too proud to explain until the end.
He had a two-room suite in the Gulverbury Hotel. We are not concerned with the details of Jeremy Grantham’s breach of his own somewhat rigid code, except to emphasise that it was unpremeditated. He was unconscious of depravity when he thanked her for her company. Elsie took it for granted that he would give her a goodbye kiss—which was only fair, after that expensive supper!—and to that extent may have put the idea into his head, not suspecting that it was, to him, a revolutionary idea.
The kiss, in fact, caused havoc in the brain of Jeremy Grantham. He used neither force nor artifice to induce her to stay. With compelling sincerity he stammered out a tale of inner loneliness and frustration—which was such unexpected behaviour on the part of the good sheriff that Elsie was fascinated. He was old, of course, but not wrinkled, or anything.
Jeremy Grantham was awakened by the clatter of a spoon in a tea cup. He was one of those heavy sleepers who require several seconds to get their bearings. He stared at Elsie in alarm.
“The chambermaid brought your tea. She got a bit of a shock when I opened the door.” Elsie set the tray on a bedside table. “You go ahead. I don’t take early tea—it’s bad for you, at my age.”
She had bathed, but was not fully dressed. She was wearing his raincoat, after rolling back the sleeves, and knew that she looked ridiculous. As Grantham sat bolt upright in bed and continued to stare at her, she slipped out of the coat.
When he spoke, his voice was rather like that of a bad sheriff, though he used posh words, like the directors.
“I congratulate you! I walked into the trap as carelessly as some loose young undergraduate.”
“Trap!” echoed Elsie, puzzled. “What trap? Come on, tell me what you mean by ‘trap.’ I want to know.”
“You’ve earned your laugh at my expense. I’ll own up I was taken in by your friendliness and what I believed to be the kindness of your nature.”
“I can’t help what you thought. What d’you mean by ‘trap’?”
“It ended in my spending the night with you!”
“I like that! I definitely do!” Elsie, as she would have expressed it, could hardly believe her ears. “You’re making out it was all my fault. You weren’t drunk—you can remember what happened if you choose to. When I said it was getting late and you said it had been a pleasant evening, I was going straight out of here. And then you started asking me to stay. And I told you at first I didn’t want to. And you kept on at me, saying it was a matter of life an’ death and all that, and in the end I said I would. D’ you remember that, or don’t you?” She repeated: “Or don’t you?”
Before all else Grantham was, he had so often told himself, a completely truthful man.
“Yes—I remember!” The words had come with difficulty. “I apologise. I spoke hastily.”
“You did!” She put on her dress, giving him an odd sense of being thrust back again into the fog of inhibition from which he had escaped.
“I have behaved unforgiveably,” he faltered. “I have done a great wrong. I must make amends.”
Her laugh jarred his whole nervous system.
“Make amends, eh! With a handout of cash, eh!” she shrilled. “I know! I’ve read about your sort in books. There’s just one thing you’ve got dead wrong, Mr. Grantham. It isn’t you that’s been a fool over this. It’s me!”
After she had gone he sat long, upright in the bed, staring at the wallpaper. At eleven, the transcription of his notes arrived by special messenger. By twelve, he had concluded his meditation, whereupon he proceeded to prompt and effective action.
When Elsie returned to her desk after the lunch interval she found a slip on her typewriter in red ink.

‘Miss Potter to report to Mr. J. Grantham at Gulverbury Hotel.’

