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Introduction

 
Lucy Beatrice Malleson (1899-1973) wrote sixty-five detective novels and some sixty known short stories under the pseudonym Anthony Gilbert. When Michael Gilbert wrote a tribute to Lucy Malleson in The Times shortly after her death in December 1973, he revealed that the well-loved crime writer was a very private person who shunned the limelight. She did not want to appear to trade on the fame of her uncle, the actor Miles Malleson, so adopted the Anthony Gilbert name for most of her detective novels. She also wrote as J. Kilmeny Keith and Anne Meredith.
Miss Malleson was born on Ash Wednesday in 1899. Her early home life was very comfortable as her parents employed several servants including a nanny, cook, housemaid and parlour maid. However, when her father, a stockbroker, lost his occupation it caused financial problems. She had a brother, Christopher, who was eight years her senior and a younger sister, Joan. She first lived in Upper Norwood, London and later the family moved to the West Kensington area and then to Ealing.
As Anne  Meredith,  she  wrote  an autobiography, Three-a-Penny (Faber 1940), in which she states that she was fourteen years old when she decided to be a writer and, although very shy, she was ambitious. At sixteen, she went to a private school to learn secretarial work. She continued with this type of employment for many years, working variously for the Red Cross, the Government’s Jam Department and Coal Association as well as the House of Commons for the Conservative Party and the University of London.
In Three-a-Penny, she explains the  origin of  the  pseudonym  Anthony Gilbert. Gerald du Maurier was her idol of the theatre and she had seen him in The Dancers playing the part of Tony, but her name had to be “Anthony, since Tony was reminiscent of Kiwi, the toney boot polish.” Gilbert she just liked. She first identified herself as Anthony Gilbert at a Crime Club luncheon organised by Foyles.
J. Kilmeny Keith was used for her first two books. The name Kilmeny is a nice play on words for “kill many”. Malleson certainly killed off many of her characters during her writing career! The Sword of Harlequin (1927) is less a detective novel than a psychological study. In Kilmeny’s other novel, The Man Who Was London (1925), Sir John Ryman is found dead in his library at Streathfield Manor, stabbed in the heart with an African sacrificial knife thus instigating a murder mystery. She wrote this book in six weeks and Collins paid her an advance of forty pounds as she was an unknown writer.
Twenty-two novels were written as by Anne Meredith but only two contain elements of crime (but little detection). The publisher, Victor Gollancz, proudly mentions on the front cover of the typical yellow dust wrapper for Portrait of a Murderer (1933), “A fine specimen of the inverted detective story, of which the most famous example is perhaps Malice Aforethought.” This splendid book by Francis Iles was also published by Gollancz.
Anthony Gilbert was a reliable and very popular writer throughout the Golden Age and into the early 1970s. She is noted for vigorous characterisation, much humour and adroit plotting. She is fond of writing about old ladies, especially maiden ladies. On the dedication page of Snake in theGrass (U.K. 1954) a.k.a. Death Won’t Wait (U.S. 1954), the author acknowledges her admiration for the Indomitable Spinster, perhaps because she herself never married. All but two of the Anthony Gilbert novels were first published by Collins in the U.K. Many of her books have alternative titles in the U.S.
Anthony Gilbert also contributed two chapters to the collaborative short novel No Flowers By Request written by five members of the Detection Club. This first appeared as a newspaper serial in The Daily Sketch in 1953 and in book form in the U.K. (1984) and the U.S. (1987). She was an early member of the Detection Club having joined in 1933 and became its general secretary and later the treasurer in 1940. She was a very active member helping to ensure the Club’s survival during the Second World War. Anthony Gilbert was also a member of the Crime Writers’ Association.
The first of Anthony Gilbert’s series characters is Scott Egerton, a Liberal Member of Parliament, fair-haired, good-looking, flawlessly dressed and painfully precise. He appears in ten novels. In Egerton’s second case, The Murder of Mrs Davenport (1928), Sir Denis Brinsley is confronted on the eve of his marriage by the beautiful Mrs Helen Davenport. Using his indiscreet letters to her, written fourteen years earlier, she tries to blackmail him. She is later discovered “straggled on the sofa”, strangled. Egerton now has a murder mystery to solve.
Gilbert wrote three novels featuring a French detective, M. Dupuy of the Sûreté, a dapper, bow-legged little man bursting with vitality. In The Man Who Was Too Clever (1935), Helen Paget is found dead in a private room of the Apsley Hotel in London. Suspicion immediately falls on her husband, Denis, and it is left to M. Dupuy and Scott Egerton to find the murderer. Of Dupuy’s earlier case, The Man In Button Boots (U.K. 1934, U.S. 1935),
Dorothy L. Sayers wrote, “The reader will have plenty of puzzles on which to exercise his brains”.
The author’s most famous detective was the suitably named, Arthur Crook, known as both “The Criminal’s Hope” and “The Bane of Bow Street”. Crook himself insists that he is “just a yellow dog of a lawyer who’s known more crooked folk than straight in his time.” Crook is a cigar smoking bachelor who lives in a flat in London, at 2 Brandon Street near Earl’s Court Underground Station. He has occupied this address for over twenty years and right through the Second World War. His untidy office is at the top of a rundown building at 123 Bloomsburv Street, London W.C.1.
Arthur Crook became a more likeable character as time went on. This big, red-haired, slow speaking, beer swilling, pot-bellied, middle-aged lawyer, with a great, circular red face and a crafty eye, figures in fifty-one novels and five stories. He wears snuff-coloured clothes, suffers from gout and, when sat behind his desk, he has been described as resembling “a giant ginger spider”. He looks like a bookie’s tout and “could easily have qualified for one of the ten worst dressed men in England”. He often drops his aitches when speaking and “sometimes surprised people by proving that even he could read”. He is outrageously cheeky rather than vulgar and rushes in where angels fear to tread, going to unprofessional lengths to clear his clients. One of his business cards reads “Linen discretely washed in private. Danger no object.” Crook loves his cars. His indomitable red Scourge, looking as if it had been manufactured from old tin cans, met its end “as a lump of metal” during a car chase at the climax of A Question of Murder (U.S. 1955) a.k.a. Is She Dead Too? (U.K. 1956). The Scourge was then replaced by The Old Superb, an ancient bright yellow Rolls Royce.
Crook was introduced to the world in 1936 in the novel Murder By Experts. He assists the book’s narrator, Simon Curteis, in finding the killer who stabbed Sampson Rubenstein, a wealthy collector of Chinese art. This educated cockney lawyer was certainly a contrast to the more usual upper class amateur sleuths in print at this time. He uses an unofficial inquiry agent, Bill Parsons, in many of his cases. Parsons is an ex-professional crook whose criminal career was cut short when he was shot in the heel by an official bullet that gave him a permanent limp.
Arthur Crook was involved in a variety of exciting cases, often making a late entrance on the scene. In Death Knocks Three Times (U.K. 1949, U.S.
1950), Gilbert gives us an example of a locked room situation. Crook has to solve the problem of death by blunt instrument in a locked bathroom. Quite a surprising solution!
Crook is very partial to any case involving young women. During No Dust in the Attic (U.K. 1962, U.S. 1963), he meets Janice Gray in a London railway station. He learns that she is in constant fear of her felonious husband and his cronies as she knows too much about their crimes. Two murders then occur and Crook rides to the rescue in The Old Superb. Similarly, he comes to the aid of Ruth Appleyard in And Death Came Too (1956) when she becomes involved in three deaths. In Murder is a Waiting Game (1972), Margaret Cooper is cleared of murdering her husband. Ten years later, a blackmailer threatens to produce new evidence but Crook comes to Margaret’s assistance. Crook is on holiday in the French Alps in Passenger To Nowhere (U.K. 1965, U.S. 1966) and is asked to search for the young Sarah Hollis who has disappeared from a rented villa. Is she linked to a recent murder? This story is a rare example of Crook investigating outside the U.K.
Lady Killer (1951) concerns the career of Henry Grant, a serial wife murderer who arouses Crook’s suspicion. The Bell of Death (1939) is the sixth investigation for Crook and Bill Parsons. The vicar of St Ethelburga’s discovers a body in the belfry, then William Ferris, who works at the church, disappears and his wife calls in Arthur Crook to find him. When Edmund Durward takes the tenancy of The Haven, he remarks, “I’m going to find that woodshed useful”. Later on in Something Nasty in the Woodshed (U.K. 1942 a.k.a. Mystery in the Woodshed U.S. 1942), when Arthur Crook sees Durward’s advertisement “to meet a Gentlewoman of Independent means” he asks Bill Parsons to file it as “There may be a job of work for us within the year”. Sure enough there is!
Only two novels, The Case Against Andrew Fane (1931) and Death in Fancy Dress (1933), written under the Anthony Gilbert pseudonym, were nonseries.
In some of the novels, Detective Inspector Field of Scotland Yard is assisted on different occasions by Scott Egerton, M. Dupuy and Arthur Crook. In The Body on the Beam (1932), Florence Penny, a single lady, is found hanging from a beam in her lodging house bedroom and Scott Egerton aids Field in solving an ingenious mystery.
In seven short stories, Inspector Field recounts some of the cases in which he was involved whilst a sergeant in K Division, “a well-to-do part of London”. Field is “always sorry for a man that doesn’t drink.” His reminiscing occurs in the bars of pubs such as The Coach and Horses and Horn of Plenty.
“There was something about the atmosphere perhaps, that stimulated him”. The cases often involved stolen jewels, for example, the Castle Emeralds and the Burlington Ruby.
Gilbert’s uncollected stories include two series featuring the thirty-nine-year-old journalist Sebastian Sanjoy. He is introduced in the story “The Adventure at the Cat in the Kitchen” which appeared in The Sketch (March 16, 1927). Sanjoy is walking down Fleet Street “six feet three inches, his huge figure with its curling golden hair and curling golden beard, and eyes as blue as his Viking ancestors.” He was billed by The Sketch as “a seeker after romance”. There is something of Robin Hood about him and something too of Raffles since he is more concerned with jewels than corpses. Sadly, the twelve stories are disappointing, insubstantial and unconvincing.
Anthony Gilbert wrote over twenty plays for the radio; the majority of which were broadcast during the 1940s. Only two of the plays feature Arthur Crook; “Death at 6:30” (1940) and “I Love My Love With An A” (l957).
Her play My Guess Would Be Murder was shown on television in the Armchair Theatre series in 1959 whilst her novel Riddle of a Lady, which featured Arthur Crook, appeared on the television in 1958. Her story “You’ll Be The Death of Me” was an episode of The Alfred Hitchcock Hour screened in 1963.
Three of Gilbert’s novels were adapted for the cinema but given different titles; The Vanishing Corpse became They Met In The Dark (1943) and starred James Mason. The Mouse That Wouldn’t Play Ball became Candles at Nine (1944) while The Woman In Red was released as My Name Is Julia Ross ( 1945).
Anthony Gilbert’s early short stories were published in the 1920’s in various magazines such as The Sketch, Eve and Graphic. A short series of Inspector Field stories appeared in The Daily Express newspaper in 1935. From that time until the 1970s, the majority of her stories were published in the Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine and the London Evening Standard newspaper. In fact, she won second prize in the Ellery Queen Awards 1946 for her Arthur Crook story “You Can’t Hang Twice.” She herself considered “Sequel To Murder”, published in 1956, to be her best short story. In her later years, she wrote several stories featuring elderly ladies. Some, like “Point of No Return” (1968), read well whilst others such as “The Intruders” (1967) and “Tiger on the Premises” (1969) are rather predictable.
Sequel To Murder: Cases of Arthur Crook and Other Mysteries is the first collection of Anthony Gilbert short stories to be published. It contains stories that appeared in all the decades from the 1920s to the 1970s including the five stories that feature Arthur Crook. The majority of the stories concern murders which include stabbing, shooting, strangulation, drowning, bludgeoning and poisoning. 1 hope you enjoy reading them!
 
John Cooper Westcliff-on-Sea 
August 9, 2016
 
 
 
 
You Can’t Hang Twice 
 
The mist that had been creeping up from the river during the early afternoon had thickened into a grey blanket of fog by twilight, and by the time Big Ben was striking nine and people all over England were turning on their radio sets for the news, it was so dense that Arthur Crook, opening the window of his office at 123 Bloomsbury Street and peering out, felt that he was poised over chaos. Not a light, not an outline, was visible; below him, the darkness was like a pit. Only his sharp ears caught, faint and far away, the uncertain footfall of a benighted pedestrian and the muffled hooting of a motorist ill-advised enough to be caught abroad by the weather. “An ugly night,” reflected Arthur Crook, staring out over the invisible city. “As bad a night as I remember.” He shut the window down. “Still,” he added, turning back to the desk where he had been working for the past twelve hours, “it all makes for employment. Fogs mean work for the doctor, for the ambulance driver, for the police and the mortician, for the daring thief and the born wrong ’un.”
Yes, and work, too, for men like Arthur Crook, who catered specially for the lawless and the reckless and who was known in two continents as the Criminals’ Hope and the Judges’ Despair.
And even as these thoughts passed through his mind, the driver was waiting, unaware of what the night was to hold, the victim crept out under cover of darkness from the rabbit-hutch-cum-bath that he called his flat, and his enemy watched unseen but close at hand.
In his office, Mr. Crook’s telephone began to ring.
The voice at the other end of the line seemed a long way off, as though that also were muffled by the fog, but Crook, whose knowledge of men was wide and who knew them in all moods, realized that the fellow was ridden by fear.
“Honest, he shuddered so he nearly shook me off the line,” he told Bill Parsons next day. “It’s a wonder a chap like that hasn’t died of swallowing his own teeth.”
“Mr. Crook,” whispered the voice and he heard the pennies fall as the speaker pressed Button A. “I was afraid it would be too late to find you... .”
“When I join the forty-hour-a-week campaign I’ll let the world know,” said Crook affably. “I’m one of those chaps you read about. Time doesn’t mean a thing to me. And in a fog like this it might just as well be nine o’clock in the morning as nine o’clock at night.”
“It’s the fog that makes it possible for me to call you at all,” said the voice mysteriously. “You see, in the dark, one hopes he isn’t watching.”
Hell, thought Crook disappointedly. Just another case of persecution mania, but he said patiently enough, “What is it? Someone on your tail?”
His correspondent seemed sensitive to his change of mood. “You think I’m imagining it? I wish to Heaven I were. But it’s not just that I’m convinced I’m being followed. Already he’s warned me three times. The last time was to-night.”
“How does he warn you?”
“He rings up my flat and each time he says the same thing. ‘Is that you, Smyth? Remember—silence is golden’; and then he rings off again.”
“On my Sam,” exclaimed Crook, “I’ve heard of better gags at a kids’ party. Who is your joking friend?”
“I don’t know his name,” said the voice, and now it sounded further away than ever, “but—he’s the man who strangled Isobel Baldry.”
Everyone knows about quick-change artists, how they come on to the stage in a cutaway coat and polished boots, bow, go off and before you can draw your breath they’re back in tinsel tights and tinfoil halo. You can’t think how it can be done in the time, but no quick-change artist was quicker than Mr. Crook when he heard that. He became a totally different person in the space of a second.
“Well, now we are going places,” he said, and his voice was as warm as a fire that’s just been switched on. “What did you say your name was?”
“Smyth.”
“If that’s the way you want it ...”
“I don’t. I’d have liked a more distinguished name. I did the best I could spelling it with a Y, but it hasn’t helped much. I was one of the guests at the party that night. You don’t remember, of course. I’m not the sort of man people do remember. She didn’t. When I came to her house that night she thought I’d come to check the meter or something. She’d never expected me to turn up. She’d just said, ‘You must come in one evening. I’m always at home on Fridays,’ and I thought she just meant two or three people at most... .”
 “Tête-à-tête with a tigress,” said Crook. “What are you, anyhow? A liontamer?”
“I work for a legal firm called Wilson, Wilson and Wilson. I don’t know if it was always like that on Fridays, but the house seemed full of people when I arrived and—they were all the wrong people, wrong for me, I mean. They were quite young and most of them were either just demobilized or were waiting to come out. Even the doctor had been in the Air Force. They all stared at me as if I had got out of a cage. I heard one say, ‘He looks as if he had been born in a bowler hat and striped p-pants.’ They just thought I was a joke.”
And not much of one at that, thought Mr. Crook unsympathetically.
“But as it happens, the joke’s on them,” continued the voice, rising suddenly. “Because I’m the only one who knows that Tom Merlin isn’t guilty.”
“Well, I know,” Mr. Crook offered mildly, “because I’m defendin’ him,
and I only work for the innocent. And the young lady knows or she wouldn’t have hauled me into this—the young lady he’s going to marry, I mean. And,
of course, the real murderer knows. So that makes four of us. Quite a team,
in fact. Suppose you tell us how you know?”
“Because I was behind the curtain when he came out of the Turret Room.
He passed me so close I could have touched him, though, of course, I couldn’t see him because the whole house was dark, because of this game they were playing, the one called Murder. I didn’t know then that a crime had been committed, but when the truth came out I realized he must have come out of the room where she was, because there was no other place he could have come from.”
“Look,” said Mr. Crook. “Just suppose I’ve never heard this story before.”
And probably he hadn’t heard this one, he reflected. “Start from page one and just go through to the end. For one thing, why were you behind the curtain?”
“I was hiding—not because of the game, but because I—oh, I was so miserable. I ought never to have gone. It wasn’t my kind of party. No one paid any attention to me except to laugh when I did anything wrong. If it hadn’t been for Mr. Merlin, I wouldn’t even have had a drink. And he was just sorry
for me. I heard him say to the doctor, ‘Isobel ought to remember everyone’s human,’ and the doctor—Dr. Dunn—said, ‘It’s a bit late in the day to expect that.’”
“Sounds a dandy party,” said Crook.
 “It was—terrible. I couldn’t understand why all the men seemed to be in love with her. But they were. She wasn’t specially good-looking, but they behaved as though there was something about her that made everyone else unimportant.”
Crook nodded over the head of the telephone. That was the dead woman’s reputation. A courtesan manquée—that’s how the Press had described her. Born in the right period, she’d have been a riot. At it was, she didn’t do so badly, even in 1945.
“It had been bad enough before,” the voice went on. “We’d had charades, and of course I’m no good at that sort of thing. The others were splendid. One or two of them were real actors on the stage, and even the others seemed to have done amateur theatricals half their lives. And how they laughed at me—till they got bored because I was so stupid. They stopped after a time, though I offered to drop out and just be audience; and then I wanted to go back, but Miss Baldry said how could I when she was three miles from a station and no one else was going yet? I could get a lift later. Murder was just as bad as the rest, worse in a way, because it was dark, and you never knew who you might bump into. I bumped right into her and Tom Merlin once. He was telling her she better be careful, one of these days she’d get her neck broken, and she laughed and said, ‘Would you like to do it, Tom?’ And then she laughed still more and asked him if he was still thinking of that dreary little number—that’s what she called her—he’d once thought he might marry. And asked him why he didn’t go back, if he wanted to? It was most uncomfortable. I got away and found a window onto the flat roof, what they call the leads. I thought I’d stay there till the game was over. But I couldn’t rest even there, because after a minute Mr. Merlin came out in a terrible state, and I was afraid of being seen, so I crept round in the shadows and came into the house through another window. And that’s how I found myself in the Turret Room.”
“Quite the Little Lord Fauntleroy touch,” observed Crook admiringly. “Well?”
“Though, of course, all the lights were out, the moon was quite bright and I could see the blue screen and I heard a sound and I guessed Miss Baldry was hidden there. For a minute I thought I’d go across and find her and win the game, but another second and I realized that she wasn’t alone, there was someone—a man—with her.”
“But you don’t know who?”
 “No.”
“Tough,” said Crook. “Having a good time, were they?”
“I don’t know about a good time. I think the fact is everyone had been drinking rather freely, and they were getting excited, and I never liked scenes—I haven’t a very strong stomach, I’m afraid—so I thought I’d get out.
They were so much engrossed in one another—‘You have it coming to you,
Isobel’—I heard him say. I got out without them hearing me—I did fire-watching, you know, and one learns to move quietly.”
“Quite right,” assented Crook. “No sense startling a bomb. Well?”
“I went down a little flight of stairs and onto a landing, and I thought I heard feet coming up, so I got behind the curtain. I was terrified someone would discover me, but the feet went down again and I could hear whispers and laughter—everything you’d expect at a party. They were all enjoying themselves except me.”
“And Isobel, of course,” suggested Crook.
“She had been—till then. Well, I hadn’t been behind the curtain for very
long when the door of the Turret Room shut very gently, and someone came creeping down. He stopped quite close to me as if he were leaning over the staircase making sure no one would see him come down. I scarcely dared breathe—though, of course, I didn’t know then there had been a murder—and after a minute I heard him go down. The next thing I heard was someone coming up, quickly, and going up the stairs and into the Turret Room.
I was just getting ready to come out when I heard a man calling, ‘Norman!
Norman! For Pete’s sake ...’ and Dr. Dunn—he was the R.A.F. doctor, but of course, you know that—called out, ‘I’m coming. Where are you?’ And the first man—it was Andrew Tatham, the actor, who came out of the Army after Dunkirk—said, ‘Keep the women out. An appalling thing’s happened.’”
“And, of course, the women came surgin’ up like the sea washin’ round Canute’s feet?”
“A lot of people came up, and I came out from my hiding-place and joined them, but the door of the Turret Room was shut, and after a minute Mr. Tatham came out and said, ‘We’d better all go down. There’s been an accident.’ And Dr. Dunn joined him and said, ‘What’s the use of telling them that? They’ll have to know the truth. Isobel’s been murdered, and we’re all in a spot.’”
“And when did it strike you that you had something to tell the police?” inquired Crook drily.
 “Not straight away. I—I was very shocked myself. Everyone began to try and remember where they’d been, but, of course, in the dark, no one could really prove anything. I said I was behind that curtain; I wasn’t really playing, but no one listened. I might have been the invisible man. And then one of the girls said, ‘Where’s Tom?’ and Mr. Tatham said, ‘That’s queer. Hope to Heaven he hasn’t been murdered, too.’ But he hadn’t, of course. He joined us after a minute and said, ‘A good time being had by all?’ and one of the girls, the one they call Phœbe, went into hysterics. Then Mr. Tatham said, ‘Where on earth have you been?’ and he said he was on the leads. He wasn’t playing either. They all looked either surprised or a bit disbelieving, and Dr. Dunn said, ‘But if you were on the leads you must have heard something,’ and he said, ‘Only the usual row. Why? Have we had a murder?’ And Mr. Tatham said, ‘Stop it, you fool.’ And then he began to stare at all of us, and said, ‘Tell me, what is it? Why are you looking like that?’ So then they told him. Some of them seemed to think he must have heard noises, but Dr. Dunn said that if whoever was responsible knew his onions there needn’t be enough noise to attract a man at the farther end of the flat roof, particularly as he’d expect to hear a good deal of movement and muttering and so on.”
“And when the police came—did you remember to tell them about the chap who’d come out of the Turret Room; or did you have some special reason for keeping it dark?”
“I—I’m afraid I rather lost my head. You see, I was planning exactly what I’d say when it occurred to me that nobody else had admitted going into that room at all, and I hadn’t an atom of proof that my story was true, and—it isn’t as if I knew who the man was ...”
“You know,” said Crook, “it looks like I’ll be holding your baby when I’m through with Tom Merlin’s.”
“I didn’t see I could do any good,” protested Mr. Smyth. “And then they arrested Mr. Merlin and I couldn’t keep silent any longer. Because it seemed to me that though I couldn’t tell them the name of the murderer or even prove that Mr. Merlin was innocent, a jury wouldn’t like to bring in a verdict of guilty when they heard what I had to say.”
“Get this into your head,” said Crook, sternly. “They won’t bring in a verdict of guilty in any circumstances. I’m lookin’ after Tom Merlin, so he won’t be for the high jump this time. But all the same, you and me have got to get together. Just where do you say you are?”
“On the Embankment—in a call box.”
“Well, what’s wrong with you coming along right now?” 
“In this fog?”
“I thought you said the fog made it safer.”
“Safer to telephone, because the box is quite near my flat.” He broke suddenly into a queer convulsive giggle. “Though as a matter of fact I began to think the stars in their courses were against me, when I found I only had one penny. Luckily, there was one in my pocket—I keep one there for an evening paper ...”
“Keep that bit for your memoirs,” Crook begged him. “Now all you’ve got to do is proceed along the Embankment... .”
“The trams have stopped.”
“Don’t blame ’em,” said Crook.
“And I  don’t  know  about  the  trains,  but  I  wouldn’t  dare  travel by
Underground in this weather, and though I think there was one taxi a little while ago ...”
“Listen!” said Crook. “You walk like I told you till you come to Charing Cross. You can’t fall off the Embankment and if there’s no traffic nothing can run you down. The tubes are all right, and from Charing Cross to Russell Square is no way at all. Change at Leicester Square. Got that? You can be in my office within twenty-five minutes. I’m only three doors from the station, and anyone will tell you my address. I’m better known after dark than any house in London, bar none.”
“Wouldn’t to-morrow ...?” began Smyth, but Crook said, “No. You might have had another warning by to-morrow and this time it might be a bit more lethal than an anonymous telephone message. Now, don’t lose heart. It’s like going to the dentist. Once it’s done, it’s over for six months. So long as X thinks you’re huggin’ your guilty secret to your own buzoom you’re a danger to him. Once you’ve spilt the beans you’re safe.”
“It’s a long way to Charing Cross,” quavered the poor little rabbit.
“No way at all,” Crook assured him. “And never mind about the trams and the taxicabs. You might be safer on your own feet at that.”
Thus is many a true word spoken in jest.
“And now,” ruminated Mr. Crook, laying the telephone aside and looking at the great potbellied watch he drew from his pocket, “First, how much of that story is true? And second, how much a r e the police going to believe? If he was a pal of Tom Merlin’s, that’s just the sort of story he would tell, and if it’s all my eye and Betty Martin, he couldn’t have thought of a better. It don’t prove Tom’s innocent, but as he says, it’s enough to shake the jury. Pity is, he didn’t tell it a bit sooner.”
It was also, of course, the sort of story a criminal might tell, but in that case he’d have told it at once. Besides, even the optimistic Mr. Crook couldn’t suspect Mr. Smyth of the murder. He wasn’t the stuff of which murderers are made.
“No personality,” decided Crook. “Black tie, wing collar, umbrella and brief case, the 8.10 every weekday—Yes, Mr. Brown. Certainly, Mr. Jones. I will attend to that, Mr. Robinson. Back on the 6.12 regular as clockwork, a newsreel or pottering with the window boxes on Saturday afternoons, long lie-in on Sunday”—that was his programme until the time came for his longest lie-in of all.
And at that moment neither Mr. Smyth nor Arthur Crook had any notion how near that was.
Crook looked at his watch. “Five minutes before the balloon goes up,” he observed. It went up like an actor taking his cue. At the end of five minutes the telephone rang again.
 