I believe that man is loopey, she told herself. Loopey enough to tell the firm? Hardly! More likely, he was trying to stage a come-back by finding fault with her script. Some men were mean enough for anything!
When she was shown into his sitting-room, he did not look loopey. He looked once more like the good sheriff, just before the happy ending.
“You did me an injustice this morning, Miss Potter, when you assumed that I intended to offer you money. That would have been to double my offence.”
“Well, I’m sure I don’t want to talk about it, if you don’t!”
“Please allow me to speak first.” He placed a chair for her and she sat down obediently. “After you left here, I reviewed the circumstances in minute detail. I acquit myself only of deceit. What I told you about myself was wholly true. It is true that I have never kissed a woman until I kissed you.”
That, thought Elsie, explained a lot. Her rancour vanished.
“I do not put that forward as an excuse for my subsequent conduct. I repeat that I wish to make amends. I want you to marry me.”
“Ooh!” The life of well-fed indolence was beckoning. Not on the swimming pool scale, of course, but perhaps an eight-roomed house and two resident servants—the respectful kind—who would admire her clothes. There remained only the question of that awkward little niche for the self respect.
“I don’t know what to say, Mr. Grantham, reelly! I’m sorry I was rude this morning, not understanding what was in your mind. And now you ask me to marry you!” The niche, after all, might as well be a roomy one. “I only want to say—well, I mean you don’t have to feel you ought to marry me if you don’t want to. Doing me wrong, and all that! It’s nice of you to put it that way. But it’s only fair to say I knew what I was doing and I could have walked out of here, all right, if I’d reelly wanted to.”
She expected a gracious acknowledgement, but he only bowed as if he wished she would stop talking.
“I am waiting for your answer, Miss Potter. Will you agree to marry me?”
He was loopey, of course, in a way. But a girl had to take care of herself, and she had given him a fair chance to back out. No one could say she had laid a trap for him. Come to think of it, he wasn’t really old at all, if you looked at him properly.
“If you’re sure you want to, Mr. Grantham, I do too! I’ll do my best to make you happy.”
“You need have no anxiety on that score. The burden of adaptation will be exclusively mine. I will study your tastes. And—er—do my best to make you happy.”
It was, she decided, a rather nice kind of loopeyness.
“Do you think your friends will like me?” They would adore her, she hoped he would say, for her unspoilt charm—and possibly also for her taste in dress, in which the provinces were deemed to be deficient.
“That need concern you no more than it concerns me,” he said. “The essential point is that you have consented to marriage. You need not return to the office. I will telephone and make the necessary arrangements—your employers can easily replace a pool typist. Please write down your full name, age and address, and the names and occupation of your parents. I shall see my solicitors and we can be married in four days.”
“Ooh! I sha’n’t have time to get any clothes together.”
“You can go from here to Harridges and order what you want. By the time you get there, I shall have opened an account.”
This was concrete. This was wonderful. She would have hugged him, but he held her off.
“Not again—not until after we’re married!” he said.




Chapter Two

Elsie had never scamped her work at the office—had never refused a kiss or two to a man who had paid for her evening’s entertainment. There really was an eight-roomed house, detached, in Benchester and two servants and a car and credit in all the shops for anything, within the limits of commonsense, which might contribute to her comfort or her pleasure. Her purse, too, was always comfortably lined. She stuck to her own rules—she exerted herself in fulfilment of her promise to do her best to make him happy.
She knew that, in brief, ecstatic moments, she succeeded—and was therefore the more surprised when his strange shyness of her failed to disappear from their everyday life. Any casual endearment or familiarity on her part would freeze him up—make him look as if he were ashamed of himself. He did not like her to touch him—except when he lost his head—as he called it—and then he would burst out of his shell and reveal a normal, if somewhat excessively romantic, attitude.
The two servants, she had to admit, were not of the respectful kind. They were both older than Jeremy and exhibited no sign of admiring her clothes. Nor did they perceptibly obey her, though they were willing to accept her as the mouthpiece of Grantham’s wishes. In other respects, the reality exceeded the dream.
With the single exception noted, Jeremy seemed to be cut in the pattern of an ideal husband. He was an almost incredibly good-tempered man. When small things went wrong—caused, perhaps, by her unpunctuality or forgetfulness—he never blamed her. With a patient smile, he would beg her not to blame herself. Patience, indeed, was the keynote of his domestic life—though she had heard him speak sharply and even angrily on the telephone to a subordinate at his warehouse.
He was very considerate, too. He ordered the picture papers for her. When he thought she did not understand the news of the day he put himself to the trouble of explaining. She was not interested in the kind of news that had to be explained, but she appreciated his desire to entertain her.
The second phase of the marriage began with the first formal dinner party. In Benchester, the social traditions of the middle class lingered. Elsie assumed that success would pivot on her dress and that Harridge’s would carry her to triumph.
She did not suspect that there might be a ritual with which she was unfamiliar—such as being ‘taken into dinner.’ For a moment she was angry with Jeremy for his thoughtlessness in not warning her. The knives and forks, too, were laid out on a system not employed in the restaurants which she had frequented. But she was quick as a town sparrow at that kind of thing and was soon able to feel that she was catching up, while standing by for surprises.
The conversation showed a lamentable tendency to run into blind alleys. There was, for instance, the weather which, to Elsie, was purely a problem of adjusting one’s clothes. But Jeremy’s friends talked about it as if it were a sort of business, making plans about it for months ahead. Another stumbling block was gardening—apparently, she was expected to know the names of all the flowers and how they grew. The worst humiliation of all was when she herself turned the conversation to London. These incredible provincials seemed to know London as well as they knew Benchester—more accurately, they knew a London which was as remote from Elsie as Budapest. Her dress held its own, but that was about all you could say for it.
“I was a flop! I’ve let you down to your friends, Jeremy. I’m ever so sorry about it.”
Perhaps she hoped he would tell her she was exaggerating—that a little strangeness on both sides must be expected at first—that her different way of looking at things was itself attractive to his friends. Unspoiled charm, you could call it, at a pinch. Anyhow, it would be nice if he were to say it.
“It’s of no importance whatever, my dear. I assure you that you have not—as you put it—let me down. Get rid of that fear, if you have it, Elsie. In no circumstances—whatever might happen—could you let me down. I told you as much when I asked you to marry me.”
“Dear Jeremy! You are so kind to me!” she sobbed.
Lying awake that night she found his words repeating themselves in her memory. He was very kind to her. But he had a funny way of saying kind things. Sort of legal way. As if he didn’t want to be kind to her but had to be. It was her first approach to the truth about her marriage, but she was slow in following it up.
The dinner parties, including those given at home, spread over three months, interspersed with callers whose, calls had to be returned. She rarely made the same gaffe twice, but carefulness was not enough. His friends showed no personal interest in her. Within the framework of tolerable behaviour, people tended to leave her out of the conversation.
The solitary exception was Millard, a go-ahead auctioneer who had been a senior Gas officer in the Kaiser’s war. But the nature of his interest was soon obvious—and Elsie had snubbed him, with some enjoyment.
In six months, it all petered out and there followed a period of blessed, if monotonous, peacefulness, in which she no longer had to scan the picture papers for drawing-room topics. Nobody cut her: chance meetings always evoked a civil exchange. But invitations were neither given nor accepted. Eighteen months after their wedding, she faced the facts.
“All your friends have dropped off because of me!”
“If that does not distress me, why should it distress you?” The patient smile had come into action.
“Jeremy—did you know it was going to happen like this?”
She had found out that he would never tell the smallest lie, even in trivial things, to save his own or anyone else’s face.
“In so far as I considered the matter at all, I was aware that your early circumstances had been so different from theirs that you would not be likely to have much in common. It will leave us more time together, Elsie. I am afraid you do not care for chess. We must get a little variety into our evenings. Perhaps you would like a radiogram?”
“That would be no good if nobody ever comes here to dance,” objected Elsie, who knew no other use for music.
She heard him take a long breath.
“I have an idea!” he exclaimed. The patient smile took on the semblance of a grin. “You teach me to dance!”
The idea of teaching the good sheriff to dance was too much for her. She laughed until she was crying bitterly and he was doing his best to soothe her.
“Don’t cry, Elsie! Those are real tears.” He sounded almost frightened. “Elsie! When you cry, you accuse me of failure. You’re robbing me of my right to make amends. Elsie, I’ll do anything within the moral law to make you happy.”
He was so worked up that he lost his shyness, and by the next morning Elsie had forgotten how it all started. But his words echoed deep down in her subconsciousness, waiting, as it were, to swim up into her mind.
Dancing being barred, Grantham began to take her regularly to the better of the two local cinemas. He was honorary secretary of the Benchester annual fair, an institution of more than a thousand years standing and so of national interest. The rent paid by concessionaries for the three days alone covered more than half the rates of the sizeable town. Grantham’s position entailed a good deal of confidential clerking. Elsie gladly agreed to help, preferring a little work to parlour games. As she had a neat, legible handwriting, everybody was pleased.
For another six months his inescapable kindness flowed over her. Then she bolted back to London with fifteen pounds and a couple of suitcases.