* * *
 
As he made his snail’s pace of a way towards Charing Cross Mr. Smyth was rehearsing feverishly the precise phrases he would use to Mr. Crook. He was so terrified of the coming interview that only a still greater terror could have urged him forward. For there was nothing of the hero about him. The Services had declined to make use of him during the war, and it had never occurred to him to leave his safe employment and volunteer for anything in the nature of war work. Fire-watching was compulsory.
“The fact is, I wasn’t born for greatness,” he used to assure himself. “The daily round, the common task ... I never wanted the limelight.” But it looked as though that was precisely what he was going to get. For the hundredth time he found himself wishing he had never met Isobel Baldry, or, having met her, had never obeyed the mad impulse which made him look up the number she had given him and virtually invite himself to her party. The moment he arrived he knew she had never meant him to accept that invitation.
“And oh, if I hadn’t, if I hadn’t,” he moaned to himself.
The darkness seemed full of eyes and ears. He stopped suddenly to see whether he could surprise stealthy footsteps coming after him, but he heard only the endless lapping of black water against the Embankment, the faint noise of the police launch going downstream, and above both these sounds, the frenzied beating of his own heart. He went on a little way, then found to his horror that he could not move. In front of him the darkness seemed impenetrable; behind him the atmosphere seemed to close up like a wall, barring his retreat. He was like someone coming down the side of a sheer cliff who suddenly finds himself paralysed, unable to move a step in either direction. He didn’t know what would have happened, but at that moment a car came through the fog travelling at what seemed to him dangerous speed. It was full of young men, the prototype of those he had met at Isobel Baldry’s ill-starred party. They were singing as they went. That gave him a fresh idea, and without moving he began to call “Taxi! Taxi!” Someone in the car heard him and leaned out to shout, “No soap, old boy,” but now panic had him in its grip. And it seemed as if then his luck changed. Another vehicle came more slowly through the darkness.
“Taxi!” he called, and to his relief he heard the car stop.
Relief panted in his voice. “I want to go to Bloomsbury Street. No. 123.
Do you know it?”
“Another client for Mr. Cautious Crook.” The driver gave a huge chuckle.
“Well, well.”
“You—you mean you know him?”
“All the men on the night shift know about Mr. Crook. Must work on a night shift ’imself, the hours ’e keeps.”
“You mean—his clients prefer to see him at night?” He was startled.
“Yerss. Not so likely to be reckernized by a rozzer, see? Oh, ’e gets a queer lot. Though this is the first time I’ve bin asked to go there in a fog like this.”
His voice sounded dubious. “Don’t see ’ow it can be done, guvnor.”
“But you must. It’s most important. I mean, he’s expecting me.”
“Sure? On a night like this? You should worry.”
“But—I’ve only just telephoned him.” Now it seemed of paramount importance that he should get there by hook or crook.
“Just like that. Lumme, you must be in a ’urry.”
“I am. I—I don’t mind making it worth your while ...” It occurred to him
that to the driver this sort of conversation might be quite an ordinary occurrence. He hadn’t realized before the existence of a secret life dependent on the darkness.
“Cost yer a quid,” the driver said promptly.
“A pound?” He was shocked.
 “Mr. Crook wouldn’t be flattered to think you didn’t think ’im worth a quid,” observed the driver.
Mr. Smyth made up his mind. “All right.” “Sure you’ve got it on you?”
“Yes. Oh, I see.” He saw that the man intended to have the pound before he started on the journey, and he fumbled for his shabby shiny notecase and pulled out the only pound it held and offered it to the driver. Even in the fog the driver didn’t miss it. He snapped on the light inside the car for an instant to allow Mr. Smyth to get in, then put it off again, and his fare sank sprawling on the cushions, breathing as hard as a spent racer. The driver’s voice came to him faintly as he started up the engine.
“After all, guvnor, a quid’s not much to save yer neck.”
He started. His neck? His neck wasn’t in danger. No one thought he’d murdered Isobel Baldry. But the protest died even in his heart within a second. Not his neck but his life—that was what he was paying a pound to save.
Now that the car was on its way he knew a pang of security. He was always nervous about journeys, thought he might miss the train, get into the wrong one, find there wasn’t a seat. Once the journey started he could relax. He thought about the coming interview; he was pinning all his faith on Arthur Crook. He wouldn’t be scared; the situation didn’t exist that could scare such a man. And perhaps, he reflected, lulling himself into a false security,
Mr. Crook would laugh at his visitor’s fears. That’s just what I wanted, he’d say. You’ve solved the whole case for me, provided the missing link. Justice should be grateful to you, Mr. Smyth.... He lost himself in a maze of prefabricated dreams.
Suddenly he realized that the cab, which had been crawling for some time, had now drawn to a complete standstill. The driver got down and opened the door.
“Sorry, sir, this perishin’ fog. Can’t make it, after all.”
“You mean, you can’t get there?” He sounded incredulous.
“It’s my neck as well as yours,” the driver reminded him.
“But—I must—I mean arc you sure it’s impossible? If we go very slowly ...”
“If we go much slower we’ll be proceedin’ backwards. Sorry, guvnor, but there’s only one place we’ll make to-night if we go any farther and that’s Kensal Green. Even Mr. Crook can’t ’elp you once you’re there.”
“Then—where are we now?”
“We ain’t a ’undred miles from Charing Cross,” returned the driver cautiously. “More than that I wouldn’t like to say. But I’m not taking the cab no farther in this. If any mug likes to try pinchin’ it ’e’s welcome. Most likely wrap ’imself round a lamppost if he does!”
Reluctantly, Mr. Smyth crawled out into the bleak street; it was bitterly cold and he shivered.
“I’ll ’ave to give you that quid back,” said the driver, wistfully.
“Well, you didn’t get me to Bloomsbury Street, did you?” He supposed he’d have to give the fellow something for his trouble. He put out one hand to take the note and shoved the other into the pocket where he kept his change. Then it happened, with the same shocking suddenness as Isobel Baldry’s death. His fingers had just closed on the note when something struck him with appalling brutality. Automatically he grabbed harder, but it wasn’t any use; he couldn’t hold it. Besides, other blows followed the first.
A very hail of blows in fact, accompanied by shock and sickening pain and a sense of the world ebbing away. He didn’t really appreciate what had happened; there was too little time. Only as he staggered and his feet slipped on the wet leaves of the gutter, so that he went down for good, he thought, the darkness closing on his mind forever, “I thought it was damned comfortable for a taxi.”
 
* * *
 
It was shortly after this that Arthur Crook’s telephone rang for the second time, and a nervous voice said, “This is Mr. Smyth speaking. Mr. Crook, I’m sorry I can’t make it. I—this fog’s too thick. I’ll get lost. I’m going right back.”
“That’s all right,” said Crook heartily. “Don’t mind me. Don’t mind Tom Merlin. We don’t matter.”
“If I get knocked down in the fog and killed it won’t help either of you,” protested the voice.
“Come to that, I dare say I won’t be any worse off if you are.”
“But—you can’t do anything to-night.”
“If I’m goin’ to wait for you I shan’t do anything till Kingdom Come.”
“I—I’ll c o m e to-morrow. It won’t make any difference really.”
“We’ve had all this out before,” said Crook. “I was brought up strict. Never put off till to-morrow what you can do to-day.”
“But I can’t—that’s what I’m telling you. I’ll come—I’ll come at nine o’clock to-morrow.”
“If he lets you,” said Crook darkly.
“He?”
He might be waiting for you on the doorstep. You never know. Where are you, by the way?”
“In a call box.”
“I know that. I heard the pennies drop. But where?”
“On the Embankment.”
“What’s the number?”
“It’s a call box, I tell you.”
“Even call boxes have numbers.”
“I don’t see ...”
“Not trying to hide anything from me, Smyth, are you?”
“Of course not. It’s Fragonard 1511.”
“That’s the new Temple exchange. You must have overshot your mark.”
“Oh? Yes. I mean, have I?”
“You were coming from Charing Cross. You’ve walked a station too far.”
“It’s this fog. I thought—I thought it was Charing Cross just over the road.”
“No bump of locality,” suggested Crook kindly.
“I can’t lose my way if I stick to the Embankment. I’m going straight back to Westminster and let myself into my flat, and I’ll be with you without fail at nine sharp to-morrow.”
“Maybe,” said Crook pleasantly. “Happy dreams.” He rang off. “Picture of a gentleman chatting to a murderer,” he announced. “Must be a dog’s life, a murderer’s. So damned lonely. And dangerous. You can’t trust anyone, can’t confide in anyone, can’t even be sure of yourself. One slip and you’re finished. One admission of something only the murderer can know and it’s the little covered shed for you one of these cold mornings. Besides, you can’t guard from all directions at once, and how was the chap who’s just rung me to know that Smyth o n l y had two coppers on him when he left his flat tonight, and so he couldn’t have put through a second call?”
The inference was obvious. Someone wanted Mr. Crook to believe that Smyth had gone yellow and that was why he hadn’t kept his date. Otherwise—who knew?—if the mouse wouldn’t come to Mahomet, Mahomet might go looking for the mouse. And later, when the fog had dispersed, some early workman or street cleaner, perhaps even a bobby, would stumble over a body on the Embankment, and he—Crook—would come forward with his story and it would be presumed that the chap had been bowled over in the dark—or even manhandled for the sake of any valuables he might carry. Crook remembered his earlier thought—work for the doctor, for the ambulance driver, for the mortician—and for Arthur Crook. Somewhere at this instant Smyth lay, deprived forever of the power of passing on information, rescuing an innocent man, helping to bring a guilty one to justice, somewhere between Temple Station and Westminster Bridge.
“And my bet ’ud be Temple Station,” Crook told himself.
It was a fantastic situation. He considered for a moment ringing the police and telling them the story, but the police are only interested in crimes after they’ve been committed, and a murder without a corpse just doesn’t make sense to them at all. So, decided Mr. Crook, he’d do all their spadework for them, find the body and then sit back and see how they reacted to that. He locked his office, switched off the lights and came tumbling down the stairs like a sack of coals. It was his boast that he was like a cat and could see in the dark, but even he took his time getting to Temple Station. Purely as a precaution, he pulled open the door of the telephone booth nearby and checked the number. As he had supposed, it was Fragonard 1511.
There was a chance, of course, that X had heaved the body over the Embankment, but Crook was inclined to think not. To begin with, you couldn’t go dropping bodies into the Thames without making a splash of some sort, and you could never be sure that the Thames police wouldn’t be passing just then. Besides, even small bodies are heavy, and there might be blood. Better on all counts to give the impression of a street accident.
Crook had known of cases where men had deliberately knocked out their victims and then ridden over them in cars. Taking his little sure-fire pencil torch from his pocket, Crook began his search. His main fear wasn’t that he wouldn’t find the body, but that some interfering constable would find him before that happened. And though he had stood up to bullets and blunt instruments in his time, he knew that no career can stand against ridicule.
He was working slowly along the Embankment, wondering if the fog would ever lift, when the beam of his torch fell on something white a short distance above the ground. This proved to be a handkerchief tied to the arm of one of the Embankment benches. It was tied hard in a double knot, with the ends spread out, as though whoever put it there wanted to be sure of finding it again. He looked at it for a minute before its obvious significance occurred to him. Why did you tie a white cloth to something in the dark? Obviously to mark a place. If you didn’t, on such a night, you’d never find your way back. What he still didn’t know was why whoever had put out Smyth’s light should want to come back to the scene of the crime. For it was Smyth’s handkerchief. He realized that as soon as he had untied it and seen the sprawling letters “Smyth” in one corner. There was something peculiarly grim about a murderer taking his victim’s handkerchief to mark the spot of the crime. After that it didn’t take him long to find the body. It lay in the gutter, the blood on the crushed forehead black in the bright torchlight, the face dreadful in its disfigurement and dread. Those who talked of the peace of death ought to see a face like that; it might quiet them a bit, thought Mr. Crook grimly. He’d seen death so often you’d not have expected him to be squeamish, but he could wish that someone else had found Mr. Smyth.
Squatting beside the body like a busy little brown elephant, he went through the pockets. He’d got to find out what the murderer had taken that he had to return. Of course, someone else might have found the body and left the handkerchief, but an innocent man, argued Crook, would have left his own. You’d have to be callous to take things off the body of a corpse. There wasn’t much in the dead man’s pockets, a notecase with some ten-shilling notes in it, a season ticket, some loose cash, an old-fashioned turnip watch—that was all. No matches, no cigarettes, of course, no handkerchief.
“What’s missing?” wondered Mr. Crook, delving his hands into his own pockets and finding there watch, coin, purse notecase, identity card, tobacco pouch, latchkey....
“That’s it,” said Mr. Crook. “He hasn’t got a key. But he talked of going back and letting himself in, so he had a key....” There was the chance that it might have fallen out of his pocket, but though Crook sifted through the damp sooty leaves he found nothing; he hadn’t expected to, anyhow. There were only two reasons why X should have wanted to get into the flat. One was that he believed Smyth had some evidence against him and he meant to lay hands on it; the other was to fix an alibi showing that the dead man was alive at, say, 10.30, at which hour, decided Mr. Crook, the murderer would have fixed an alibi for himself. He instantly cheered up. The cleverest criminal couldn’t invent an alibi that an even cleverer man couldn’t disprove.
He straightened himself, as he did so he realized that the corpse had one of its hands folded into a fist; it was a job to open the fingers, but when he had done so he found a morsel of tough white paper with a greenish blur on the torn edge. He recognized that all right, and in defiance of anything the police might say he put the paper into his pocketbook. The whole world by this time seemed absolutely deserted; every now and again a long melancholy hoot came up from the river from some benighted tug or the sirens at the mouth of the estuary echoed faintly through the murk; but these were other-worldly sounds that increased rather than dispelled the deathlike atmosphere. As to cause of death, his guess would be a spanner. A spanner is a nice anonymous weapon, not too difficult to procure, extraordinarily difficult to identify. Only fools went in for fancy weapons like swordsticks and Italian knives and loaded riding crops, all of which could be traced pretty easily to the owners. In a critical matter like murder it’s safer to leave these to the back-room boys and stick to something as common as dirt. Crook was pretty common himself, and, like dirt, he stuck.
“The police are going to have a treat to-night,” he told himself, making a beeline for the telephone. His first call was to the dead man’s flat, and at first he thought his luck was out. But just when he was giving up hope he could hear the receiver being snatched off and a breathless voice said, “Yes?”
“Mr. Smyth? Arthur Crook here. Just wanted to be sure you got back safely.”
“Yes. Yes. But only just. I decided to walk after all.”
“Attaboy!” said Mr. Crook. “Don’t forget about our date tomorrow.”
“Nine o’clock,” said the voice. “I will be there.”
Mr. Crook hung up the receiver. What a liar you are, he said, and then at long last he dialled 999.
 