Chapter Three

She put up at a hostel and applied unsuccessfully to have her old job back. She went to an agency, who submitted her to a test and told her that she was too slow and that her fingering was defective—which she acknowledged to be true. She would need a refresher course—and she could not afford one. There came to her the first suspicion that she had made a fool of herself in running away.
The hostel—which she had formerly thought good enough—she now discovered to be an abominable place. The bedroom was dirty and cold, and the food uneatable. Two years of well-fed indolence had changed her perspective. In a few days, restaurants and a few other such necessaries had made an alarming hole in her reserve.
Grantham picked her up through the agency, decided that it would be prudent to let her have a week of it. Then he buttonholed her as she returned wearily to the hostel in early evening.
“I have taken rooms for us at the Savoy,” he said. “We can go home when we’ve had a little holiday and we need never mention the last miserable week for the rest of our lives.”
“I’ll pack my bags and join you in half an hour. You are very kind to me, Jeremy,” she said, and for the first time did not mean it.
Dimly she had begun to realise that he was not, in the accepted sense, kind to her. He had now revealed that he wanted her even more than she herself wanted a life of well-fed indolence. To this she was able to add that he did not want her as other men sometimes want wives who run away by themselves. She knew well that he never thought of her like that except when he ‘lost his head.’ And he always tried not to lose his head.
She had tried to break away and had failed. She returned to Benchester with a feeling that she was being dragged back in chains, but that the chains, in some inexplicable way, weighed more heavily on Jeremy Grantham than on herself.
The patient smile had lost none of its impersonal benevolence. His kindness continued unabated. Her new, undefined resentment made her exploit it. Soon, she was running Millard on a string, occasionally allowing him to share her table when she took morning coffee while shopping. She invariably reported such incidents, endowing Millard with an attractiveness which he did not possess for her—in the vain hope of arousing her husband’s protest.
In time, she was playing the game of seeing how far she could go. She submitted him to calculated interruptions. She indulged in tantrums. She was an hour late for dinner. But she never plumbed the depth of his tolerance, though she exhausted her energy and her cunning in the attempt to exasperate him at least into some angry rebuke.
Elsie was not consistent, any more than she was heroic. There were times when she was ashamed of her conduct.
“I’m sorry I’ve been so beastly. You must hate me sometimes.”
“Never!” he asserted. “You have done nothing for which you need apologise to me.”
“I’ll try to behave better in future.”
“Please do nothing of the kind.” His tone gave his words the force of an earnest entreaty. Then came that other phrase she had heard so often before: “If it doesn’t distress me, why should it distress you?”
She felt that she was on the brink of a discovery but lacked the ability to widen her investigation. Nevertheless, she became intuitively aware that he derived some kind of satisfaction out of being kind and forgiving when she was making an unreasonable nuisance of herself. He liked forgiving her. So he liked her to do something he could forgive. She lost her sense of power over him and stopped trying to irritate him.
Illumination came, indirectly, through a chance phrase which she overheard at the Fair. With another friend of Jeremy’s was Millard, who had soured under her refusal to advance their relations. Both men greeted them as they were leaving a flower marquee. A moment later Elsie discovered that she had dropped a glove, probably in the marquee, and turned back. As she passed behind them Millard remarked to his companion:
“Poor old Grantham! Still wearing his hair shirt. Must be her looks.”
The phrase ‘hair shirt’ eluded her. At home, the abridged dictionary failed to give enlightenment. She would find out from Jeremy himself. But she would go carefully about it, in case it meant something dangerous.
“There’s something I wanted to ask you about—I read it in the paper yesterday—can’t remember what it was.” She rang the changes on that, and then: “Oh, I remember! It was about somebody wearing a hair shirt. There isn’t such a thing, is there? What does it mean?”
“It was a medieval form of torture. Monks would wear a hair shirt to atone for sin.” He added: “In modern English, it means something humiliating and painful which you’ve imposed on yourself as a punishment.”
So it did mean something dangerous! Elsie felt her cheeks burning, felt the heat spreading in a tidal wave over her whole body. Suddenly it had all added up. Jeremy was a sort of monk himself—he regarded that night at the Gulverbury as a deadly sin. Making amends! But not to her, to himself. He had married her as ‘something humiliating and painful’ imposed on himself as a punishment for ‘losing his head.’ She was precious to him because he hated every minute he spent with her.
There floated in her mind’s eye the day of her mother’s funeral. All that trouble having a baby and struggling to bring her up in decency, and then have a man wear her as a hair shirt! Her hand closed on a table knife. A moment later, she dropped it and giggled. How silly! You couldn’t kill anybody with a table knife.
She could go back to London again. She would need a refresher course. She would also need, she now understood, a strength of character which was beyond her reach. Actually, of course, she would go on being a hair shirt. The niche reserved for the housing of her self respect had been walled up, so it didn’t matter any more what she did.




Chapter Four

The mind of Elsie Potter was barely capable of grasping a moral abstraction. She did not put it to herself that Jeremy Grantham was subjecting her personality to a form of protracted murder from which, being herself, she could not escape. In its own thought forms, her intuition perceived that he was using her as a guinea pig for an experiment in moral rectitude—that to him her hopes and fears, her good and ill temper and her attempts at companionship, were all part of the experiment.
Nor, at this stage, did she consciously set herself to the task of murdering him. She was a creature of reaction. She found herself spending more and more time in day-dreaming about killing. Just killing in general.
In this matter the films were obviously unreliable. You shot a man; and if he was a bad man he died at once. But if he was a good man he often turned out to be only slightly wounded, or at least he lived long enough to deliver one of those speeches that sometimes made you cry. Perhaps Jeremy would be rated as a good man. Anyhow, she hadn’t a gun.
The fantasy persisted throughout the winter. Her self-respect, which had given no trouble when it had a niche of its own, now asserted itself in a disturbing manner. She was eating and sleeping badly. At times she would wander about the house for an hour on end: at other times she would sit stock still neglecting her few duties, thinking of nothing at all.
The sudden passing of her melancholy can be timed, almost to the minute. It occurred at a little after half-past ten on the first night of June, 1934. They had been to the pictures. On the hall table, addressed to Grantham, was a brown paper package, much bespattered with sealing wax.
“That’s the Report Book!” said Grantham. “Bewley must have brought it just after we left. That means the committee are in a hurry. We shall have to look sharp about filling it in.”
“We can begin now, if you like?” said Elsie indifferently.
“Certainly not! You’re tired, my dear, and so am I. You can start on it tomorrow while I’m at the office. It’s—hm! ten thirty-one, to be precise. The staff has gone to bed.” And then came that dreadful little speech he made every night throughout the summer months. “I may as well go and turn off the gas main. No need to take unnecessary risks!”
Gas was used for cooking and for stoves in the upper rooms. In the winter, it was left on at the main because they liked to use the stove when going to bed. The hypothetical risk of fire was no greater in summer than in winter. Yet, nearly every night of summer he had that absurd little excuse about unnecessary risk. If only he would put it into other words sometimes—

The gas!

It was as if the words had been shouted inside her brain. The listlessness slipped from her with her cloak. The childish fantasies of guns and poison and pushing people over cliffs vanished in a clear-cut plan. Every detail flashed instantly into place, making a single picture in her mind’s eye.
Grantham had put the package in the morning room and passed through the baize door to the kitchen quarters. Elsie hurried up to their bedroom, whipped off an undergarment and thrust it into the flue of the gas stove, above the asbestos and out of sight.
Jeremy’s bed was nearer the gas stove. She would have to walk round in the dark. She measured the distance with her eye—had time to pace it out before he appeared. She did not know that she was smiling.
“Elsie, my dear, you look happy!”
“Do I! I expect that’s because I feel better.”
“I am so very glad. When you are miserable, I get the feeling that everything I have tried to do for you has achieved nothing.”
That was what made him miserable—the fear that the experiment was failing and that he was wearing the hair shirt for nothing. She warned herself not to get angry with him or he might lie awake.
She succeeded in keeping him pleased with himself and he did not lie awake. She had suffered much from his snoring, before she had grown used to it, but now she was glad of it. She slipped out of bed, took her measured paces to the gas stove. The films were reliable instructors in the danger of fingerprints, so she turned on the tap of the gas stove with the hem of her nightdress.
Shutting the window was the next step. If the sashes screamed as they did sometimes the noise might wake even Jeremy and she would have to say that she was too hot and was trying to open it wider.
She applied pressure gradually and the sashes did not scream. The snoring maintained its even timing. The door was ever so much easier than the window.
On her way downstairs in the dark, two of the stairs creaked. Even if the servants heard it on the top floor, which was unlikely, they would take no notice.
In the hall, she stood for a minute or more in the dark, listening. Then she passed through the baize door to the kitchen quarters. She did not turn on the light. The blinds had not been drawn, and there was enough light from the stars.
In the act of touching the main tap, she snatched back her hand. Over the sink, a dishcloth was hanging, to dry. With the cloth, she turned the main tap full on. With the cloth, too, she turned one of the taps of the cooker, to check: when the low hiss of the gas told her that she had made no mistake, she turned it off. She replaced the dishcloth on the hanger above the sink.
Back through the baize door to the morning room, which Jeremy called his study. She sat down and contemplated the fact that the gas was flowing up the pipe into the room in which Jeremy was sleeping.
The servants would get up at seven, and at eight would bring early tea for Jeremy. She must sit in that chair until half-past six. It was now only a little past midnight.
Suppose she failed? Suppose Jeremy woke up before the gas had time to kill him and came downstairs and found her there? She laughed silently. She would tell him that she had tried to kill him—and let him see if he could make amends for that!
He wanted to make her happy. He would succeed, tomorrow. She gave little thought to the life of well-fed indolence, believing that the law compelled a husband to make provision for his wife.
She began to wonder why the dawn was so long in coming. With summer-time, you ought to be able to see it at about three, in June. Again and again her eyes travelled to the window. Then the clock in the hall struck one.
I’ve been here less than an hour, she told herself with the first twinge of anxiety. She had no idea that time could drag like that. Sitting alone and quiet in the dark, suppose she were to fall asleep in that chair? The danger was too real to be ignored. She adjusted the window blinds, then turned on the light, determined to do something that would occupy her mind.
To occupy her mind was no easy task, even when others were co-operating. She looked round the room. There were plenty of Jeremy’s books, but these, she knew by experience, positively induced sleep. Finally she hit on an intelligent compromise. You never dropped off to sleep when you were writing. And there was the Report Book for the committee which Jeremy had asked her to work on during the day.
She was soon immersed in the work. There were the names, numbers, of everybody who had taken part in last year’s Fair—local notabilities, local nobodies and stall and booth holders. Page after page contained blanks for figures and comments to be filled in from the secretary’s notes. She had done all the filing herself under Jeremy’s direction. Millard’s name occurred among the locals, with a suggestion that he should be invited to join the committee. She looked at Jeremy’s note. There were two notes, one of which had been struck out. This she promptly deciphered—four lines to the effect that Millard was a man of substance and a good mixer. The later note, dated ten days previously, was in different vein: ‘Objection: Financially v. insecure.’
She bore Millard no malice for calling her a hair shirt. That very morning she had let him linger at her coffee-table for a couple of minutes: he had stuck to the safe topic of the next Fair. To bar him because, one day, he might be hard up seemed a very mean sort of reason. Against Millard’s name she wrote ‘Recommended.’
Dawn broke unnoticed by Elsie. By twenty past six she had finished the whole job. Illogically, she felt pleased, because Jeremy had thought it would take both of them longer than five hours.
Presently she went upstairs. Damp towels, she suspected, would be useless against gas. She must hold her breath, or she would be killed herself. With one hand on the door knob, she took three slow, deep breaths.
Then she opened the door, shut it, went to the gas stove, removed her undergarment from the flue, and was back on the landing with the door shut, without having drawn breath.
After a brief rest, she again breathed deeply, then repeated her performance, except that this time she opened the window. She had not looked at Jeremy’s bed, but she knew that he was not breathing.
She waited on the landing, listening for the servants’ alarm clock. The moment she heard it begin to ring she slipped back into the bedroom and into bed, with her back to Jeremy’s bed. The room smelt horribly of gas, and she kept her head under the bedclothes. She knew that she was risking her own life. The gas was still flowing into the stove. If it was going up the flue, she would live. If it was coming into the room she might die. There would be a full hour before Mildred came with the tea.
Her calculations were wrong on two points. First, that she underestimated the effect of the remaining gas which produced first nausea and then unconsciousness. Secondly she ignored the escape of gas when she had opened the door. The staff smelt it on the way downstairs. But it was twenty-five minutes to eight before they located the escape.
Elsie came to consciousness in the bed in the spare room with a doctor in attendance—which is to say that, at this stage, she was remarkably lucky.