* * *
 
The murderer had resolved to leave nothing to chance. After his call to Mr. Crook’s office he came back to the waiting car and drove as fast as he dared back to the block of flats where he lived. At this hour the man in charge of the car park would have gone off duty, and on such a night there was little likelihood of his encountering anyone else. Carefully he ran the car into an empty space and went over it carefully with a torch. He hunted inside in case there should be any trace there of the dead man, but there was none. He had been careful to do all the opening and closing of doors, so there was no fear of fingerprints, but when he went over the outside of the car his heart jumped into his mouth when he discovered blood-marks on the right-hand passenger door. He found an old rag and carefully polished them off, depositing the rag in a corner at the further end of the car park. This unfortunately showed up the stains of mud and rain on the rest of the body, but he hadn’t time to clean all the paintwork; there was still a lot to be done and, as he knew, there is a limit to what a man’s nervous system can endure. Locking the car, he made his way round to the entrance of the flats. The porter was just going off; there wasn’t a night porter, labour was still scarce, and after 10.30 the tenants looked after themselves.
 “Hell of a night, Meadows,” he observed, drawing a long breath. “I was beginning to wonder if I’d be brought in feet first.”
The porter, a lugubrious creature, nodded with a sort of morbid zest. “There’ll be a lot of men meeting the Recording Angel in the morning that never thought of such a thing when they went out to-night,” he said.
His companion preserved a poker face. “I suppose a fog always means deaths. Still, one man’s meat. It means work for doctors and undertakers and ambulance-men... .” He didn’t say anything about Arthur Crook. He wasn’t thinking of Arthur Crook. Still under the man’s eye he went upstairs, unlocked the door of his flat, slammed it and, having heard the man depart, came stealing down again, still meeting no one, and gained the street. So far everything had gone according to plan It took longer to get to Westminster than he had anticipated, because in the fog he lost his way once, and began to panic, which wasted still more time. His idea was to establish Smyth alive and talking on his own telephone at, say, 10.30 p.m. Then, if questions should be asked, Meadows could testify
to his own return at 10.30. On his way back, he would return the key to the dead man’s pocket, replace the handkerchief, slip home under cover of darkness... . He had it worked out like a B.B.C. exercise.
Luck seemed to be with him. As he entered the flats the hall was in comparative darkness. It was one of those houses where you pushed a button as you came in and the light lasted long enough for you to get up two floors; then you pushed another button and that took you up to the top.
There wasn’t any lift. As he unlocked the door of the flat the telephone was ringing and when he unshipped the receiver there was Arthur Crook, of all the men on earth, calling up the dead man. He shivered to think how nearly he’d missed that call. He didn’t stay very long; there was still plenty to do and the sooner he got back to his own flat the more comfortable he’d feel. And how was he to guess that he would never walk inside that flat again?
He congratulated himself on his foresight in tying the handkerchief to the arm of the bench; in this weather he might have gone blundering about for an hour before he found the spot where Smyth lay in the gutter, his feet scuffing up the drenched fallen leaves. As it was he saw his landmark, by torchlight, without any trouble. It was then that things started to go wrong. He was level with the seat when he heard the voice of an invisible man exclaim,
“Hey there!” and he jumped back, automatically switching off his torch, and muttering, “Who the devil are you?”
 “Sorry if I startled you,” said the same voice, “but there’s a chap here seems to have come to grief. I wish you’d take a look at him.”
This was the one contingency for which he had not prepared himself, but he knew he dared not refuse. He couldn’t afford at this stage to arouse suspicion. Besides, he could offer to call the police, make for the call box and just melt into the fog. Come what might, he had to return the dead man’s key. He approached the kerb and dropped down beside the body. Crook watched him like a lynx. This was the trickiest time of all; if they weren’t careful he might give them the slip yet.
“Have you called the police?” inquired the newcomer, getting to his feet. “If not, I ...” But at that moment both men heard the familiar sound of a door slamming and an inspector with two men hovering in the background came forward saying, “Now then, what’s going on here.”
“Chap’s got himself killed,” said Crook.
X thought like lightning. He made a slight staggering movement, and as Crook put out his hand to hold him he said, “Silly—slipped on something—don’t know what it was.” He snapped on his torch again, and stooping, picked up a key. “Must have dropped out of his pocket,” he suggested.
“Unless,” he turned politely to Crook, “unless it’s yours.”
Crook shook his head.
“Which of you was it called us up?” the Inspector went on.
“I did,” said Crook. “And then this gentleman came along and ...” He paused deliberately and looked at the newcomer. It was a bizarre scene, the men looking like silhouettes against the grey blanket of fog with no light but the torches of the civilians and the bull’s-eyes of the force. “Seeing this gentleman’s a doctor ...” As he had anticipated there was an interruption.
“What’s that you said?”
“Penalty of fame,” said Crook. “Saw your picture in the papers at the time of the Baldry case. Dr. Norman Dunn, isn’t it? And perhaps I should introduce myself. I’m Arthur Crook, one of the three men living who know Tom Merlin didn’t kill Miss Baldry, the others bein’ Tom himself and, of course, the murderer.”
“Isn’t that a coincidence?” said Dr. Dunn.
“There’s a bigger one coming,” Crook warned him. “While I was waitin’ I had a looksee at that little chap’s identity card, and who do you think he is?
Mr. Alfred Smyth, also interested in the Baldry case.”
The doctor swung down his torch. “So that’s where I’d seen him before? had a feeling the face was familiar in a way, only ...”
 “He is a bit knocked about, isn’t he?” said Crook. “What should you say did that?”
“I shouldn’t care to hazard a guess without a closer examination. At first I took it for granted he’d been bowled over by a car... .”
“In that case we ought to be able to trace the car. He can’t have gotten all that damage and not left any of his blood on the hood.”
There was more noise and a police ambulance drove up and spewed men all over the road. Crook lifted his head and felt a breath of wind on his face.
That meant the fog would soon start to lift. Long before morning it would have gone. The Inspector turned to the two men.
“I’ll want you to come with me,” he said. “There’s a few things I want to know.”
“I can’t help you,” said Dunn sharply, but the Inspector told him, “We’ll need someone to identify the body.”
“Mr. Crook can do that. He knows him.”
“Always glad to learn,” said Crook.
“But you ...” He stopped.
“You don’t know the police the way I do,” Crook assured him. “Just because a chap carries an identity card marked Alfred Smyth—that ain’t proof. I never set eyes on him before.”
“Mr. Crook’s right,” said the Inspector. “We want someone who saw him when he was alive.”
They all piled into the car, Crook and Dunn jammed together, and no one talked. Dunn was thinking hard. Sold for a sucker, he thought. If I hadn’t tried so hard for an alibi—perhaps, though, they won’t touch Meadows. Meadows will remember, all the same. He’ll think it’s fishy. And the car. Of course there was blood on the car. If they examine it they’ll notice it’s washed clean in one place. They’ll want to know why. No sense saying I was coming back from the pictures. Meadows can wreck that. Besides, Baron, the man who looks after the cars, may remember mine hadn’t come in when he went off duty. Round and round like a squirrel in its cage went his tormented mind. There must be some way out, he was thinking, as thousands have thought before him. They’ve no proof, no actual proof at all. Outwardly he was calm enough, maintaining the attitude that he couldn’t imagine why they wanted him. But inside he was panicking. He didn’t like the station surroundings, he didn’t like the look on the Inspector’s face, most of all he feared Crook. The police had to keep the rules; Crook had never heard of Queensbury. To him a fair fight was gouging, shoving, and kicking in the pit of the stomach. A terrible man. But he stuck to it, they hadn’t got anything on him that added up to murder. He’d had the forethought to get rid of the spanner, dropped it in one of those disused pig buckets that still disfigured London streets; but he’d had to use the one near his own flats, because in the dark he couldn’t find any others. He thought now the river might have been safer.
He tried to seem perfectly at ease, pulled off his burberry and threw it over the back of a chair, produced his cigarette case.
“Of course, our own doctor will go over the man,” the Inspector said, “but how long should you say he’d been dead, Dr. Dunn?”
He hesitated. “Not so easy. He was a little chap and it’s a bitter cold night. But not long.”
“But more than twenty minutes?” the Inspector suggested. “Yes, more than that, of course.”
“That’s screwy,” said the Inspector. “I mean, Mr. Crook was talking to him on the telephone in his flat twenty minutes before you happened along.”
He couldn’t think how he’d forgotten that telephone conversation. That, intended for his prime alibi, was going to ball up everything.
“I don’t see how he could,” he protested. “Not unless the chap’s got someone doubling for him.”
“You know all the answers,” agreed Crook. “Matter of fact, the same chap seems to be making quite a habit of it. He rang me a bit earlier from Fragonard 1511 to tell me Smyth couldn’t keep an appointment to-night. Well, nobody knew about that but Smyth and me, so how did X know he wasn’t coming, if he hadn’t made sure of it himself?”
“Don’t ask me,” said Dunn.
“We are asking you,” said the Inspector deliberately.
The doctor stared. “Look here, you’re on the wrong tack if you think I know anything. It was just chance. Why don’t you send a man round to Smyth’s flat and see who’s there?”
“We did think of that,” the Inspector told him. “But there wasn’t anyone ...”
“Then—perhaps this is Mr. Crook’s idea of a joke.”
“Oh no,” said Crook looking shocked. “I never think murder’s a joke.
A living perhaps, but not a joke.”
Dunn made a movement as though to rise. “I’m sorry I can’t help you ...”
“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” drawled Crook.
 “What does that mean?”
“There’s just one point the Inspector hasn’t mentioned. When I found that poor little devil to-night he’d got a bit of paper in his hand. All right,
Inspector, I’ll explain in a minute. Just now, let it ride.” He turned back to Dr. Norman Dunn. “It was a bit of a Treasury note, and it seemed to me that if we could find the rest of that note, why then we might be able to lay hands on the murderer.”
“You might. And you think you know where the note is?”
“I could make a guess.”
“If you think I’ve got it ...” Dunn pulled out his wallet and threw it contemptuously on the table. “You can look for yourself.”
“Oh, I don’t expect it would be there,” replied Crook, paying no attention to the wallet. “But—every murderer makes one mistake, Dunn. If he didn’t, God help the police. And help innocent men, too. And a man with murder on his hands is like a chap trying to look four ways at once. Now that note suggested something to me. You don’t go round carrying notes in a fog, as if they were torches. You’d only get a note out if you were going to pay somebody, and who’s the only person you’re likely to want to pay in such circumstances? I’m talking like a damned politician,” he added disgustedly.
“But you do see what I’m drivin’ at?”
“I’m only a doctor,” said Dunn. “Not a professional thought-reader.”
“You’d pay a man who drove you to your destination—or tried to. There was some reason why Smyth had a note in his hand, and my guess is he was tryin’ to pay some chap off. That would explain his bein’ at Temple Station.
On his own feet he wouldn’t have passed Charing Cross, not a chap as frightened of the dark as he was. While he was offerin’ the note, X knocked him out, and realizin’ that funny questions might be asked if the note was found with him, he’d remove it. You agree so far?”
“I don’t know as much about murder as you do, Mr. Crook,” said Dunn.
“That’s your trouble,” Mr. Crook agreed. “That’s always the trouble of amateurs setting up against pros. They’re bound to lose. Let’s go on. X removes the note. So far, so good. But he’s got a lot to remember and not much time. He can’t be blamed if he don’t remember it’s trifles that hang a man. If I was asked, I’d say X shoved that note into his pocket, meanin’ to get rid of it later, and I’d say it was there still.”
“You’re welcome to search my pockets,” Dunn assured him. “But I warn you, Crook, you’re making a big mistake. Your reputation’s not going to be worth even the bit of a note you found in Smyth’s hand when this story breaks.”
“I’ll chance it,” said Crook.
At a nod from the Inspector, the police took up Dunn’s burberry and began to go through the pockets. During the next thirty seconds, you could have heard a pin drop. Then the man brought out a fist like a ham, and in it was a crumpled ten-shilling note with one corner missing!
“Anything to say to that?” inquired Crook, who didn’t apparently mind hitting a man when he was down.
Dunn put back his head and let out a roar of laughter. “You think you’re smart, don’t you? You planted that on me, I suppose, when we were coming here. But, as it happens, Smyth’s note was for a pound, not ten shillings. You didn’t know that, did you?”
“Oh, yes,” said Crook, “I did—because I have the odd bit of the note in my wallet. One of the old green ones it was. What I’m wondering is—how did you?”
“That was highly irregular, Mr. Crook,” observed the Inspector, drawing down the corners of his mouth, after the doctor had been taken away.
“It beats me how the police even catch as many criminals as they do,” returned Crook frankly. “Stands to reason if you’re after a weasel you got to play like a weasel. And a gentleman—and all the police force are gentlemen— don’t know a thing about weasels.”
“Funny the little things that catch ’em,” suggested the Inspector, wisely letting that ride.
“I reckoned that if he saw the wrong note suddenly shoved under his nose he wouldn’t be able to stop himself. It’s what I’ve always said. Murderers get caught because they’re yellow. If they just did their job and left it at that, they might die in their beds at ninety-nine. But the minute they’ve socked their man they start feverishly buildin’ a little tent to hide in, and presently some chap comes along, who might never have noticed them, but gets curious about the little tent. When you start checking up his story I bet you’ll find he’s been buildin’ alibis like a beaver buildin’ a dam. And it’s his alibis are goin’ to hang him in the end.
His last word in this case was to Tom Merlin and the girl Tom was still going to marry.
“Justice is the screwiest thing there is,” he told them. “You’re not out of chokey because Norman Dunn killed the Baldry dame, though he’s admitted that, too. Well, why not? We know he got Smyth, and you can’t hang twice. But it was his killing Smyth that put you back on your feet. If he hadn’t done that we might have quite a job straightenin’ things out. Y’know the wisest fellow ever lived? And don’t tell me Solomon.”
“Who, Mr. Crook?” asked Tom Merlin’s girl, hanging on Tom’s arm. “Brer Rabbit. And why? Becos he lay low and said nuffin’ And then they tell you animals are a lower order of creation!”
 
 
 
 
Once IS Once Too Many
 
 
The advertisement appeared in the Morning Argus and read:
 
LADY, aged 34, good education and appearance, romantic but shy, private means, no ties, invites correspondence from gentleman similarly situated. Object matrimony. Replies to Box ...
 