Chapter Five

The preliminary questioning by the police had been simple enough. Elsie was saved from nervous anxiety by her profound ignorance of the resources of the law. Her defence rested, as it were, on a simple formula: “I shall tell everything, except that I left the room—and let ’em get on with it.”
Nevertheless, the formula did not save her from a grilling in the coroner’s court. She recognised the Coroner as one of Jeremy’s friends, first seen at an early dinner party, who had ‘dropped off.’ He asked her one or two unimportant questions, rather starchily, she thought. But it was the police solicitor who questioned her for nearly an hour, coming uncomfortably near the truth.
He had been instructed that there were no fingerprints of any kind on the main tap in the kitchen quarters: on the tap of the stove was a single impression made by the housemaid who had turned it off when she entered the bedroom, at seven thirty-five. There were other, unwritten instructions, delivered with a nod if not a wink, inspired by local gossip.
The solicitor puzzled Elsie by taking her through her own movements for the whole of the day preceding the discovery of Grantham’s death.
“After breakfast, my husband left for the office as usual. I read the papers a bit, and then went shopping.”
Details were demanded of the shops visited and even of her purchases. Elsie was irritated but not in the least alarmed.
“This shopping expedition took two hours and ten minutes. Did you require all that time to purchase a few groceries and three pairs of stockings?”
“I don’t know—I don’t look at my watch that often!” She raised her wrist, glanced at her jewelled watch, shook it and began to wind it. “Besides, I did have morning coffee at Gentall’s, and I don’t suppose I hurried over it.”
“Quite so! You took coffee with a friend, perhaps?”
“No!” She hesitated. “Wait a minute—now I come to think of it, a friend did sit at my table for a few minutes before I left.”
“Now that you—come to think of it, Mrs. Grantham, can you tell us whether the friend was a woman—or a man?”
“It was a man, as a matter o’ fact. But I don’t see why we should drag his name into all this, especially as it will be in the papers, I daresay.”
The solicitor smiled at the jury with some eloquence. At an inquest there are few rules of evidence beyond those imposed by the sitting coroner—a legal anomaly which is sometimes exploited by the police, in the interests of justice.
“I will not press you for the name of your—er—friend, Mrs. Grantham. I will ask you only one question about him. Is he an expert—or rather, was he at one time an acknowledged expert—in poison gases?”
There was a rustling sound in the court. About a third of those present knew that Millard had been a senior gas officer.
“You are going too far, Mr. Tranter,” growled the Coroner. “Mrs. Grantham, you need not answer that question.”
“I couldn’t even if I had to, because I don’t know. And anyway, what we talked about was the Fair, which was all he wanted to see me about, knowing I helped my husband with the organisation work.”
The solicitor harked back to the time schedule, making her account for every moment of her day.
“On returning from the film theatre—at what time did you reach your home?”
“I can tell you exactly. As we came into the hall, my husband said it was too late for us to start doing anything. ‘It’s ten thirty-one, to be exact,’ he said, and suggested we should go straight to bed.”
“And did you?”
“Yes. That is, I went straight upstairs and he followed a minute or two later.”
“That point has already been established,” interposed the Coroner. “The housemaid testified that she was awake and heard them both go up, as witness describes.”
“True, sir. That witness also told us that deceased was in the habit of turning off the gas at the main before going to bed.” He spoke directly to Elsie. “Before following you upstairs, did your husband turn off the gas at the main?”
“As I was upstairs at the time, I don’t know what he did.”
“By ten thirty-five you were both in your bedroom?” As Elsie assented: “Between ten thirty-five that night and seven thirty-five the following morning, when you were found in a state of light coma—did you leave that bedroom, Mrs. Grantham?—for any purpose whatever?”
“No,” said Elsie, in satisfaction of the formula.
“If you did not leave that room for any purpose whatever, does it not strike you as remarkable that you yourself have survived to—er—tell the tale?”
Elsie looked at the Coroner.
“I don’t understand what he’s asking me.”
“I will simplify my question. Here are two persons lying within a few feet of each other in a gas-filled room. Medical evidence establishes that one of them is killed by the gas approximately three hours before seven-thirty-five. The other person—yourself, Mrs. Grantham—is only slight affected and recovers in a few minutes. Can you offer any explanation of that quite astounding circumstance?”
“No, I can’t!” said Elsie and—with a wisdom which we must assume to have been intuitive—left it at that.
“I have only one more question, Mrs. Grantham. Did your husband ever speak to you of—the possibility of suicide?”
The Coroner disallowed the question. But everyone in court understood that the solicitor was groping for a suicide pact in which Elsie was the lucky survivor. After Elsie had returned to London the theory was a popular one in Benchester.
The police, on the whole, preferred the theory that an obstruction had been placed in the flue of the gas stove and removed in time. They did not know that Elsie was prudently wearing the ‘obstruction,’ while she was giving evidence, but they did know that they had not discovered a tittle of evidence against her.
Notwithstanding the verdict of death by misadventure, Benchester, of course, became too hot to hold Elsie, so she lost no time in returning to London.