Among those who saw it was Mr. Arthur Crook in his office at 123 Bloomsbury Street, London.
“These dear old goosey-ganders, they do ask for it,” he observed to his confidant and ally, Bill Parsons. “Paste that into the office bible, Bill. Maybe, by the end of the year we can add the sequel.”
As it happened, he didn’t have to wait that long ...
No one was more surprised than Crook to find himself a member of a party of tourists going by the Scarlet Runner Coaches to the Austrian Tyrol the following spring. He had been to see a doctor for the first time in twenty
years, and was shocked to be told he was overdoing it and was ripe for a rest.
“Go abroad somewhere,” said Dr. Stanley. “Forget about corpses for a couple of weeks. You’ll come back like a tiger refreshed.”
“Me on the Continong?” exclaimed Crook, who hadn’t left his own country since he came bouncing thankfully back from France in 1918, and no thanks to the Jerries.
“Britons can take it,” suggested Dr. Stanley.
So here he was, with his passport and currency, looking about as unobtrusive as a tiger in a parlour window, taking stock of his companions for the next two weeks. There were four married couples—he marked down two of the husbands as possible pals for a pub-crawl; a pair of ancient screamers he promptly christened Arsenic and Old Lace; a devoted female pair (Dave and Jon to you, they shouted); a manhunting young woman in her late twenties, with enough vitality in her eye to light a whole sconce of candles; and a few odds and bods travelling solitary, whose names he never did learn. Then just as the coach was ready to start the last pair arrived, a tall, thin, dreamy-looking man in a raincoat and a battered-looking hat, and his wife, some years his junior but quite a way from the schoolroom at that. Crook decided she was the type you mightn’t notice much the first time but would remember if you met her again. For himself, he put his money on Arsenic and Old Lace. With a pair like that aboard you could surely count on a murder within the week.
The fun (from Crook’s point of view) started a couple of hours later. The coach stopped at a superior kind of roadhouse for elevenses. The ladies popped off, demanding telephone, toilet, and tea. Crook put in a modest request for beer, to be informed this wasn’t a pub but an hotel, and the licence didn’t operate till twelve o’clock.
“I don’t wait till noon to get thirsty,” said Crook in affable tones, congratulating himself on his foresight in laying in a bottle of beer in his overcoat pocket. He went back to the coach to fetch it and was brought up short by the sight of one of the passengers who hadn’t dismounted with the rest. She was the wife of the last-comer, and when she saw Crook she hurriedly fitted on a smile, but not quite quickly enough. He had seen her face, noted her rigid attitude and clenched hands. Whatever she had been contemplating it hadn’t been buttercups and daisies.
He dropped into the seat her husband had vacated. “Shove over, sugar,” he offered. “Tell your Uncle Arthur all about it. What’s up?”
She stared, as well she might. “Who are you?”
“Crook’s the name, Arthur Crook. Take a read of that when you’ve got a minute to spare.” He pushed an immense printed card into her hands. “And remember, we’re like the best morticians, me and Bill. We work all round the clock.”
“‘Linen discreetly washed in private. Danger no object,’” she read. “I didn’t know lawyers undertook investigations themselves.”
“There ain’t many of us,” agreed Crook, modestly, “and if some of the Law Lords had their way, there wouldn’t be even one. Now, any little service I can render it’ll be a pleasure, and I mean it.”
“You’re very kind,” said the lady, whose name proved to be Mrs. Maud Ames, “but I’m afraid it may prove too much, even for you. You see, Mr. Crook, my husband has brought me abroad to kill me.”
Crook’s face was like the sun bursting through a wall of fog. “Put that one over the plate again,” he begged. “You did say kill, as in murder?”
“Yes. He’s tried twice already at home, but perhaps he thinks it’ll be easier to engineer an accident abroad.”
“Sounds just my cup of tea,” said Crook enthusiastically. “Me and the chap who liked to fold his hands and wait ’ud never see eye to eye, so any little job you can put in my path ’ull be pure jam, if you get me. Tell me about the other two shots.”
“The first was on a subway station ...”
Crook groaned. “He don’t sound very original. Don’t tell me next time something went wrong with your sleeping mixture.”
Mrs. Ames regarded him with amazement. “Yes. But how did you know?”
“That’s all in the manual for beginners,” explained Crook, gently. “Tell me. Any special motive for wanting you out of the way or is just that murder’s his hobby?”
“Hobby? I never thought ...”
“I mean to say, are you the first Mrs. A?”
“Paul was a widower when we met.”
“Any notion how the dear departed came to be the dear departed?”
“An—an accident. To a car.”
“I get you. Mr. A. not driving? Such luck for him.”
“But he was driving. Only he wasn’t hurt. That’s why he hasn’t married again. Remorse, I mean. For ten whole years.”
“You do it almost as good as me,” Crook commented, admiringly. “Quite the hermit, eh?”
“Yes.”
“Confide in you where? I mean, not behind bars or anything?”
“Oh, no—nothing like that! The verdict was death by misadventure. The jury was very sympathetic.”
“I’ll say. Jealous, maybe. How did he seem about the lady? Happy release on either side?”
“They’d only been married a few months. He said he was heartbroken.”
“That was handsome of him. Some husbands’ hearts ’ud remain intact after ten years. Know whereabouts it happened?”
“Somewhere in the north.”
“About ten years ago? That makes looking for a needle in a haystack a kindergarten game. Was the lady well-padded?”
“I never saw—oh, I see what you mean. Had she any money? I believe so.”
“And you? Case of ‘nothing in my hand I bring’?”
“I inherited a legacy just before we met. My brother, Peter, died abroad. I hadn’t seen him for years, but there was no other relative ...”
“So you scooped the kitty. Cut up warm?” He vulgarly rubbed a big thumb and forefinger.
 “I don’t know how you’d regard it. About ten thousand pounds.”
“Ah, well,” said Crook, tolerantly. “I’ve known murder committed for less.
Thought of going to the police?”
She opened her capable hands in a gesture of despair. “What would be the use? My husband’s made two attempts to murder me. Paul would say the first time I had a slight attack of vertigo—everyone knows I can’t stand heights; the next time I confused two medicine bottles. They’d simply laugh or suggest I was mad.”
“You could have something there,” Crook acknowledged. “The bulls are only interested in you about the same time as the undertakers. Now, let’s have it, sugar. How long had you known dear Paul before you said, ‘I will’?”
“Not very long.” Mrs. Ames sounded reluctant.
“How long? Months? Weeks? Da y s?” 
“About three weeks.”
“Meet by chance?”
“ Well  — not exactly.”
“Don’t seem too sure,” murmured Crook. “How was it? Hangover?”
“Certainly not!”
“Remember where you met him? Hotel? Bar? Party? Railway station?”
“In an hotel.”
“Fellow-guests? Miracle of propinquity?”
“No. That is, he wasn’t exactly staying there at the time.”
“I should warn you,” said Crook, chattily, “I charge for advice by the minute. If he wasn’t stayin’ there, was he visiting?”
“You might say he came at my invitation.”
Light burst on Arthur Crook. “Why not make a pen-friend?” he chanted.
“Why spend your evenings solitary and unloved?  You were Little Miss Lonely-Heart, so you thought you’d invite a Big Bad Wolf to tea. Trouble with women,” he added, thoughtfully, “is they don’t believe the Big Bad Wolf won’t turn into a domestic pet for them. All little St. Francises, there’s women for you.”
“You’ve seen my husband,” protested Maud Ames. “Does he in the least resemble a wolf?”
“Never heard of the one that went round in a lambskin, havin’ first devoured the lamb? Never occur to you that chaps that want to get spliced don’t have to answer ads. They’ve only got to stand at the nearest street corner with a label round their necks and take their pick.”
 “He said he’d been so much alone he’d really dropped out of social circles. He seemed very nervous. I didn’t blame him. I was nervous myself. I’d almost decided to say I was out when he came.”
“Make any discreet inquiries as to your financial status before he popped the question?” asked the unfeeling Mr. Crook.
“We were perfectly frank with each other. At least, I was, and I took it for granted he was the same.”
“And they say men are the adventurous sex ... Tell me something, honey. Say you was to drop dead tomorrow, would Mr. A. get your little all?”
“We each made a will after we were married—Paul said it was usual.” Crook groaned. “Why anyone teaches dames to read beats me,” he confessed. “Never heard of George Joseph Smith and his Brides of the Bath? Never thought of finding out if Hubby has anything to leave?”
Before Mrs. Ames could answer, her husband, accompanied by the “manhunter”, whose name proved to be Meg Farrer, came out of the roadhouse and crossed to the coach.
Mr. Ames looked a little surprised to see his wife’s companion.
“Didn’t you want any coffee, Maud? Oh, this is Miss Farrer. She’s travelling alone, so I thought ...”
“Your husband’s been telling me about his Alpine adventures,” said Meg Farrer, in a husky voice that might have caused a West End audience to swoon but only made Crook want to offer her a cough lozenge.
“Hardly adventures. Just a little climbing on a modest scale.”
“I’ve done a bit of climbing myself. Are you an enthusiast, Mrs. Ames?”
asked the manhunting female.
“I can’t stand heights,” said Maud, flatly.
“And that goes for me,” put in Crook, looking puzzled. He didn’t generally wear a cloak of invisibility.
Maud Ames hurriedly introduced him; and then the rest of the party
began to emerge, Arsenic complaining loudly about the toilet, and Old Lace about the tea.
“What on earth are you doing in this galére?” Meg asked Crook in her outspoken way. “Shadowing an international spy or something?”
Crook said it could be Something.
“What sort of Something?”
Crook said his guess ’ud be Murder.
“Oh, good,” exclaimed the volatile Miss Farrer. “I’ve never been involved in a murder.”
 “Often,” said Crook, politely, “once is once too many.”
“I shall look to you to avenge me,” cried Miss Farrer, giving him a killing glance. Crook felt as if a hurricane had struck him. If there was going to be any murder on this trip it seemed pretty clear she was going to be in on it.
And how right that was ...
 
* * *
 
The party soon split up into component groups. Crook and the two husbands he’d had his eye on from the first got together immediately. One husband fished, another gardened, Crook investigated, and they all drank. Pretty soon they were known as the Three Sandboys. Arsenic and Old Lace never spoke to anyone except the courier, when they wanted to find fault, and that used up most of his spare time. The odds and bods sorted themselves out and went on perpetual shopping excursions—and why they hadn’t stayed in London and gone to Oxford Street was something Crook couldn’t imagine. Meg Farrer tagged along with the Ameses; and since Maud didn’t care for energetic sports it usually resolved itself into Paul Ames and the manhunter going off in couples.
“That gel’s disgraceful,” panted Arsenic to Old Lace. “Positively disgraceful. Look at the way she follows Mr. Ames round. Just as though he hadn’t got a wife.”
“It isn’t only on her side,” Old Lace panted back. “Do you think we should give Mrs. Ames a hint?”
“No,” said Arsenic firmly. “You remember what happened last year on the Dolomites tour? The courier was most unpleasant. Well, I told him, I wasn’t brought up to condone immorality ...”
“It’s very fortunate for me you’re on this trip,” said Paul Ames to Miss Farrer. “My wife doesn’t care for walking or climbing—she has a phobia about heights. I hope she doesn’t feel neglected.”
“She’s always got the human toffee-apple,” retorted Miss Farrer, who had quite a reputation for wit of this kind.
“Mr. Crook? Ah, yes, I heard he was a lawyer.” Mr. Ames sounded dubious.
“He told me he was interested in murder.”
“Really!” said Mr. Ames. “Is that so? How very, very interesting!”
There was one incident in France before the party crossed the Austrian border that might have been pure accident—and might not. Several of the party were waiting to cross a cobbled street and had just stepped into the road when a motor vehicle suddenly came speeding up. Meg and Maud both jumped back, but somehow Maud’s foot slipped, and for an instant it looked as though she were going under the wheel. Then her husband and Crook had her by an arm apiece, and she was dragged out with just inches to spare.
When she had regained her balance, she caught Crook by the arm, “If you hadn’t been there, Mr. Crook, nothing could have saved me.”
“Now, come, Maud,” expostulated her husband. “Don’t exaggerate. I was there—and an accident of that kind could happen to anyone.”
“Yes,” said Maud, “but, as it was, it only happened to me. But, as you say, you were there.”
Crook couldn’t make up his mind if it was an accident or not. He was inclined to think Maud really had slipped, but—if he hadn’t been on the other side, would Paul have seized his opportunity and given a little push instead of a little pull?
“Really, some women make the most absurd fuss about trifles,” said Arsenic to Old Lace. “To hear Mrs. Ames, one might imagine her husband had tried to thrust her under the wheels.”
One might, reflected Crook.
 
* * *
 
“That’s a very nice girl, that Meg Farrer,” remarked Paul to his wife the next evening. “Lives alone in London. You might perhaps ask her to dinner when we get back. It would be nice to see more of her.”
“Nice to have her with him permanently,” said Maud to Crook. “Of course, that’s what he has in mind. She’s fallen for him, as they say. Anyone can see that.”
“I’m no slouch myself,” admitted Crook frankly, “but you’re like the young lady called Bright, whose progress was faster than light. I suppose even a husband can be polite to a good-lookin’ gal without havin’ murder in mind.”
“Polite is rather an understatement, don’t you think? And she’s very well off—she told me as much. And quite besotted about Paul. Not that I blame her there,” she added, candidly. “He may not be striking to look at, but he’s got something that appeals to women on sight. I felt it myself that first day. Charm, I think, is the word.”
“He don’t charm me,” said Crook, simply. “Just a nice ordinary sort of chap, I’d have said.”
 
* * *
It was when they got to Austria that things came to a climax. The Scarlet Runner promoters had discovered a small village, popular in the winter but pretty well disregarded for the remainder of the year, where no other touring company took its clients. “The others,” said Davidson, the courier who was there to keep the travellers from scratching each other’s eyes out or assaulting the hotel staffs, as well as making sure they didn’t miss anything, “the others go on to St. Anton, with the result that the hotels there are crowded all through the season. This hotel’s so small our tour practically packs it, and we go on, one tour after the next, right through to the end of September. And that’s what our people seem to like. Oh, well, not many of ’em speak a foreign language. I suppose it’s easier if you only meet the English abroad.”
“Can’t see what difference it makes, seeing no one ever listens,” was Crook’s candid comment.
On the first morning of their stay Davidson told his charges that he had arranged two plans for the day. Anyone who wanted could go up by the ski-lift, lunch at the hotel on the top, and then walk or laze or potter until they felt like coming down again. Those who didn’t want to go aloft would be taken into St. Anton, where they could waste their money at the tourist shops, buying knick-knacks to collect dust for the next twelve months.
There were two ski-lifts, one of which was out of use at this time of year; but, thanks to the heavy rains of the past weeks, there had been something of a landslide, and tourists were warned to keep away from the second of the lifts—the one not in use—as walking there might prove dangerous.
“There are boards up to warn you,” Davidson said, “but there may be more rain later in the day, and you’ll find it extremely slippery. Another thing—it looks bright enough now, but the chaps at the hotel say you can expect mist later on, and that doesn’t just mean a little thickening of the atmosphere, it means a curtain like a fog. And it comes up almost in a minute. At two o’clock, say, you could be basking in sunshine, and at five past hope to goodness you can find your way back to the hotel.”
Ames, of course, voted for the heights, and Meg said she’d go, too.
“You come, Maud,” she pleaded. “Paul says he’s going to make for St.
Christophe, and get the bus there later in the day back to St. Anton. I’m no Amazon, I only want to laze. So let you and me laze together.”
“Yes, do go up, Mrs. Ames,” Davidson implored her. “Then you can keep her out of mischief.”
There’s always one fly at least in a courier’s ointment, and Meg Farrer was Davidson’s. She was out for sensations, and in Amiens had gone out alone quite late and strayed into a bar where only one sort of woman is recognised. If the courier of another Scarlet Runner tour hadn’t happened to see her going in and remembered her—they were all stopping at the same hotel that night—there might have been a very unpleasant incident.
“Oh, rubbish,” said Meg. “If I hadn’t wanted a bit of fun I’d have brought my nursie and perambulator.”
The Three Sandboys also voted for the heights, and the wives of two of them surprised everyone by deciding to go along.
“Spent all their currency in advance,” muttered one husband gloomily to the other.
So that made eight of them going up; everyone else preferred the coach run to St. Anton and a morning of window-shopping.
The view from the heights was voted incomparable by the obliging tourists. Crook reserving his own opinion that Hampstead Heath had it “whacked a treat”. He and the husbands found a nice little bar and vanished into that; the two wives found some fashion papers and comfortable chairs in the lounge and settled down for a cosy chat till lunch; Ames set out on his tramp in the direction of St. Christophe, promising to turn back if the weather should deteriorate; and Meg and Mrs. Ames strolled out into the sunlight on the gentler slopes.
“Don’t forget about the mist,” called Floss, one of the knitting wives. “Oh, I don’t mean to go far,” said Maud, “and Meg won’t be able to, not in those silly shoes.”
Meg laughed. She was wearing expensive high-heeled sandals and a bright cotton frock.
“Listen to granny!” she jibed softly, observing Maud’s sensible brogues and the rose-coloured plastic mackintosh she had insisted on bringing with her. “That’s a nice colour, Maud, though. Goes with your scarf.”
“Paul bought me that.”
“Where does he get his currency from?” murmured Meg, with an enormous wink. “Let’s get going.”
“Don’t you girls lose yourselves,” Crook warned them, en route for the bar.
“You’ll be able to add babysitter to your list of qualifications when you get back,” Meg threw after him, and off they went.
 
* * *
 
Bill had sent Crook a copy of the Record and when they called a halt in their drinking Crook opened it. It was enough to break anyone’s heart. An old girl had been found propped at the window of an empty flat and the doctor said she must have been there a week; a man had gone to fetch a trunk from Waterloo and found a body in it that, he assured the police, hadn’t been there three days before; a bus conductor, mounting to the top deck, found his sole passenger stabbed to the heart with a skewer; two wives and one husband had tired of their mates and disposed of them, without benefit of clergy
... It was almost more than an ambitious man could endure. He threw the paper down and lapsed into a peevish study.
He was startled suddenly by the sound of his own name. “Mr. Crook!”
“All present and correct,” he exclaimed, jumping to his feet. “Merciful Moses, look at that!”
While he had been immersed in his reverie the whole face of the day had changed. The threatened mist had come marching over the hills and was now battering against the windows like a ghostly force.
“Everyone back?” he queried.
“That’s what we want to know. You haven’t seen Mrs. Ames?”
“I’ve been a million miles away,” Crook acknowledged. “How about Miss Farrer? She back?”
“Not yet.”
“Oh, well.” Crook sounded tolerant. “Dames have no sense of time. Anyone tried the bar?”
“They’re not there. Anyway, no one’s seen them come in.”
“If they’ve got any sense they’ll stay put till the mist lifts a bit. That’s probably what they are doing.”
“Yes, but where, Mr. Crook? The hotel’s the nearest place, and the mist came on quite a long time ago. They’ve had plenty of time to get down here.”
Crook considered. “There was that little caffy-place by the ski-lift. Maybe they took the wrong path and landed up there, and are drinking nice hot soup at this very minute. More to the point, where’s Ames? Along with the three fishers who lay out on the shining sands?”
Like an actor entering on cue, Ames thrust open the door. His face was pale and damp, and his dark fine hair was damp also.
“Hullo!” he said. “I was never more pleased to find myself under a rooftree. I say!” He looked sharply from one to the other. “Anything wrong?”
“Mr. Ames,” said Floss, “have you seen your wife?”
 “Yes,” said Ames, “about twenty minutes ago. Isn’t she back?” “No. We were getting anxious.”
“Where did you see her?” put in Crook.
“Up by the ravine. On the edge of it, in fact.”
“She can’t have known what she was doing,” cried the second wife, whose name was Lil. “She has a fear of heights—she told us!”
“I know. That’s why I was so alarmed. It’s curious, because she’s an excellent sailor, while I’m as sick as a dog at sea, she can swim like a seal, she doesn’t mind going up in a plane, but put her even on the edge of a subway platform, and she begins to shake like jelly.”
“She must have lost her way in the mist,” insisted Floss.
“In that case, why not walk clean over the edge?” asked Crook, simply.
“Come to that,” he turned back to Ames, “you must have been precious close to see her, in this weather.”
“As a matter of fact, I was some way off. But—didn’t you notice, about twenty minutes ago, there was a sudden momentary break in the mist? The sun came through like a knife slicing through a curtain. For a minute everything was brilliantly illuminated—everything within range, that is. It’s like the landscape just before a storm—you know that grape-bloom radiance... .”
“And at that moment you saw Mrs. Ames standing on the edge of the ravine. Did she go on standing there, when she realised where she was?”
“She was looking down.”
Crook said sharply, “What about Miss Farrer?”
“There wasn’t any sign of her. If I’d had any idea they were going to separate, I’d never have set out for St. Christophe.”
“Look here,” insisted Crook, “are you sure you’ve got it right? I mean, if you were some way off, how can you be so sure it was Mrs. Ames and not Miss Farrer you glimpsed for that split-second? I take it, that’s all it was.”
“I recognised the pink scarf she was wearing—it’s a most distinctive shade; and she had on one of those transparent raincoats. I particularly remember Miss Farrer only carried the lightest of cardigans.”
“What did you do?” asked Crook. “Call out or something?”
“Of course not. I didn’t want to startle her. I began to make my way down, but in no time the mist had closed up again, and I had to go slowly. By the time I reached the place where I thought I’d seen her, there was nobody there. Naturally, I assumed she’d come back to the hotel.”
“Could be she’s still on her way.”
Ames frowned. “There’s only one path. If she’s got off that, anything may happen.” He began to walk up and down the room. “I was so sure she and Miss Farrer would stay together.”
“Perhaps they are,” said Lil.
“Come on,” said Crook, who was watching Ames. “What about the card you’ve got up your sleeve?”
Paul Ames turned with an air of desperation. “It’s easy to be wise after the event,” he said, “but I did think I heard a cry a little after the mist came down again.”
“How far off?”
It’s hard to say. Mist muffles the voice. And don’t ask me if it was Maud’s voice, because in such weather all voices are anonymous.”
The two ladies instantly became ghouls. They might have been playing cards, producing one horror after another from their hands. Do you remember—that woman on the moors? the man on the railway line? the baby in the laundry basket?
Suddenly Crook snatched his check cap from a hook. “Anyone want to pass this round for a wreath?” he demanded. “What’s got into you all? We don’t know anyone’s dead. Two girls have lost their way in the mist. I dessay they’re down at the caffy eating hot soup—and don’t I wish I was with them!”
A waiter came in, looking worried. He wanted to know if the other lady
was back, and if he could serve lunch.
“Neither of them is back,” said Floss (or Lil; Crook was never sure which was which, and sometimes wondered if even their husbands knew).
“Oh, yes,” said the waiter, “one lady is coming now ...” and as he spoke the door was pushed open and Maud Ames walked in.
“I do hope I haven’t kept everyone. So you got back, Paul? I wondered.”
“How did you come in?—and when?” her husband demanded.
Maud looked astonished. “I’ve been back quite a long time. When the mist began to thicken I told Meg I wasn’t going to stay out. For one thing, it was getting so cold; besides, you know I don’t like heights, and I thought we might easily get lost.” She looked about her. “Where is Meg?”
“Don’t seem to have come back, sugar,” said Crook. “How long since you left her?”
“Oh, about half an hour, I should think. I came in by the back entry.
There was no one about, and I found a little writing-room. No one’s been near me, and I’m sure I dozed off.”
Crook put out a huge hand and caught her arm. “Didn’t happen to lend Miss Farrer your mac, I suppose?”
Maud looked startled. “Yes, I did. The mist is very wet and clammy. I said, ‘If you insist on hanging about here you’d better put this on.’ I was going straight back, you see.”
“Scarf, too?” asked Crook.
“She asked if she might borrow that. You don’t mind, do you, Paul?”
“That explains it,” said Crook, folding his big hands over his paunch.
“You didn’t see your wife standing on the edge of the ravine, you saw Miss Farrer.”
“What’s that?” The words broke simultaneously from the lips of husband and wife.
“Mr. Ames thought he’d seen you there—through a break in the mist.”
“You can’t have thought so, Paul. I haven’t been within ten yards of the ravine. Meg tried to dare me, but I wouldn’t listen.”
“I said it was astounding,” exclaimed Ames. “Your mackintosh, your scarf— naturally, I thought it was you.”
Maud sent one glance to his face, then turned away. Her own seemed to shrivel under their gaze. Crook took a glass from a tray and put it into her hand.
“Take this, sugar, and relax. And stop worryin’ about Miss Farrer. She’s got the nerve of a mountain goat.”
“I want to hear,” said Maud Ames, brushing the glass aside. “How long ago? And where is she now?”
The words seemed to echo round the room and come bouncing back. Where is she now? Where is Meg Farrer now?
 
* * *
 
Only the two husbands did justice to the delicious lunch. The ladies had supped full on horrors and needed no other sustenance. Ames played with his food, Maud made no effort to conceal her fears. As for Crook, he missed his nice English dishes. These kickshaws were very well in their way, but give him a nice steak-and-kidney pud, or a cut off the joint, with two veg. and plenty of thick gravy. All through the meal people threw up their heads in listening attitudes or half turned in their chairs, or said, “What was that?” But whatever it was, it was never Meg Farrer.
Ames said abruptly, “We ought to let Davidson know. We can’t just sit around here as if nothing had happened.”
 “Well,” returned Crook, sensibly, “we don’t know that it has. At least, none of us knows. I wonder why you’re so tootin’ sure there’s something wrong with the girl.”
After lunch the two couples went back to ground level, taking Maud with them. The two men sat about, smoking and exchanging an occasional word. The mist thinned slowly. Meg Farrer didn’t come back.
The next ski-lift brought up Davidson, with a forehead like corrugated cardboard.
“I knew that girl would make trouble,” he said wretchedly. “I tried to keep the situation dark, but...”
“You’ve a hope with those two poll parrots at large,” was Crook’s unchivalrous comment.
As soon as the atmosphere had cleared a bit, the three men walked up to the edge of the ravine. Visibility was rapidly improving as the sudden wind blew the fog into wisps and trails that floated towards the skyline. By the time they reached the place where Ames thought he had glimpsed a woman’s figure, they could see for a fair distance, but there wasn’t a sign of a human creature anywhere, except for themselves. Crook heard Ames take a deep breath before he looked over the edge. The setting was desolate enough, with the earth raw where the landslide had occurred, and great rocks and boulders standing clumped a short distance away.
Ames uttered a brief cry. Crook’s glance followed his. In the bright light that was swiftly superseding the mist a patch of colour was easily discernible a long way down.
“That’s Maud’s scarf,” said Paul Ames. “I couldn’t mistake it.”
“It could have floated down,” muttered Davidson, and stopped. Hadn’t Ames said it had been tied round the figure’s head?
“If she’s down there,” said Crook at last, “she hasn’t a chance. Look at those rocks at the bottom. They’d smash you to a jelly.”
“Thank goodness Maud went down with the others,” Ames remarked. “I suppose it was just daredevilry that made her stand there, looking down.”
“Suicide,” added Davidson, bitterly.
But there was quite a different word in Crook’s mind.
 
* * *
 
When the news was known at the hotel, all was gossip and speculation. “Very thoughtless,” declared Arsenic. “Spoiling our trip. Still, the minute I set eyes on her I knew she was the selfish type. I said so, didn’t I, Amy?”
Old Lace Amy said, “Yes, dear, you did.”
“It wouldn’t surprise me to know she tried to climb down just to get attention for herself. She was as mad as a March hare. I said so that first day, didn’t I, Amy?”
Amy said, “Yes, dear, you did.”
“I don’t think they ought to expect us to stay on after this,” continued Arsenic. “I shall tell Mr. Davidson.”
“Have a heart,” said Crook, appearing suddenly from behind a pillar. “All these plans are made weeks ahead to a particular pattern; all the tours have to dovetail. You can’t suddenly shift two dozen people at a couple of hours’ notice.”
Arsenic threw her head back so far she nearly threw it over her shoulder.
That common Mr. Crook! She couldn’t think what the Scarlet Runner people were thinking of. Best Tours for the Best People was their advertisement.
The man who clearly wasn’t the best people went on calmly, “The Ames couple will have to give evidence or make a statement or something, once they’ve got the girl up. Davidson’s telephoning London. She seems to have a brother who must be told.”
“I daresay he won’t shed many tears,” said Arsenic callously. “I’ll tell you one person who won’t be sorry, and that’s Mrs. Ames. If ever I saw a girl make a dead set at someone else’s husband ...”
Crook ambled off. He had other fish to fry. The next day he and Davidson went to identify ail that was left of Meg Farrer. A team of locals had brought her up, and she wasn’t a pretty sight. Crook felt sick, remembering how she had taunted him with being a bossy old nursie not twenty-four hours before.
The only thing to remember, he told himself, was that she couldn’t have known much about it. All the same, he had a vision he couldn’t so easily put out of his mind. Pretty, reckless Meg Farrer standing as near the edge as she could get, laughing to herself because she wasn’t frightened like poor Maud Ames, and then suddenly, without warning, since the mist would deaden all footsteps, the violent thrust, the stagger, the cry, and then the fall to those bitter rocks so far below. He hadn’t liked her particularly—his cups of tea were rum old girls on the shady side of sixty, and he didn’t believe any of them would have allowed themselves to come to such a sticky end; but she had been happy and reckless and alive and now she was dead and pretty well unrecognisable.
Maud Ames was waiting when he returned. “Did you see her?”
“Yes.”
 “Was there anything to show she knew—knew she was falling, I mean?” 
“Difficult to tell now,” said Crook.
Maud shuddered. “I can’t get the picture out of my mind. Poor Meg standing there staring down at those awful rocks at the foot of the ravine—like the broken glass they used to put on the tops of walls, and then, without warning, feeling herself pushed off her feet ...”
“I can tell you one thing,” said Crook, “she didn’t make any effort to save herself. Remember those high heels she was wearing? If she’d felt herself slipping she’d have tried to dig her heels in and you’d have seen the result. But there was no mud on those shoes she couldn’t have picked up just by strolling around. She might have jumped ...”
“You don’t believe that,” cried Maud, scornfully. “Why should she? She loved her life. Besides, it all hangs together too well—you can’t take this as an isolated incident. There were too many predecessors before we came out here, Paul and I. And you heard him say that he thought it was me standing there.”
“Oh, I don’t think he had any reason for wanting to shove Miss Farrer over the edge,” Crook agreed, obligingly. “But don’t imagine you’ve got a water-tight case against him, because of what can easily be explained away as a lot of coincidences. You slipped on the platform, you muddled your sleeping tablets. You slipped again on that cobbled French road, and your husband helped to save you. You went out with a too adventurous girl, and she fell. You haven’t as much of a case against dear Paul as you could take to fill a thimble. Anyway,” he added, grimly, “you can feel safe till you’re home. Another accident within the week would make even a mute call Howzat? And as soon as you get home, change your address and your will. I wonder you didn’t think of that before.”
“You still don’t understand,” said Maud, heavily.  “It isn’t just the money.”
“Meanin’ so long as you’re alive you’re an obstacle in his path?”
Crook knew what she meant. There are plenty of rich women knocking around looking for Mr. Right, and the best way to get hold of their dough is to marry them. But, of course, if you’ve already got an ever-loving, well, it does cramp your style.
“It all goes to show,” he told himself, “you do better to stay in your own country.”
He went off presently by himself. Something bothered him, something he couldn’t put a finger on as yet. Sometime, somewhere, someone had said something that offered a key to the situation. On the face of it, the conclusion he and Maud Ames had reached was bonanza; but his memory itched and kept on itching. He supposed that the princess with the pea in her roseleaf bed had felt just the same. It was about 6 o’clock when he realised what it was that was tormenting him, and the knowledge sent him hareing back to the hotel. He found Davidson in the bar.
“Have one on me,” the courier offered. “Praise the pigs, that’s over. Death by misadventure. Even London can’t give me the sack with that verdict.”
“Fine, if that’s what you want,” said Crook absent-mindedly. “Seen the Ameses anywhere?”
“They’ve gone,” said Davidson. “In a sense, it’s a relief ...”
“You mean, left the tour?”
“Yes. It seems some of the others had an idea she was in some way responsible for Miss Farrer’s death—on account of the mackintosh, see?—and were making it uncomfortable for her. Anyhow, she told her husband she’d rather they packed up, and as he isn’t a tour-minded sort of chap at the best of times and wasn’t going to make any trouble about a refund—which the company won’t allow—I did what I could to help.”
“Know where they’ve gone?” asked Crook.
“We rang through to Innsbruck and by a mere chance there were two seats on a chartered plane going to Zurich that they could have.”
“Why Zurich?” asked Crook.
“I don’t think they cared. They just wanted to part brass-rags with the gang.”
“And how!” said Crook, feelingly. “No notion where they’ll be staying at Zurich, I take it?”
“They shouldn’t have a lot of difficulty getting accommodations, seeing the sort of summer it’s been.”
“How many hotels in Zurich? Couple of hundred, I daresay. One thing, those bright red suitcases your benign company gives its clients ‘ull mark’ em out anywhere. What’s the quickest way for me to get to Zurich? No more chartered planes on tap, I suppose?”
“What on earth do you want to go to Zurich for?”
“I don’t want to go,” explained Crook, carefully, “but I’ve never yet been accessory before the fact in a murder case, and you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”
Davidson looked all at sea. “Who’s talking about murder?”
“I am. Me, Arthur Crook. Don’t forget the name, you might need me some day. Unless I get there in time—and the odds are about eighty to one against—there’s going to be another Death by Accident, but this time the victim’s name will be Ames.”
 
* * *
 
For all his hustling propensities, it was twenty-four hours before Crook arrived in Zurich, and by that time the birds had flown. When he asked where, no one seemed to know. At last he got wind of them through the local office of the Travellers’ Joy agency. A tormented clerk declared, “The English, they are impossible. They want always to take the most difficult journey in the quickest time. It would be quicker to fly back to England and proceed to Brittany by boat, I told them, but ...” The clerk threw up his hands in despair.
Crook, who could, on his day, be a credit to Beelzebub, the father of lies, persuaded them that he was an official connected with Scotland Yard on the trail of a dangerous criminal, and thus enlisted their help. For two days he knocked about hunting them down, but though eventually he located them, it was too late. The little seaside resort was ringing with the news of the tragedy.
“Poor lady!” they said, throwing up their hands and going through a perfect pantomime of gesture. “Married less than a year.”
There were plenty of English there, and Crook singled out a man who seemed to have his head screwed on properly, and inveigled him into a bar.
“How was it?” he suggested.
“A hideous shock,” said the man.
“Not to me,” said Crook.
“You mean, you expected something of the sort?”
“It ain’t my idea of pleasure, gallivanting round the Continong, where I don’t speak a word of the lingo, and the native’s idea of breakfast is coffee and a sugar bun. Didn’t happen to see it yourself, I suppose?”
“We all saw it—all of us who were on the beach, that is. They’d only just arrived, and it seems Mr. Ames suggested taking a boat out. Well, it was calm
enough near the shore, though it was a bit choppy farther out, but you don’t have to go out far. They sat at the next table to us in the café drinking coffee.
Mrs. Ames said, ‘Perhaps all the boats will be engaged.’ But of course they weren’t. Then she said, ‘Isn’t it a bit cold?’ She’d want a wrap, she said, and up he popped to fetch one. A devoted couple, you know.”
“I’ll say,” murmured Crook. “Me, I prefer the sort of devotion that don’t wait till you’re a nice way out and then tip the boat. That’s about the size of it, ain’t it?”
 “He seemed to come over faint suddenly,” said the other. “Annie—my wife—did say they were going a good way from shore, but the chap seemed to know how to handle his oars. It all happened in a split-second; he stopped rowing and sort of drooped, and I suppose she leaned forward to help him— anyway, the next minute they were both in the water. We could see their heads bobbing, and we thought they’d try and right the boat, but—I suppose it was cramp or something. Anyway, in about thirty seconds one of the heads disappeared. And it didn’t come up again.”
“And the other?” asked Crook.
“There was a second boat not too far off, and that went to the rescue. Poor Mrs. Ames! Shakes you, doesn’t it? Mrs. Parks and me were thinking of going for a row tomorrow, but now—well, I’m not so sure.”
 
* * *
 
Crook went to the hotel where the Ames had been staying, and showed his card. “Just say I’m here,” he said. “I fancy I’ll be seen.”
Maud Ames came into the hall of the hotel, looking ashy-pale.
“Mr. Crook! I never dreamed of finding you here.”
“You didn’t,” said Crook. “I found you. Too late, as it happens. You’re a fast mover, Mrs. Ames. I have to hand it to you.”
Maud Ames sat down. “You told me there wouldn’t be a second attempt this side of the Channel,” she said, accusingly.
Crook nodded his big red head. “So I did, sugar. And I was wrong. Had for a mug, good an’ proper. Waltzing up the garden path like a goldarned old Mathilda. Like to tell me how it happened?”
“Hasn’t everyone in the place done that already?”
“Oh, sure. I just thought your version might be more interesting. Dear Paul couldn’t swim, could he?”
“He must have knocked his head on the boat or something ...”
“Or had it knocked for him. Body been recovered?”
“Not yet. They say it may be days ...”
“It may be tomorrow, it may be forever, chanted Crook. “Either way the effect will have worn off—the effect of whatever it was you dunked in his coffee while he went up to get you a wrap. Planned it very neat, didn’t you? —chucking dust in everyone’s eyes, even mine. Well, there ain’t many dames can say they outfoxed Arthur Crook, but you’ve joined the minority.”
“Are you drunk?” demanded Maud Adams.
 “I wish I was, lady. But I’m stone-cold sober. Y’see, while you were on your way to Zurich I was tunnellin’ like a mole—after the truth, I mean. I knew you’d given me a clue, but I didn’t know what it was. It puzzled me all along— dear Paul not knowing the difference between you and Meg Farrer when he was closer to her than me to you. And there was no sense him pushing her overboard. She wasn’t his wife, not yet.”
“Of course he never meant to murder her,” agreed Maud. “He thought it was me.”
“Though he knew you couldn’t stand heights. You’d never even been near the edge of the ravine, had you?”
“I didn’t go within twenty yards of it.”
“So you said. But you knew the rocks at the bottom looked like broken glass on the top of the wall. Oh, it was a good simile—I couldn’t have put it half so neat myself—only, how come, if you hadn’t been near the edge, you knew there were any rocks down there at all? Well, Mrs. Ames? Come on, you’re the one who knows all the answers.”
“I was just repeating what someone else said,” said Maud Ames, almost in a whisper.
“Not you, sugar. You told me that off your own bat. Besides, no one else knew. By the time Hubby reached the spot the mist had come down again. That leaves only Davidson and me. I wouldn’t have thought of anything so poetic, and Davidson didn’t talk about it to anyone. Let’s have the truth for a change, Mrs. A.? You pushed her, didn’t you?”
“If you’re not drunk you’re mad,” cried Mrs. Ames. “What possible motive had I for wanting Meg Farrer out of the way?”
“Barrin’ the fact you thought dear Paul was planning’ to make her the next Mrs. A., you thought it ’ud be a surefire way of convincin’ me dear Paul was out for your blood. Then when I heard of another accident, it ’ud all be part of the pattern, and it ’ud be your guardian angel doin’ overtime that made a corpse of Hubby instead of you. You were never in any danger from him and you know it! But he put his head right down on the block the minute he signed his own will.”
“I suppose you realise,” said Maud Ames, “you haven’t a grain of evidence to support your—fantastic—tale?”
“Not one,” agreed Crook. “You’ve only got to deny telling me those rocks were like glass on the top of a wall, and where am I? Mind you, I ain’t shedding tears for dear Paul. If it hadn’t been you, it ’ud have been the next designing female. Any chap who’s fool enough to answer a matrimonial ad has got it coming to him, anyway. But there’s one more thing I’d like to know before we part—I hope, for ever. How many other husbands have you put underground? No answer? Well, p’raps arithmetic ain’t your strong suit. But remember this, Mrs. A. Me and little elephants never forget and any time I see a para, in the paper headed Honeymoon Tragedy or Ten Weeks’ Husband Falls to His Death, you’ll find me right beside you, looking out for the bride.”
 
* * *
 
It was almost a year later that he did, in fact, see just such a paragraph. It read:
 
 
Mrs. Maud Williams, a bride of a month, was killed by falling from a window in a block of London flats yesterday afternoon. Her husband, John Williams, said she had recently consulted a doctor for giddiness. A verdict of accidental death was recorded.
 
 
Crook threw the paper across to Bill Parsons. “Epilogue to the Ames case,” he observed. “They all make one error, Bill, and that puts paid to their, account. The fact is, they get careless and forget that murder’s a game two can play. Oh, yes, it’s our Mrs. Ames all right—I couldn’t forget that face. No picture of Hubby, I see.” He brooded. “Makes you wonder how many funeral wreaths he’s bought for ever-lovings in his time, don’t it, Bill?”
 
 
 
 
A Nice Little Mare Called Murder 
 
As soon as he arrived that evening Harold sensed there was something wrong, but Louie didn’t say a word till he took up his coat and prepared, oh so reluctantly, to return to the handsome house in Hanover Square, the handsome dull wife and the rich dreary dinner-party she’d arranged that night for her prosperous brother, Charles, and his wife, Blanche.
Then she said it. “Harold, I don’t want you to come here again. I’ll be moving out myself quite soon.”
“You’re going? Where?”
“I can’t say. But there aren’t many places where a dressmaker can’t get a living. But I meant what I said—I don’t want you coming again, wherever it is.”
It was like being bowled over by a motor-cycle; for a moment you’re surprised to find you’re still alive, for the minute that’s all you can think of. If she’d said, “Let’s put the sun away and live in the dark” it would have made just as much sense. After five years of such a love as he hadn’t realized the world could hold for a man of forty, of faith and hope and the knowledge that here’s your own heart beating in another bosom and then— “Oh Harold,
I don’t want you coming again, here or anywhere, for ever and ever.”
He couldn’t accept it. No man not a stone could. “But, Louie,” he stammered. “You can’t mean it. Why, you’re all I’ve got.”
She might talk coolly enough about not seeing him again but she couldn’t prevent the love shining out of those big golden eyes.
“You tell that to the Marines,” she said. “The great Harold Forrest, with his house and famous invention—not that I ever understood what that cog does to make it so valuable—and don’t forget” (since she knew as well as he that none of this really mattered) “there’s Margaret.”
She had him over a barrel there. If it hadn’t been for Margaret he’d have left Millicent long ago. And he knew even now that if Margaret was in danger he’d leave Louie and she’d make him go. You can’t fight a girl of nineteen, she said once. She’s worth the two of us put together.
He didn’t give up without making a fight for it. “But why, my darling? Why?”
He knew he was going to be late for that snooty party but what the hell? And at last she told him. There’d been a letter, shoved through the box, no signature, no stamp. Oh yes, she agreed, it could be anyone, some jealous neighbour who couldn’t endure their happiness, someone seeing a way of making a quick dollar, but so far as she was concerned this was the end. She didn’t want to show it him but he insisted, and it was the usual anonymous dirt.
What
are
you worth
to your
fancy
man? Find out and
I’ll be
around
to collect.
“Who, Louie?” he repeated. “Who?”
But she shook her head. “And don’t say go to the police,” she added.
“These things always leak out. And there’s Margaret.”
“It won’t stop at one letter,” prophesied Harold, a lot more coolly than he felt. “It’ll be the telephone next. Might be a good idea to have that cut off.”
“What? When it could be you ...?” Then she stopped. Because hadn’t she just warned him off the grass for good and that included phone calls as well as personal appearances? The telephone had been their sole means of communication. From the very start they’d agreed no letters, no telegrams even. Meeting when neither was young and both been knocked around quite a bit by life, he by his wife who’d married him for what he had and she by the cheapie who’d got what he could and then floated off with a better proposition, they weren’t prepared to take unnecessary risks. Their first chance encounter in a concert hall still seemed a miracle to them both.
“Yes,” he agreed, “You must go away. But go quickly. Go for a holiday—
Devon or Cornwall, say, where he won’t be able to follow. He’ll get tired of waiting.”
He had a vision of the blackmailer, curled like a wolf on the step of the little house in Hamp Wood awaiting her inevitable return if only to clear up the effects.
“Yes, darling,” she agreed. “I’ll go away.”
“Go to-morrow.”
“Well, not to-morrow. I’ve got one or two jobs to finish up. But—end of the week—I promise.”
He picked up his hat. “I still think to-morrow would be better.”
And how could either of them guess that even to-morrow would be too late?
 