Chapter Six

In a comfortable little flat in Bloomsbury, she was able to face the future without misgiving. The experiment to which she had been subjected, cruel though it might have been, was at least thorough and, by its own standard, sincere. She was sole beneficiary, except for small legacies to the servants. When probate was granted she would step into an income, from a trust fund, of some twelve hundred pounds. In the meantime, her solicitors had provided her with cash in anticipation of the sale of the house, which was also an item of her inheritance.
In short, the life of well-fed indolence was assured. There was no hitch anywhere. In time, the first half-yearly instalment of her annuity was paid, and there was still some loose change from the sale of the house. She was not even debarred from a second marriage. Not that matrimony now had any charm for her. For many years—she was not yet thirty—she would be able to pick and choose at whim.
Two happy years passed, undisturbed, when Benchester crept into her favourite paper. ‘Benchester Fair Scandals,’ she read, ‘Millard Files Petition: S. Yard Represented.’ She skimmed a few lines, with little understanding. She remembered Jeremy’s note: ‘Financially v. insecure!’ Oh, well, it couldn’t matter now. The picture of a bathing belle diverted her attention.
In fact, she was forgetting and erroneously supposed that Benchester was forgetting her. She had given the quiet little town the only sensation it had enjoyed for a couple of generations. The suicide pact theory, based on the incalculable effects of draught, still held pride of place; next to it in popularity was the suspicion that Elsie might have hit on some slick little cockney trick for outmanoeuvring the police. True, too, that her name was often coupled with that of Millard, though no one suggested that he had been privy to the murder, if murder there had been. That he had once been a gas officer was dismissed as irrelevant.
Such seeming irrelevancies, however, were the stock-in-trade of the Department of Dead Ends. To Detective Inspector Rason had drifted the papers resulting from an unsuccessful attempts to uncover a series of small illicit transactions in Bearer Bonds. The name of Millard had appeared frequently but always at a safe distance.
In the dossier was a letter, dated 25th May, 1934, from a fellow townsman of Millard’s—one Jeremy Grantham—enclosing a correspondence with Millard to which the writer invited the attention of the Yard. The evidence, however, had proved insufficient.
Since Millard had been elected to the committee of the Benchester Fair, he had broadened his operations. He was doing nicely with one or two land investment schemes of his own when a bungled attempt to extract a profit from the Fair brought down his house of cards. Rason began by turning up his personal record, where he learnt that Millard had served in the Army as a senior gas officer.
Millard—Benchester—Grantham. Presently, he remembered the Grantham case, which he knew from the newspaper accounts only, as Scotland Yard had never been called in. The memory betrayed Rason into perpetrating one of his over-facile juxtapositions.
“Grantham warns us that Millard is a crook. Grantham dies of gas poisoning. Millard was a poison gas expert.”
Rason cheered himself up. If it so happened that Millard had gassed Grantham, all that headachey stuff about Bonds and company flotations could be by-passed.
In Benchester, he soon picked up the main lines of local gossip. The suggestion that Millard and Mrs. Grantham had been lovers he dismissed as wishful thinking. On the third day, a passing remark by the potman of the hotel set him galloping.
“Millard ought never to have got on to the Fair committee,” said the potman. “That was poor old Jeremy Grantham’s fault, for supporting him. Thought Millard was one o’ the best, did Grantham.”
But Grantham, Rason knew, had not thought Millard one of the best. Grantham would certainly not have supported the candidature. He went in search of the secretary of the Fair, who was not at home. While he was waiting, he took shelter from the rain in the public library, where he entertained himself by studying the file of the local paper—in particular, the inquest on Jeremy Grantham. It was sufficiently clear from the account that it was Millard who had sat at Mrs. Grantham’s table for morning coffee.

‘… we talked about the Fair, which was all he wanted to see me about, knowing I helped my husband with the organisation work.’

Rason put two and two together, producing, as not infrequently happened, a total running into three figures.
“So she was his girl-friend after all! He talks to her about the Fair—gives her some expert counter-dope to protect her against the gas—and she helps with the organisation so’s he’ll be on the committee. I’m going to sit on that secretary’s doorstep even if it is raining.”
“And if the girl says her boy friend did not happen to turn on the gas as far as she knows,” said Chief Inspector Karslake on the way to Elsie’s flat, “we say we’re sorry and it’s only red tape. And if she says he wasn’t her boy friend, and she never wangled him on the committee—”
“But she did!” cut in Rason. “We can prove her handwriting in that Report Book. ‘Recommended’ she wrote. And if you remember—sir—I told you this was only a try-out—”
“Try-on, more like!” snorted Karslake. “That’s what the girl will say when she kicks us out.”
But Elsie did not say anything so rude. She was amiable and communicative, because she was indifferent to Millard’s misfortunes, wishing him neither good nor ill.
“It seems Millard wasn’t content with taking a hand-out for special pitches at the Fair,” explained Rason. “He used his standing as a committee man to influence investment—where it oughtn’t to be given any influence, if you understand me. And my superior officer wants to know why you, Mrs. Grantham, wangled him on to the committee.”
“Me!” echoed Elsie in genuine forgetfulness, “How could I wangle anybody anywhere in that little hole of a town!”
Rason produced the Report Book, turned the pages, then set it before her.
“That word ‘recommended’—alongside Millard’s name, there—it’s your handwriting, isn’t it?—same as a lot of other entries?”
“Oh, so there’s going to be bother about that, is there?” pouted Elsie.
“Did you make that entry on your husband’s instructions?”
Elsie spotted it as one of those sneaky questions to which the questioner knows the answer.
“No, I did it on my own!” she said resignedly. “Now I’ve started, I’d better go on. That book used to come to us once a year to be filled in from the notes and correspondence which was kept in our morning room—took up the whole desk. It was a long job, and I used to make the entries, only bothering my husband when I got stuck. He had made a note earlier in the year approving of Millard for the committee. That note was struck out and my husband had put in another: ‘Objection: financially very insecure.’ I didn’t know it meant Millard was going to turn out to be a crook, and I thought it mean to blot him out because he might be hard up later on, so I wrote ‘recommended.’ And Millard didn’t know what I’d done. He wasn’t a special friend of mine, even if you think he was.”
Karslake stood up and cleared his throat.
“That was a very wrong action of yours, Mrs. Grantham.” He glared at Rason and moved towards the door. “But it is a satisfactory answer to our question.”
“Yeh!” ejaculated Rason. “And let’s have a satisfactory answer to this one, too! Putting a man on the committee when your husband had turned him down! How could you hope to get away with that—if your husband had lived another month?”
“I didn’t look at it like that!” Elsie for the first time scented the danger which, in two years, she had almost forgotten.
“When did you make that entry—and all the other entries—in this book?”
“I don’t remember the exact date—”
“Nor do I!” confessed Rason. He opened his attache case and began to fumble. “Ah, here we are! Statement by Bewley, salaried clerk to the committee. ‘I delivered the Report Book at Mr. Graham’s house at eight fifteen, pip emma, on the night of June the first.’ That was when you were at the cinema with your husband, if I’ve got it right. And when you came in, you both went straight up to bed and you didn’t leave the bedroom until you were carried out next morning.”
“What about it!” demanded Elsie. “I must have done the book—oh, any time before I left Benchester!”
“Must have, eh!” Rason flourished the statement signed by Bewley. “At nine o’clock on the morning of June the second—remember? —Bewley called and asked the housemaid if she could get him this book back without causing disturbance at such a time. The disturbance meaning Grantham found dead—and you prostrated with shock, the housemaid told Bewley. She found the Report Book in the morning room and gave it to him. Bewley reckoned it must have taken five hours or more to make all those entries. When did you put in that five hours’ work, Mrs. Grantham?”
Elsie made no answer. Again there floated in her mind’s eye the day of her mother’s funeral. That was a respectable funeral. With relations and neighbours at the graveside.
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