* * *
 
It seemed to Harold, emerging into the darkness, that the evening was full of eyes; a teasing wind blew a shawl of cloud round the early moon, rustled the trees so that they tapped his shoulders with their clamouring branches. Once he even thought he heard steps behind him and whirled round, but there was no one there.
Making his way to the underground station—he never brought the Bentley to Hamp Wood—he thought, “At this very minute a second letter may be going through Louie’s letterbox” and he half-turned to go back. But there was Millicent’s dinner-party, and Rupert, who was Charles’s son and Blanche’s, and astoundingly enough Margaret’s love, would be there and they were going to toast the young couple and give them their blessing. Though why she had to choose her own cousin was anyone’s bet. But, knowing what he did about love, he might as well try and stop a fire blazing as attempt to extinguish that flame.
In the train he had an uncomfortable feeling that he’d missed something, something quite insignificant perhaps but somehow important—something she’d said, done—he couldn’t fix it. When he got home the visitors had already arrived, Charles in correct dinner dress, looking like an elongated penguin, Blanche, as always like a cottage loaf round which black velvet had been faultlessly moulded, with a stunning diamond sunburst between her supported breasts. That’s it, he thought, that’s what was wrong. Louie wasn’t wearing her brooch.
This brooch, made of diamonds and platinum and shaped like a peacock, was the only valuable thing she’d ever taken from him. She always wore it for him, and only for him. Working dressmakers don’t shop at Cartier’s, she told him once. So—if she wasn’t wearing it, it was because she’d got rid of it. And there was only one thing that would make her do that. She knew who’d written that letter and she knew what the chap wanted. Money. And the only valuable thing she’d got was the brooch. If he’d thought of it in the train he’d have turned round and gone straight back. But it was too late now.
“What is it, Harold?” His wife’s icy voice broke through his stupefaction. “Just look at the time. There should be Union hours for masters as well as men.”
“Shan’t be a tick,” he muttered, and saw her wince. He saw Charles and Blanche exchange a glance. They never forgot his grandfather had been a bench operative all his life. Upstairs, his evening clothes were laid out. He knew whom he could thank for that. Not Millicent. Plugging in his electric razor he began to shave.
Someone tapped on the door, it opened and a voice as gay and golden as a lark announced, “Something the doctor ordered.” And in came his daughter, looking like a golden rose and carrying a glass.
“I mixed it myself,” she said, “I know the way you like it. Yes, I know it’s a double, but even so you’re about three behind the others. If Aunt Blanche wants to lose weight, she should knock off some of these.” She picked up his black tie. “I’ll stop and fasten this for you. You know you always make it look like a bit of black tape.”
“Charles is wearing white,” he muttered. “But Ru’s wearing black.”
“Can’t think why your mother’s got such a down on made-up ones,” he grumbled. “They do a smashing line at Barker’s.”
She rubbed her cheek against his. “When we’re married you can come and stay with us, and bring a whole drawerful of made-up ties.”
He said aloud: “Of all the men on earth what made you choose your own cousin?”
“I didn’t. He chose me. You do like him, darling?”
Oh, he liked him all right, the sort of boy he’d have wanted his own son to be. How a stuffed shirt like Charles had ever sired him was a mystery. But then he and Millicent had produced Margaret. Nature didn’t seem to make any sense. “We could have done with a bit of fresh blood,” he grumbled.
“Darling, you sound like a tiger. If I couldn’t marry Ru I’d die. I’d go on breathing, of course, but I’d be dying inside. Love does that to you, you know.”
“Yes, my darling,” said Harold, gently, “I know.”
 
* * *
 
As if Louie’s revelation wasn’t enough for one day, Charles also had a broadside up his sleeve, that he fired when the young people had departed to dance and the women were upstairs in the drawing-room.
“If Rupert’s going to marry your girl,” said Charles, sipping port, “there’ll have to be an end to those visits to Hamp Wood. As you know, my son’s standing for a bye-election in the autumn, and nothing would please the opposition better than to dig up a bit of family dirt.”
“Mind your tongue,” said Harold, savagely. “How long have you been spying on us?”
“There’s no need for spies. If you bring a woman like that up to the West End and drive her home in a hired car, giving the address in a voice that could be heard in the next street... .”
“Only if you go about armed with a microphone.” A new thought struck him. “Was it you—that letter? By God, I wouldn’t put it past you.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Charles, furiously. Then the penny dropped. “You mean, she’s being threatened?”
“If I thought you knew anything about that—all right, all right. But you’re a legal beagle. What would your advice be?”
“Get out and stay out,” said Charles, promptly. “And try and realize you’re not the only pebble on her beach.”
The next instant he was up against the wall, his arms protecting his face. “My God, Harold, have you taken leave of your senses? Put that thing down.”
Harold looked down at his hands. They were grasping the heavy cut-glass decanter. Split a chap’s skull with that, I shouldn’t wonder, he thought.
“You asked for it,” he said, briefly.
“On my sam, my sister’s a brave woman to go on living with you.”
“Let me tell you something—if it hadn’t been for Margaret I’d have cut loose from Millicent years ago. She’s not fit to be any man’s wife. All the same,” he added, remembering his daughter’s face as she said, If I didn’t marry Ru, I’d die, “you can stop shaking in your shoes. There won’t be any scandal. I shan’t be going to Hamp Wood again.”
Then, like two civilized men, they went up to the drawing-room. Louie’s name wasn’t mentioned again that evening.
 
* * *
 
It was on everyone’s tongue, though, twenty-four hours later when a window cleaner, coming in the back way because he couldn’t get an answer from the front, found one Mrs. Louie Cameron crumpled on a couch with a silver paper-knife stabbing into her heart. Harold saw the news by chance, turning the sheets of an evening edition, and it pole-axed him. Particularly the bit about the paper-knife. Come in useful in an emergency, he’d said, laughing, the day he gave it her. He hadn’t thought of it as a weapon, but it had had a charming handle design of a dolphin, had caught his fancy, not even anything specially valuable. Not likely they could trace any connection through that.
He came out of a wilderness of blackness to hear the telephone shrilling away at his elbow. His secretary had gone home early, an appointment with the dentist, he’d no idea what the time was. His first thought was—the police—but it wasn’t, it was Charles.
“Thank goodness, you’re there. Look, you’ve seen the news?” “Yes.” Just a blank monosyllable, it didn’t seem to mean a thing. “Anyone with you?”
He glanced at the watch on his wrist. Gone six. He must have blacked-out for quite a while.
“No. No one here.”
“Wait for me. I’m coming over. And don’t do anything till I arrive. Understand?”
“Like what?”
“Well—contacting the police.”
“Why? There’s nothing I can tell them. Louie’s dead. They know that already.”
“If you’ve got a bottle in the office you’d better have a drink,” said Charles, tersely, and rang off.
He found Harold sitting beside the telephone that he’d put down on the table, not even on its rest. Charles was in his element; he found a bottle of whiskey kept for the occasional fussy client, poured Harold a straight three fingers on the rocks, had one himself.
“We haven’t got long,” he said. “For God’s sake, Harold, pull yourself together. Is there anything in that house that could connect you with this woman?”
“Call her this woman once more,” warned Harold, “and you’ll be a candidate for the Cemetery Stakes. If you mean letters—no.”
“Photographs?”
He shook his head.
“Well then, any gifts of a personal nature. Anything inscribed? Would she keep a diary?”
He thought of the brooch; but he’d bought it on a trip up north—not Cartier’s after all—and paid for it in cash. No reason why they should ever trace that to him. As for a diary you could count that out. I’d sooner die than harm you, Louie had said once. And so she had—so she had.
 
* * *
The police were out after evidence as brisk as mushroom-pickers who must get their goods while the dew’s still on them. Pretty soon they assembled a dossier of information about the dead woman. They knew that Cameron was her maiden name and in law she was Mrs. George Duffy. There was no record of a divorce and none of the said Duffy’s demise, so there he was in the middle of the picture, since the surviving partner’s always the first suspect in cases like these.
“Still, she doesn’t seem to have had much truck with him for the past six or seven years, at least she’s been calling herself Cameron for that time,” Inspector Langdon reflected.
A neighbour, a Miss Clarry, gave them another lead. She said she’d come in to see the deceased a few hours before her death. About a blouse that she wanted in a hurry; and to give an order for another. But Louie had seemed a bit distrait, said she couldn’t take any more orders at the moment.
“I didn’t stop long,” said the spinster. “She was expecting someone, you could see that. Fresh hairdo and she was wearing the brooch.”
“The brooch?”
Miss Clarry described it.
“Didn’t she usually wear it?”
“I only saw it once before. Well, it was a bit conspicuous for everyday wear. I thought perhaps it was that man... .”
“Man?”
“Well, she had a friend, no, I don’t know who it was. I’m not nosey. But I’ll tell you this, that brooch was the real thing.” She gave them a description. Her father, she explained, had been in the trade. You couldn’t fool her.
“Well,” reflected Langdon, “she wasn’t wearing a brooch when we saw her.”
They contacted the window-cleaner. He hadn’t noticed a brooch either.
They made the routine enquiries, but he was never really on their list of suspects. For one thing it takes some nerve to remove a brooch from a corpse and then phone the police, and for another she must have been dead for hours when he came in—he explained that when she was out she always left the back door on the latch for him—and he had an alibi for the previous evening when, according to medical evidence, death must have taken place. No finger-prints on the paper-knife, of course. No convenient dropped buttons, not even a cigarette-end.
So they got after the husband. There was always the chance he was the chap who was doing the twilight visiting, though they didn’t really believe that either. They didn’t find the letter, but that wasn’t their fault, because Louie had destroyed it.
They struck oil almost immediately. Ben Purkiss, the licensee of The Haystack at Hamp Wood, came round to the station to say he’d seen the papers and a chap calling himself George Duffy had been at The Haystack that evening.
“Our darts tournament night,” he explained. “Chaps come from a long way, chaps we’ve never set eyes on.”
“And Duffy was one of them?” 
“That’s right.”
“Told you his name?”
“Come to think of it, he did. Self-advertising type, handing out dud tips for to-morrow’s winner, unemployed barker I shouldn’t be surprised, anything to get a free drink. According to him he was quite something with a dart himself, but if he wasn’t any sounder at that than picking winners he’d be a millstone round any team’s neck.” He stopped to light a fag, then went on, “Walked in and leaned on the bar, called me George as if he’d known me all his life. You’re going one better than my mum and dad, I told him. They never knew George was my name. Call everyone George, he said. My name,
see. George Duffy. Ask on any racecourse—Georgie Duffy—and if you want a tip for to-morrow’s three o’clock you can’t go far wrong on Bucephalus. Of course, we get a lot of chaps here like that, hoping for a free drink, but they might as well save their breath.”
“Anyone take his tip?”
“Not that I know. One of our chaps, Sid Parker, put his shirt on the winner, though. Made a packet.”
 
* * *
 
May Purkiss remembered a telephone call coming for this chap, Duffy, later in the evening. Very urgent, the fellow on the other end had said.
“What a liberty!” exclaimed May, eyes flashing like fireworks. “This is a pub, not a hotel, I told him. But I put my head round the bar and called,
‘Anyone name of Duffy?’ and this chap came through... . No, I don’t know what they talked about. I had my hands full.”
“Happen to see him afterwards?”
“There was no holding him after that,” put in her husband. “Hamp Wood won, the way we knew he would, and here was this chap wanting to buy
drinks for everyone.”
“Must have been good news,” said May rather dourly.
“Chaps like that,” said Ben, “haven’t got the sense they were born with. Throwing his weight about, a stranger and all.”
Langdon thought Duffy might have had his own reasons, and if so he could share them with the authorities and they better be good. Funny he hadn’t surfaced when he heard about his wife’s death. Still, if Mahomet won’t come to the mountain, the mountain knows what it’s got to do.
They ran George Duffy to earth in a scruffy rooming-house in Paddington. Couldn’t have been doing very well with his tips lately, Langdon decided. Duffy must have been a good-looking chap once, but he’d run to seed now, and reeked of the race-course. Tongue dripping with oil, wings on his feet when his tip never got past the post, take off his hat for half-a-crown, not in a regular job, he admitted, man wasn’t born to be a machine, clock in, clock out, touch your hat and excuse me for breathing. But they knew him on all the race-courses—if the Inspector wanted a tip for to-morrow.... The Inspector didn’t. Just a bit of info, for to-day.
“Such as?”
“Why didn’t you come along to the station when you heard your wife was dead?”
“Well—I couldn’t tell the police anything, could I? And I didn’t really think of her as my wife any more.”
“Just coincidence, then, you were in the neighbourhood the night she was murdered?”
“That’s right. Agreed to go our own ways. Mind you, she could have had a friend... .”
“Didn’t happen to mention his name?”
“I tell you, I didn’t see her.”
“So you did. Nice brooch she had, though.”
“Did she? I don’t know anything about a brooch.”
“Nice little nest-egg, too. Daresay you could do with it.”
“Me?”
“Forgetting she made a will in your favour—oh, umpteen years ago?”
“Mean to say she never changed it? Well, I’ll be ...”
“So you see, you might be interested in the brooch. Part of the estate.”

“Yes. Yes. What was it like, the brooch, I mean?”
“Well, we haven’t seen it, but a lady says it was shaped like a peacock or something—real diamonds.”
“I’ll tell you one thing, she never bought that for herself.”
“Not an anniversary present from her husband either?”
“What do you think?”
“I think I’d like to take a look round. Any objection?”
“What, here? I only moved in six weeks ago. Got a warrant?” “I can get one.”
Duffy shoved his hands in the pockets of his loud check jacket. “O.K. Don’t forget to look up the chimney, will you? And if you take up the floorboards be sure to put them back where you found them. My landlady’s particular.”
“She must be.”
The search began. Not that there was much to examine. A few tatty clothes, a couple of pairs of scuffed shoes, a betting manual—but you couldn’t hide a ring there. They took the bed to pieces—“Don’t forget to make it again, I need my sleep,” cautioned Duffy. They even examined the shoddy little medicine chest above the basin.
“Get your money’s worth out of the National Health, don’t you?” said Langdon genially. “Hullo!”
“Found something?” asked Duffy.
“You’re a fussy chap. Tooth-paste and tooth-powder.”
He got a sheet of paper and emptied the tin of powder; and there it was, its brilliance dulled but unmistakable all the same, a brooch shaped like a peacock with its tail spread.
“Like you to come along to the station and make a statement,” suggested Langdon. “Mind you, you don’t have to answer any questions, but ...”
“I know,” said Duffy. “It’s all right anyway. I got it fair and square. She wanted me to try and get a price for it.”
“How come?” asked Langdon. “Thought you hadn’t seen her for years.”
Down at the station he changed his story a bit. It appeared he’d run across her some months before, suggested they might call bygones, bygones, both of them older, bit more sensible, maybe, a woman needs a man.... She’d turned him down flat. There was going to be no hanging his hat on a golden hook in her house. Under pressure he admitted she’d helped him a bit, then the night of the Tournament he found himself with a bit of time on his hands and dropped in to see her.
“Her invitation?”
“I ’phoned. She was expecting someone else, I could see that. Then she gave me the brooch. See what you can raise, she said. Didn’t like to take it anywhere locally, you know how these places gossip. I’ve got a friend... .”
“I’ll say. Does he work as a dentist? Come on, Duffy, what the hell do you think you’re giving us? This isn’t the Children’s Hour.”
“It’s the truth,” Duffy insisted. “I took the brooch—I wasn’t there ten minutes. Then I went on to The Haystack and I was there all evening. They’ll remember me....”
“You saw to that, didn’t you? It still doesn’t explain the brooch, though.” “I couldn’t see my friend that night, I was going the following evening, then I heard about Louie. That made the brooch hot. I was in a spot all right.
Look here, why don’t you get after this chap she was expecting?” “Didn’t happen to mention his name?”
“Oh, be your age,” growled George Duffy. “Anyway, you ask at the pub.” “We have. Put ’em on to Bucephalus, didn’t you? Lucky no one took your tip.”
“He should have won,” George Duffy insisted. “Had a quid on him myself.”
“Got a ’phone call, didn’t you?”
“That’s right. Chap called Flavin. Give you his address. He’ll alibi me all right.”
“Thought of everything, didn’t you? Everything except providing a witness to prove your wife was alive when you left the house.”
 
* * *
 
When Charles heard that the dead woman’s husband had been taken for the murder he was like a man whose burden suddenly falls off his back with a whump. His sigh of relief nearly blew the roof off.
“That was a narrow squeak,” he told Harold. “If that chap hadn’t surfaced you’d have found yourself in Queer Street. As it is, no reason why anyone should ever know....”
“Forgetting something, aren’t you?” said Harold. “I happen to know Duffy can’t be guilty, because I know Louie was alive at seven o’clock that night, after her husband reached The Haystack.”
“You mean, you were there? Harold—here, where are you going?” “To the station, of course. That chap’s innocent.”
“But—you didn’t do it? All right, I said you didn’t do it. So where’s the sense replacing one innocent man with another.”
“I shan’t be innocent long, if I let Duffy stay in prison.”
Charles clenched his hands and struck the table. “Can you never think
of anyone but yourself? Your conscience—your peace of mind. You say you can prove this chap didn’t do it. But you don’t know who did. He’ll get a lawyer, and he’ll start looking for X. And since it wasn’t Duffy and it wasn’t you, there must be a third party involved. How about the chap who wrote the letter?”
“The police don’t know about the letter.”
 “Since it no longer exists it’s not evidence anyway. And it’s precisely the kind of story you would tell if you were involved in the crime.”
“I told you about it that evening—remember. Of course you do.”
“You’re not dragging me into this as a witness. Can’t you see, that still doesn’t prove the letter ever existed. For Heaven’s sake, Harold, do you want to ruin your own daughter’s life?”
It was Rupert Garden, that enterprising young man, who dragged Arthur Crook into the affair. Harold insisted on confiding in him. Might as well know the sort of family you’re marrying into, he said. And Rupert replied,
“This is just Crook’s cup of tea, about the only kind of tea he ever drinks. I’d give a lot,” he added soberly, “for Meg never to know.”
 
* * *
 
Arthur Crook sat in his office at 123 Bloomsbury Street, looking like an immense ginger-coloured spider. The office had no lift, no porter and virtually no mod cons, but Harold hadn’t been there five minutes before his hopes began to rise.
“ ’Tain’t the police’s job to prove you innocent,” Crook said. “That’s what you’re payin’ me for. And I’m like the famous piggy that always brings home the bacon.”
And after a bit he added, “I never could refuse a job that starts in a pub.” Charles Garden mightn’t know much about Crook but Ben Purkiss at the Haystack recognized the name as soon as Crook shoved his card across the counter and demanded his opening pint.
“Thought you might be press,” he acknowledged. “Some of them are like Duffy, think we’re in the trade for laughs.”
He watched Crook dispose of that first pint in one gargantuan swallow, and refilled the tankard.
“Understand Duffy was in here the day his ever-loving copped her packet,” Crook explained.
“If you’re acting for him that should put his mind at rest.”
“Let’s say I’m making a few prelim enquiries. You’d know him again?”
“He saw to that.”
“Mm. I noticed that, too. Makes you think, don’t it? How about the ’phone call?”
“You’d best ask the wife. Here, May.”
“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Crook,” said May. (Well, there’s never any harm
having a friend at court.) “I ought to have a record made about this call. The police have been here—wonder they didn’t bring their beds. I can’t tell the story any different.”
“I might get a different idea, though,” coaxed Crook.
“Well, then, I was in the other bar when the call came through. Some chap asking for George Duffy. Very urgent, he said. Understood he might be watching the darts match. I put my head round the door. Phone call for Duffy, I said. Instrument’s on the stairs. And he came along. Never heard a word, though.”
“Would you know him again?”
“Never set eyes on him.”
“I couldn’t be wrong,” put in Ben. “Well—you think he didn’t do it?”
“When a chap’s paying me to act for him he’s always innocent,” said Crook, in a slightly oracular voice. “Well, did he stop on after getting the call?”
“I’ll say. Must have been good news. Wanted to buy everyone drinks.”
“Funny time for a racing chap to get good news. Anyone else likely to remember him?”
“Wait a minute,” said May. “Didn’t Parks say he took the tip and won a packet?”
“Couldn’t be the same man. His horse came in last but one.”
Crook looked round as if he expected Parks to fall out of the ceiling. “Won’t be here to-night,” said Ben. “Goes straight home after work to his tea, and so’d you if you had Mrs. P. breathing down your neck. Looks like a Komodo Dragon in a hat she never takes off. Sleeps in it, I shouldn’t wonder.”
“Oh death, where is thy sting?” agreed Crook, amiably. “Likely to be in later? I’ll be back.”
In the meantime, he thought he might as well have a word with Flavin. He proved to be a tall man with a broken nose that had sniffed at some pretty fishy affairs in its owner’s time.
“Well, Mr. Crook,” he said, “didn’t think George ’ud have the sense to pull you in. He can’t ha’ done it, you know. I was talking to him at the Haystack that night.”
“What was so special it couldn’t wait till the match was over?”
“Not a betting man?” Flavin grinned, showing large discoloured teeth, rather like a horse, Crook reflected.
“A nice little mare called Murder sees me through,” he answered. “Still on about the gees, was he?”
“G’s about the only letter in the alphabet Georgie knows. He was asking about changes in the betting for the races next day. Chance that Rainbow Girl mightn’t run, see. That was the 2.30,” he added.
 “No changes for the 3 o’clock?”
“No. They might be grateful to him at the Haystack. You don’t get a winner given you every day for the price of a pint and Ladybird romped home at 28-1.”
“Who said anything about Ladybird?” demanded Crook.
“She won,” Flavin insisted.
“Dessay she did, but she wasn’t Georgie’s pick. He was pushin’ Bucephalus, before and after the match. Funny thing, though, one chap there that night did get a tip for Ladybird, put his shirt on it. Be able to buy himself another Komodo Dragon now, I wouldn’t wonder.”
Going down the stairs twice as quick as he’d come up he reflected that Flavin and his chum, Georgie Duffy, would make a champion pair for the Chamber of Horrors.
 
* * *
 
Sid Parker was a little dark chap who looked as if the roller had been put over him. He accepted Crook’s offer of a pint with some suspicion. Chaps in the money are always suspicious, they’re so afraid of being parted from it.
“You been shooting a line?” asked Crook, amiably, carrying the two tankards over to a small table. “Telling the world Duffy put you on to a winner when ...”
“So he did,” insisted Parks. “Wouldn’t have backed Ladybird else.”
“Well, that’s a funny thing. He was telling the rest of the bar to put their money on Bucephalus. When did he tell you?”
“When he came back from his ’phone call.”
Crook pulled a photograph out of his pocket. “Should you say he had a truthful face?”
Sid stared. “Who’s that?”
“As if you didn’t know. The chap who gave you the tip about Ladybird.”
“Not flaming likely,” said Sid. “That was a tall chap, thin, with a bashed hooter.”
“You don’t say!” said Crook, beaming like a new-born sun. “Funny thing, I had the same idea myself.”
He nipped into a telephone booth and called young Rupert. “Tell your prospective father-in-law he can give his conscience a rest,” he said. “We’ve all been doin’ the police an injustice. They’ve got the right man after all.”
 
* * *
 “I got the idea that afternoon at the Haystack,” he told Harold and Rupert a bit later. Charles hadn’t been invited to the party. “Someone said something about it not being the same man, and as soon as Sid told me his chap had put him on to Ladybird I knew that was the answer. Oh yes, Flavin’s made a clean breast of it to the police—well, he couldn’t help himself, could he, with Sid Parks ready to go into the box and identify him. But he swears—Flavin, I mean—he’d no idea murder was involved and I daresay that’s true. They were a pair of cheap crooks, and I daresay it wouldn’t be the first time they’d stood in for one another. In a crowded pub who’s going to notice a stranger, not on a night like that. Flavin swears he thought Duffy was knocking off a till or so, a bit of shop-breaking, nothing to fret about, so he came along to The Haystack to act as Georgie’s stand-in. Out goes Georgie and presently he puts through the telephone call to establish his own alibi. You know what May Purkiss said—I just put my head round the door and shouted and this chap went along to the ’phone. Only he had to be sure someone remembered George Duffy coming back after the call, so he talked to the first chap he saw, who happened to be Sid Parks, and he talked of the only thing he knew, which was horses. Only, having forgotten more about them than Duffy ever knew, it didn’t occur to him to plug an outsider. Duffy’s mistake was he forgot to tell Flavin he was backing Bucephalus, so Flavin named Ladybird. Funny the little things that destroy men.”
“And Flavin held up Duffy’s alibi while he ...” Harold couldn’t finish. “It was all planned.”
“He was in one hell of a jam,” said Crook, soberly. “Owed money everywhere, and here was she with a nice little balance in the bank—no, I don’t know that he knew about her will, but most chaps are pretty ignorant about law, and he’d assume that as the husband he’d get everything.”
“Can they make it stick?” asked Rupert, anxiously.
“Well, I know Flavin’s a pretty good liar but he’s going to find it difficult to explain how his thumb-print was found on the coin-box at the Haystack when according to him he’d never been inside the place. Ben had the kindness of heart to have it marked Out of Order after my visit, and there wasn’t any trace of Duffy’s dabs there. It’s disheartening really. Sometimes you think chaps ’ull wake up to the fact that crime’s hardly ever worth the candle, and then you’ll find my sort standing in a queue outside the Labour Exchange. You know, they ought to strike a medal or something. Must be about the first time the police and A.C. have seen eye to eye since they dropped the atom bomb.”
 
 
 
 
Give Me A Ring 
 
It was Christmas Eve and nearly five of the clock, but an afternoon less like the traditional ideas of the season would be hard to imagine. True, a little snow had fallen in the early hours, but this was rapidly churned into slush by the relentless London traffic and about mid-day a haze of fog began to spread over the city. As the afternoon deepened the fog thickened, throwing a yellowish curtain over buildings and the traffic that even now streamed remorselessly through the darkening streets. Not that Londoners allowed that to deter them from providing themselves with everything they wanted or could lay hands on for a merry day to-morrow. It was the best Christmas ever, according to the shops. Peace was just round the corner and prosperity was knocking on the door. Scarcity was receding, and even at this hour the stalls in the market, east of the Mansion House, were doing a roaring trade. Men, their work done until after the holiday, joined their wives, haggling for turkeys and geese at lower figures than they’d have fetched a few hours earlier; children lugged fish-baskets full of oranges and apples and nuts; the last shining boxes of crackers, the dates, the tins of sweets, even the flowers found ready customers. All the Christmas trees had been sold already, but branches of fir and sprays of holly and mistletoe, were being offered from the crowded pavements. The nylon-sellers had moved east from Oxford Street and set up their portmanteaux of wares on the corner; coloured streamers in the hands of children became unfolded and shone out orange and blue and green against the darkening skies.
Gillian Hinde, a student nurse, as pretty as any fairy-tale princess, with her fair, smooth hair tied up in a blue scarf and her eyes shining, stood back to watch the happy, surging crowds. For her, too, the Day had arrived. Most of her friends who wouldn’t be on duty over Christmas had gone home already;
the railway stations—record crowds, declared the radio buoyantly—and the coach stations had been packed all day; north, east, south, the west they had departed. But Gillian envied none of them. No one, she felt, could anticipate a more joyous festival than she. Oh, it was beautiful to be twenty-three and in love, and know that next spring you’d be Mrs. Richard Fyfe. Even now the miracle seemed too good to be true. So many girls in the world, pretty, ardent girls, all eager for love, and out of them all, Richard’s choice had fallen upon her. She could still hardly believe it. Richard, who was bound to be a success, whose hopes soared as high as clouds in summer; Richard, the young doctor of whom everyone prophesied great things, and who wanted to marry her out of all the women in the world.
She had come off duty immediately after lunch and sped back to her little flat—one room really, with a kitchen and a bathroom big enough for a sparrow, Richard teased her, but it was all the home she knew since her father died three years before—sped back to put the final touches to the little shining tree, add the last cards to the red ribbon strings she’d hung on the walls, put up the few sprigs of holly (no mistletoe, no house that needs mistletoe will have any use for it, Richard said), and set the table for the first Christmas dinner she would ever share alone with Richard, who was her dear love and, in a few months, would be her husband. The duck was prepared, the vegetables ready, the fruit set out in the charming rough-cast bowls she had brought back from Spain this summer, the coffee beans were waiting to be ground in the little mill Richard had given her for her last birthday, there were drinks in the ice-box and a dozen silly bits of nonsense tied up in different coloured papers for Richard’s pleasure. She had come east, since the big stores had closed their gates and released their employees at mid-day, to look for the cheeses, the cumqhats, the twists of rye bread they both liked. Someone had told her that in this market there was a stall where you could buy a special kind of sweetmeat Richard adored, and once there she’d lingered, delighting in the scene, the colour, the sounds, the mixture of races and tongues that declared the coming of joy into a thousand homes.
The change took place with practically no warning at all. Between half-past five and six o’clock the whole city changed. The fog that had been no more than a gauze curtain, shot with gold lights from the stalls and the shop-fronts and the street lamps, became a curtain of darkness. People were so much astounded they stopped dead, where they stood, as confounded as if they had stepped all in a moment from one world to another. Mothers turned, calling their children. Stall-holders stood aghast, then began to put together anything that was left. Gillian, who had just turned out of the market, her basket on her arm, her purse in her pocket, intending to make for the high road and catch one of the red buses that would bring her close to her own home, stood as still as the rest, bewildered, though not panicking yet, because this was London, where she had lived for five years and where it was impossible to imagine you could ever be lost.
“If ever you’re not sure of your way in London,” her father had said when she left the country rectory five years ago to start her training at St. Ninian’s,  “look for a red bus. Where there’s a bus in London there’s life, and where there’s life there’s hope.” She remembered his kind, infinitely tolerant face, his gentle voice, and calmed her fears.
“I came round a corner when I left the market,” she reminded herself. “If I go along this street and turn right I’m bound to get back to the high road.”
But somehow her calculations must have gone astray, for when she turned the next corner she found herself in another narrow lane, with no lights anywhere. It was useless to try to discover the name of the road; darkness blotted out every landmark, but since all roads lead somewhere, she forged ahead.
She had been walking for some minutes before she had to confess to herself that she was as lost as if she’d walked headlong into the City of Dreadful Night. What was strangest of all was the silence; the voices of children that had pealed all round her a few minutes before were dumb; she could hear no footsteps, no sound of wheels. On either side of her blank walls reared up
into the dark. Surely, if there were houses here, some golden gleams should be perceptible between the hastily-drawn curtains, the sound of a radio set should come to her attentive ears. But though she compelled herself to stand still and listen intently, she heard nothing, not even the whine of a dog or the sound of a passing car. Of course, there was a rational explanation. Clearly,
she had turned away from the residential quarter into one of those roads that were areas of factories, all closed now for the Christmas holiday. Calming her fears, she attempted to retrace her steps. The market couldn’t have shut down in these few minutes; soon she would hear wheels rattling over cobblestones, people calling to each other, all the normal sounds of busy London life. But, though she refused to yield to panic, every step she took seemed to take her further into an uninhabited world.
The sight of a window where a light was still burning, at the end of a ribbon of darkness, gave her heart a sudden lift. Where there were lights there must be people, and where there was even one living soul she would get directions to put her on her homeward road. Walking close against the wall,
for the pavements here were narrow and she had no wish to trip over the kerb, she made her way to that welcome golden pane. Rather surprisingly,
she found the light came from one of those odd establishments known as marine stores, where every kind of junk was on sale, ropes and lanterns and bits of brass, all the flotsam and jetsam of a sea-going community. She stood staring in at the window, wondering what hope an optimistic dealer had of effecting a sale so late and on such a night. And then she saw it—in the very middle of the window, as if someone had set it there for a bait, something so unexpected, and, to her eyes, so beautiful, that she remained transfixed for a moment, while the anxious coffee-coloured little man on the other side of the glass watched her as eagerly and secretively as an animal peering from its hiding-place.
The object in question was a ring, a quite ordinary setting containing a blue stone that glowed and sparkled as if it had gathered up all the light the fog had sucked out of the streets and flung it back with an unbelievable radiance. She had no notion what precisely it was, no stone to which she could put a name, neither sapphire nor opal nor turquoise—one of those mysterious stones whose names made a chain of beauty in that chapter she had heard her father read in the church at home, beryl, jacinth and chrysophrase—a semi-precious stone, of no particular value, probably, brought back by some sailor who had turned it in for whatever it would fetch in money or goods. In her bag were five-pound notes sent by her Aunt Henrietta in the north. Buy yourself a luxury, she had written, but since they had arrived Gillian had seen nothing that would justify the extravagance of so much money for a single present. But once she’d set eyes on the ring she knew there was nothing else in London she wanted so much.
She had a new dress for to-night, a dress of turquoise-blue wool bought for the occasion, just the colour to bring out the blue tints in her eyes that were neither blue nor grey but a mixture of the two. She had scarcely any jewellery. Richard hadn’t given her a ring yet; he wouldn’t give her anything secondrate and she wouldn’t allow him to spend money he couldn’t afford on the sort of ring he would think good enough for her.
“Dear Aunt Henrietta,” murmured Gillian to herself, putting out her hand with a sudden pang of apprehension, in case, after all, the light was a will-o’-the-wisp and the shop was already shut. But she needn’t have feared. The man behind the counter wouldn’t dare put up the shutters, draw down the blind and turn the key until the one he’d been told to expect had put in an appearance.
And when he saw Gillian he supposed that this was the one.
He called himself Mr. Benn now, though that hadn’t been his name in far-away Morocco, where he had been born, and that seemed part of another world, when he thought of it, which wasn’t often. They’d been poor enough then, all of them living in a room not much better than a cave, opening off a narrow alley, with the donkeys going up and down, led by men in native dress, crying as they went, to warn the unwary to get out of the path. He’d been intended to follow in his father’s footsteps, become a player in one of the Moorish cafés, making the music come from a stretched skin, not with a stick as in the West, but with the fingers stiffened or slack to get the appropriate sound. All day long he had sat there cross-legged, while the natives and the foreign soldiers and sometimes the tourists passed through to listen to the music and sip the little glasses of sweetened mint tea. Then, when he was sixteen, everything had changed. There had been a brawl in the café, a man had been killed, and early the next day he had been warned that he was in danger. He hadn’t waited, he supposed he had never been particularly brave, but had gone like a breath of dust, and had never returned. At first he used to wonder about his family, the three sisters at the carpet-weaving school, the brothers who were herdsmen and the one who was a teacher—but he forgot them all at last. The pity was that he had lost the East and had never become truly merged with the West. He worked his way down to the port and eventually he reached Europe, a drifter, a man without a purpose. Now he was a tool, a not very efficient tool at that, in a nasty business, without hopes or prospects, only knowing he’d be lucky if he died in his bed. So many of them didn’t—Eric, who had been taken out of the dock only a week or so before, and the one they called Big Tom, who had contrived to be in the way of a lorry at a place and time where you wouldn’t have expected any lorry to be. He might be the next, or the fourth or the tenth, there was no knowing. He only knew that the boss never forgave mistakes—couldn’t afford to, that was about the truth of it.
He had been waiting a long time for someone to push open the door. Ever since he put the ring in the window he had been anticipating this moment. It didn’t surprise him that he failed to recognise the girl—why should he? He had never seen her before. But he hadn’t somehow expected anyone who looked like this. There were women in the drug-running world, of course, but generally there was something—scarred—about them. This girl looked as young as the morning. He even thought it was just coincidence, that she had lost her way and was coming in to ask how to find it. But as soon as she spoke he knew it was all right, because she said what he had been told she would.
“That ring in your window—the one with the blue stone. How much is it?” He didn’t make any move to show it to her. “What can you offer me for it?”
Make sure you don’t mention a figure, he had been warned. And she said,
“I’ve only got five pounds. Would that be enough?” She started to open her bag, with a childlike enthusiasm. He turned then and stooped into the window, conscious of a strange disappointment. Not that it was any concern of his, of course. It was just chance—or good judgment on the boss’s part more likely—that she should have that clear, shining look. And why should he care? Innocence was a word he’d forgotten long ago.
The ring looked as beautiful in your hand as it had done in the window, Gillian thought. She slipped it on her finger, turning it this way and that to catch the light from the meagre bulb above the counter. It seemed impossible that anyone should be lost in a fog so long as that existed. It would light you through the darkness of the grave. She came back from her reverie with a blush for her own extravagance.
“Is five pounds right?” she asked, scarcely able to keep the marvel out of her voice.
“That’s right.” His manner seemed strange—weary, as though it made no difference to him whether he made a sale or not; and yet she was convinced it wasn’t because he loved the ring so much himself he didn’t want to part with it.
“It’s Christmas Eve,” she reflected compassionately. “He’s tired.”
And no doubt he had no such glittering prospect to look forward to as awaited her on her return.
“It’s like blue fire, isn’t it?” She smiled. But he didn’t reply. What was there to say? It was a business transaction, like the kiss of Judas in the Christian story that meant nothing to him. Even his own faith didn’t matter anymore. He knew he’d never again hear the muezzin ring out from the balcony of a mosque or hear the guns sound for Ramadan.
He picked up the money she’d laid on the counter and put it in the till.
She was looking about her with frank interest, but he thought it was all assumed, so that she shouldn’t see him take the little packet from under the counter and lay it before her. When she looked back and espied it there she contrived a gesture of quite realistic surprise.
“Oh? What’s that? It’s not mine, I didn’t bring anything ...”
“No.” He couldn’t flog any enthusiasm into his voice.
She leaned nearer. “Mr. Smith, 19, Merriton Square. Oh, is it something to be posted?”
Only it wasn’t stamped, and it would be too late for Christmas, anyway.
The little brown man behind the counter began to cough; he coughed as though he couldn’t help it, as though his whole life was slipping away from
him in those agonised sounds.
“Oh, dear,” said Gillian. 
“You do sound bad. Have you got to take this round to-night? What a shame!” He said, smoothing his thin brown hands over his face as though to wipe away the last trace of the cough, “It’s got to be delivered to-night.”
He watched her anxiously. It couldn’t be that he was wrong about her after all. A police constable, materialising out of the fog, came to stand by the window. Mr. Benn felt himself turning cold.
At last Gillian looked up. “I could take it for you, if you like,” she said. “Merriton Square isn’t very far out of my way, and—I’m sure you shouldn’t go out again to-night.”
The boss trained them well, he thought; if that policeman was watching he’d swear she didn’t know a thing.
“I know how it is with a present,” she went on. “Even if you know it’s coming, it never seems quite the same thing if you don’t get it on the day.”
He felt the germ of unease stir within him. Acting was all very well, but surely this was overdoing it. But before he could speak again she had opened her bag and slipped the packet in and turned to smile at him. The policeman, who had only been staring in the window, perhaps, because it was the one lighted place in the area, strolled on. His heart settled down. Of course it was all right.
“Is there any message?” she enquired, turning to go.
He shook his head, smiling faintly for the first time. “No. It’s expected.
They rang up. That’s when I promised... .” He could do a little acting, too,
when he had to.
He moved to indicate that there was nothing more to be said. He told her how to find the main road and watched her go. Now he wanted nothing but to put up the shutters, close the shop and find the only peace left to him,
oblivion at the point of a needle. She saw the move and turned to the door.
“You needn’t worry,” she said. “It’ll be all right.” And as she went out she threw a “Happy Christmas” over her shoulder. That shook him, made him
wonder if, after all.... But it was too late now, she’d gone. And anyway, what on earth was she doing here at this hour, a girl like that, if she wasn’t part of the scheme? He came round, walking a little lame, and began to put up the shutters.
Gillian came out of the shop and began to make her careful way towards the main road, following Mr. Benn’s instructions. As she crossed the street she looked up; the fog had cleared sufficiently for her to be able to make out his name painted above the door. She felt the blue stone under her dark glove and confidence began to return. It was quite a little adventure to tell Richard, and remembering him, she glanced at the watch on her wrist.
To her horror she found it was twenty minutes to seven—and Richard was expected at seven o’clock. It was unthinkable that he should arrive and find the flat in darkness, an omen even for the future. She drove the thought away and hurried forward. Perhaps, now it had lightened a little, some of the omnibuses would be running. But, of course, they had stopped some time ago. Sheer suicide and murder to keep them on the roads, drivers and conductors had agreed. The long main street was full of shadows but not much else. All sane people would be under cover by now. She passed a few lighted windows, all closed and curtained, though here and there a wireless sang or shouted through the dusk.
Love came down at Christmas, she heard, and her heart lifted again. She began to hurry. Perhaps there was an Underground station not far off. But she saw no welcoming blue lighted sign and was beginning to despair, when a whisper of wheels reached her ears and, turning, she saw a solitary taxi come chugging up behind her, its flag covered. She stood on the kerb, holding up her hand and shouting, “Gordon Street,” in the hope that it might be going that way. The cab stopped and the driver peered out.
“I’m going to Ship Street,” he said, “if that’s any good.”
She jumped in gratefully. She knew Ship Street, it wasn’t more than five minutes away from her home. Oh, what good fortune that she should have found this cab. She might just catch Richard after all. All her thoughts were for him and of him; the encounter with Mr. Benn might never have taken place; in her heart she urged the taxi to greater speed, and when it set her down she hurried towards Gordon Street as fast as feet would take her. She didn’t give the little packet a thought—not then. If she had, the whole story might have been different for them all.
The telephone was shrilling away as she came up the stairs, and as she thrust her key into the door she thought, “Richard! Something’s happened.
He can’t come to-night. He’s ill—changed his mind—dead.” Even as she thought this she knew it was nonsense, for how could love die in an hour, yet her heart beat wildly as she flung down her bag and gloves, pulled off the blue mackintosh and wrenched the receiver from its rest.
It was Richard, but he sounded exasperated rather than loving.
“At last!” he exclaimed. “This is the third time I’ve rung. Where on earth have you been?”
“Darling, I was out—shopping.”
“At this hour?”
“There were just a few little things—and then the fog came on and I lost my way.”
“That’s what I thought. Know why I’m going to be late this evening?” He disregarded her protesting wail. “Because some other bright boy thought he’d do a bit of shopping and lost his way in the fog and walked slap into a bus.”
“Oh, darling! On Christmas Eve? What wicked luck! Is he ...?”
“He’ll do,” was Richard’s grim rejoinder. “Don’t expect me to feel sorry
for the chap. He’s going to do me out of at least half an hour of your company. Oh, yes, he’ll be all right, but if anyone was looking to him to lend a hand with the washing-up this Christmas they’re going to be disappointed.
Now, don’t take it into your head, because you’ve got a little time on your hands, to go out and buy a few more things we don’t need.”
“Darling, I couldn’t. The shops are all shut. Yes, I promise. Oh, darling, I do love you so. I don’t want you to neglect your poor casualty, but don’t be longer than you can help. I’ve got so much to tell you. Richard, I’ve bought a ring.”
“You’ve bought what?”
“With Aunt Henrietta’s five pounds. With a lovely blue stone. From a queer old man called Benn in the East End, near the market. It was quite an adventure. I’ll tell you... .” She stopped suddenly.
“I can’t wait,” came Richard’s dry voice over the line. “Take care of yourself, my darling. Darling, I love you, too.”
Gillian hung up the receiver, and looked round the pretty, welcoming room. She switched on the electric fire and its golden glow was reflected in the little coloured balls shining on the tree and the glasses on the table. She had set a little home-made crib along the top of the bookcase and a string of little silver bells rippled into music as the wind touched them. But she wasn’t thinking of any of these things. She was remembering the little parcel in her handbag, the parcel she had promised old Mr. Benn faithfully she’d deliver before night.
She looked once more at her watch. Quite apart from her promise to Richard, she couldn’t go out again. There wasn’t time. He mustn’t come and find the door closed. And yet—that unknown Christmas present that she’d accepted as her responsibility lay heavy on her tender heart. She thought desperately. Perhaps she and Richard could deliver it together this evening after dinner. But she knew Richard wouldn’t feel much enthusiasm about that. He had probably had a hard day—people seemed to choose the eve of public holidays to get themselves knocked out—and the weather would tempt no one but a man who expected to profit by the cold and the dark. For some reason a rhyme began to jingle through her mind.
Another little job for the undertaker. Put through a call to the tombstone-maker ...
Suddenly she had a better idea. She would deliver the parcel herself next morning, quite early, on her way back from church. It wasn’t likely anyone not a child would start opening presents before then. So—her spirits rose like milk bubbling up in a saucepan—she had only to let Mr. Smith know she’d be coming, and all would be well.
There were scores of Smiths in the telephone directory, but she couldn’t find one who lived at 19, Merriton Square. She supposed dismally it must be someone spending Christmas in London. She dialed the operator and explained her difficulty.
“The trouble is I don’t know the name of the tenant.”
“Perhaps the house isn’t on the ’phone,” suggested the operator, cheerfully.
“Mr. Smith rang up from somewhere trying to trace the parcel,” Gillian recalled. “Isn’t there any way ... ?”
“There might be—seeing it’s Christmas. Hold on.”
She held on for what seemed a very long time. Then the operator’s voice said: “It’s the Angel. Know it?”
She shook her head before she realized she couldn’t be seen. “No. What is it? A pub?”
“More of a road-house,” said the voice, a little doubtfully. “Big place on the corner, with a restaurant. Anyway, I’ll give you the number.”
She scribbled it down on a pad beside the telephone.
“Thank you. You’ve been very kind. I’m most grateful.”
“Don’t give it a thought.” He rang off, and Gillian depressed the receiver and dialled again.
“Is that Mr. Smith?” Whoever it was must have been sitting beside the telephone.
“Who’s that?”
“You won’t know my name, but I have a parcel for you—from Mr. Benn.
You know who I mean? I gathered you’d left it there this afternoon and he promised to return it.”
“Fair enough,” murmured Mr. Smith. “Where are you ’phoning from?”
“I’m at home.”
The voice deepened a little. “What’s up? You haven’t lost it?”
“Oh, no, but the truth is I forgot all about leaving it—I was very late, you see, had an appointment myself ...”
“And you’ve still got it? Is that it?” The voice sounded like Nurse Williams in one of her moods and for a moment she felt anger stir in her. Still, this was the season of peace and goodwill, so she smoothed out her voice and said, “I was going to suggest bringing it round in the morning—oh, quite early, before nine. Would that do? If it’s a present, I mean?”
“But it isn’t a present,” exclaimed the voice, sounding dismayed. “It’s very urgent. Didn’t the old man explain? It’s a prescription for my wife; she must have it this evening. Benn rang up to say it was on the way. I couldn’t send for it, because I can’t leave her—is there no way you can get it here to-night?”
Gillian felt exasperation rise again in her heart. A man hadn’t any right to mislay anything so important and then sound outraged because someone else had forgotten too. But she was a nurse and she knew what might happen if a patient didn’t get the right treatment at the right time, so she said: “In that case, of course, I must bring it round.”
She rang off. She had been horribly disappointed when Richard had said he would be late, even half-an-hour’s an age when you are in love, but perhaps it was a good thing, after all. Merriton Square wasn’t very far and if she ran all the way there and all the way back she might be home before Richard arrived. Still, it wasn’t safe to count on that. Taking up the pencil again she turned over the slip of paper and scribbled:
 
Darling, don’t be angry, I’ve had to go out, a matter of life and death. I hope I’ll be back before you read this, but anyway I won’t be long. Darling, I love you.
 
She’d pin the note on the door where he couldn’t miss it, and leave the flat door open just a crack. The landlord wouldn’t like it, but then he need never know, and burglars wouldn’t be looking for anything worth their trouble in a house like this. On an impulse, she snatched up the pencil once more and added: “I have gone to the Angel, Merriton Square.” She didn’t know what impulse made her add that, or what a difference it was going to make to them both.
 
* * *
 
After Gillian had left the shop Mr. Benn lost no time in putting up the shutters and locking the door. To his surprise, he found he couldn’t forget the girl in the blue mackintosh, the girl who was such a good actress that he’d been tempted to think her coming was one of those coincidences which occur in life so much more often than writers of fiction dare ask their readers to believe. He went into a room behind the shop and began making his own preparations for the rest of the evening. When that was done he saw that it was almost seven o’clock, and on an impulse he turned on the news. World affairs didn’t interest him, but there might be something... . He sat patiently by the little radio-set while a cheerful, competent voice told about record crowds leaving the main London stations and London’s sudden black-out, and prophesied better weather for the morning. At the end came the bit he had been waiting for.
 
Police are continuing their enquiries into the death of the man whose body was found in the dock on Tuesday last. He has been identified as a labourer named Eric Boxer. It is now thought that death was due to collision with a motor vehicle, the body being deposited in the water after this had occurred. Any driver or passer-by who may have witnessed an accident or any suspicious circumstances ...
 
He put out his hand and turned off the radio. So they were on the trail, and the police were like their own dogs, they never gave up. When he had heard he had felt a shudder of apprehension—what Arthur Crook would have called a hunch. The boss had taken the one risk too many. He took off his coat and put on a dressing-gown, eased his feet into slippers, filled the needle... . And then he heard it, the knocking at the front door, a steady, quiet rapping of knuckles on glass. He felt himself freeze up. Steady, he thought, it’s some child—or p’raps he’d left the light burning in the shop and some officious policeman making his rounds wanted to be sure that all was well. The police were on their toes these days. Eric Boxer had been killed not 500 yards away. No one had told Mr. Benn just what had happened, but though he hadn’t had much schooling—just a native school, where you sat in a long row and learned the Koran and nothing else—he could add two and two as well as most people. Not that he could afford it for the girl. If you have any pity to spare, keep it for yourself—that was one of the lessons life had taught him.
The knocking became more insistent. Then the bell started to peal. He knew then he had to go out. He put the needle down and went reluctantly into the shop. He recognised the man in the doorway. Pug Mayhew, they called him; he was well in with the boss, much better in than poor Mr. Benn would ever be. His big face was scowling.
“What’s the idea of the fancy dress?” he demanded, nodding towards the dressing-gown. “More than that, what’s the game? Well, come on, out with it.” He came into the shop, slamming the door behind him, and caught Mr. Benn by the faded silken lapels. “Sold us up the river, have you? What did they give you? Enough to pay for a fine funeral, I hope. The boss don’t pay funeral expenses—in his opinion rats don’t deserve as much as a shroud.”
Mr. Benn tried to struggle free. “I don’t understand you.” “No? How about that ring, then?”
Mr. Benn recovered some of his lost breath. “It’s all right; she came halfan-hour ago. The stuff will be delivered by this time.”
Pug Mayhew pushed forward, thrusting Mr. Benn back. He closed the door of the shop behind him.
“What’s that you’re saying? Who’s been?” “The girl. The girl for the ring.”
But he had begun to tremble.
Pug nodded casually, as if it didn’t really matter much, after all. He let his eyes roam round the walls, examine the junk that filled the room, the bits of brass, the old stone Buddha, the ropes and the lanterns—the whole stock wouldn’t fetch £50 at an auction.
“That’s very interesting,” he said at last, when he’d completed his leisurely survey. “About the girl, I mean. The boss’ll want to know a bit more about her.”
Mr. Benn was staring at him, the fear undisguised in the brown eyes.
“She came in and asked for the ring, just as I was told she would; she offered five pounds. Five pounds was right, wasn’t it? How was I to know? Do you mean that wasn’t the right one?”
“I mean the rozzers have laid a trap and you’ve walked right into it. You old fool!” His voice changed, became savage and menacing. “Well, you’ve signed your death-warrant, I suppose you realize that. Didn’t you know they were after us, ever since they took Eric out of the water? That’s why the boss had to be so careful, couldn’t send anyone who might be recognised. They picked up the chap who ought to have come; picked him up this morning on a charge of car-stealing; that’s why I’m here.”
“I wasn’t to blame,” stammered Mr. Benn. “She said the right things, didn’t she? Anyway, she took the stuff, she’ll deliver it. She didn’t dream—I swear ...” But his voice faltered away into an agonised silence.
A good actress, he’d thought; the boss knows how to pick ’em. But it wasn’t the boss, it was the authorities; and he remembered the police constable stopping by the window. Wanting to make sure everything was going off all right, that she got the packet. Of course, Smith wouldn’t have it; it would be at the station. He felt a surge of impotent rage that a girl who looked so innocent could have cheated him like that. But desperately, in the face of Pug Mayhew’s threats, he stuck to his assertion.
“If she wasn’t the one, she wasn’t in with them. She said she’d leave the parcel, and she meant it.”
“Did she? You know, Benn, I don’t think the boss is going to be pleased when he hears you’ve given away the address of the headquarters. Has Smith telephoned to say it’s O.K.?”
“No. No, not yet. But—why should he? He ...”
Pug Mayhew pushed the little man out of the way as if he’d been an old sack or a broken chair that’s only fit for the rubbish-heap, and indeed the analogy was a pretty accurate one. Like his boss, that ruthless criminal who was making his pile out of the weaknesses and the corruption of his fellow creatures, Pug had no use for people when they ceased to be profitable. He strode into the back room and snatched up the telephone. Mr. Benn watched him from the doorway. He couldn’t make a bolt for it, not in a dressing-gown and slippers, and it wouldn’t have helped him, anyway. He was pretty sure in that moment he wasn’t going to be one of those fortunate enough to die in his own bed.
Pug was talking to Mr. Smith. “How long ago?” he repeated, and looked across to Mr. Benn. “How long ago did this girl leave?”
“About half-an-hour—but there’s a fog ...”
“Not now, not bad enough for you to lose your way. And don’t tell me there are no buses running, because I know it. You could walk to Merriton Square in half the time, supposing you wanted to get there, that is.” He hung up the telephone receiver.
“Funny thing,” he remarked, and now his tone was almost conversational.
“Your lady friend never reached the Angel. And do you know why? Because she never meant to go there. She laid a neat little trap and you walked into it, like a bloody mouse. And you know what happens to mice when they go into traps? Or haven’t you even the guts to put them down? Well, I’ll tell you. They get their bloody little necks broken. And you’re nothing but a mouse, are you, Benn?”
The little brown man shrank back. Keep away from me; his lips formed the words, but they remained inaudible. He knew Mayhew was speaking the truth, that to him this outcast from a foreign country, this landless man, was of no more account than a rat or a mouse on which he’d put his great boot without a second thought.
Pug Mayhew had taken up the telephone again, called another number. When he had finished that conversation he took a knife from his pocket and deliberately cut the wires.
“You won’t be needing it any more to-night,” he explained. “We’re going for a little walk together, you and me. Because, you see, that stuff never reached our friend at the Angel, and any minute now you may get another visitor, an official one this time, and the boss doesn’t want to give you the chance to squeal. He don’t like squealers, Benn.” With a sudden gesture he drew his hand across his throat, sawing at it, and uttered the loud, terrified squeal of a dying pig. “So we think, him and me, it ’ud be a good thing if you weren’t here when they come.”
He made a last desperate fight for his life, though why, he could hardly have told you, since it was worth so little, even to him.
“That girl was honest,” he said. “She’ll deliver the goods to the Angel. She must have lost her way.”
Pug Mayhew laughed. “Well, it doesn’t matter really either road. She’ll be taken care of. Smith’s got his orders. She’s like you, Benn—expendable.”
He saw the hypodermic lying on the table, picked it up and tossed it contemptuously into the grate. “O.K. O.K. You won’t be wanting that any more, and we oughtn’t to put temptation in the way of the innocent.” He let out a yelp of laughter. “That ’ud make the Commissioner howl, wouldn’t it? An innocent rozzer. Come on. There’s a way out by the back, isn’t there?”
Mr. Benn shivered. The back way led, eventually, to the river, the same water wherein Eric had been found, and where soon he, too... . He thrust the thought away, looking longingly at the shattered syringe. That might have been his way, if he’d had the courage to take it—might have taken it long ago for all the value his life had had all these years.
“Coming?” suggested Mayhew. “Nothing to wait for now.” And, hypnotized, helpless, he crossed the floor, passed into the passage, and their feet could be heard ringing on the stone corridor.
 
* * *
Back in the Angel Mr. Smith was dialing Benn’s shop, but he got nothing but an angry hiss for his pains. When at last he got hold of the operator he was told the number was out of order.
“It wasn’t out of order ten minutes ago,” he insisted.
“P’raps someone’s cut the line,” grinned the operator. “Christmas Eve’s the time for good, clean fun.” He rang off, laughing. Arthur Crook, that black sheep among lawyers, might have reminded him that many a true word is spoken in jest.
Smith sat thoughtful for a moment. He’d wanted to tell Pug that the girl had just telephoned and the stuff was on its way, in spite of the bloomer old man Benn had made. For Smith knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that someone had blundered. This girl hadn’t the smallest idea that she was passing dynamite. After a bit, and with some trepidation, he rang another number, one that didn’t appear in the book, and made his report. When he heard what the boss had to say he rang off again and became very busy indeed.
When Gillian came out into the street she found the fog was a pale greenish haze in place of the brown blanket it had been an hour before. All the same, there were no buses running.
She sent one beseeching glance up and down the road, but this time there was no cruising taxi, so she set off at a brisk pace in the direction of Merriton Square. From her window on the ground-floor of Gordon Street, old Miss Beachcroft watched her go, and wondered what it felt like to be young and pretty, and so obviously in love, and with so much to do you were in and out like a jack-in-the-box. She was an old woman now and she lived vicariously in the lives of others.
“Gone to meet that young man of hers, I suppose,” sighed Miss Beachcroft.
She was going to spend Christmas Day alone, as Mr. Benn had planned to do; for her, like a lot of other solitary people, Christmas was just another Sunday, without any newspapers.
Church bells were ringing as the girl hurried through the empty streets. It made her think of childhood, when they’d all been at home together, they
who were all scattered now; they used to decorate the church and polish the brass, and Mother had a big sit-down tea for all the helpers, and then they
trooped into the church to listen to Daddy reading evensong, with that glow that he never lost right up to the end. When he announced the promise of salvation for mankind it was always with the same throb of incredulous anticipation in his voice. For him the Christmas story never became dulled or blunted; every year the miracle was renewed... .
Remembering the past, she reached the Angel before she realised it, had actually walked by the door before the significance of the lights and the traffic and the sound of the wireless came home to her. She turned back, then hesitated, paralysed by shyness. Girls she knew went in and out of bars as readily as they went in and out of shops, but she’d never been like that. She looked about for a private bell, but couldn’t see one. Two men were watching her with amused eyes.
“After you, girlie,” said one of them, and with the colour rushing into her cheeks she preceded them into the bar.
A good many people were standing or sitting at the counter, exchanging badinage with the girl behind it. Others sat at small tables, with their glasses in front of them. After the foggy streets the interior presented a cheerful, gay picture. But Gillian’s mind was filled with a gayer picture still, the room waiting for Richard, decked as eager as a lover. She looked about her uncertainly, then approached the bar. The girl was too busy to take any notice of her at first, and a man she’d never seen before offered her a drink.
“Christmas Eve,” he said.
She smiled and moved away; then, catching the barmaid’s eye, she asked:
“Do you know if Mr. Smith is here?”
There was a sort of chuckle from the girl. “If he said he would be I dare say he is.” She looked at the men nearest her, saying: “Any of you gentlemen called Smith?”
One of them said in gallant tones, “I could be, if the little lady doesn’t mind.”
“It’s very important,” gulped Gillian. “I telephoned ...”
“If he’s stood you up, dear, don’t you have anything more to do with him,”
said the girl (she must have been thirty, but we’re all girls nowadays). “It’s a shame... . Look, dear, you sit down and give him five minutes, and then if he doesn’t come you go out and find yourself someone more worth the trouble.”
“No need to go out,” said the man who’d spoken before. He was in the happy stage of drinking, didn’t mean her any harm, she had the wit to see that, but, all the same, it was fortunate Richard wasn’t here. Richard had a high-flying temper, struck first and looked all-round the situation afterwards.
She went reluctantly towards a little table, and stared round at the coloured streamers and the balloons that puffed up and down on the smoky air. Anger began to overlay her nervousness. She’d come out at great inconvenience because of a man’s carelessness in leaving a parcel in a shop; the least he could do was be waiting for her.
“The very least,” she repeated, not aware that she spoke aloud.
“The least shall be first, is that it?” asked a voice so close to her that she jumped. “Did I startle you? Sorry. I believe you may have something for me.”
She hadn’t even seen the man approach. Somehow he wasn’t a bit what she’d anticipated—an anxious, not very young man worried over his wife.
This one was good-looking in a brash sort of way, good teeth, smiling eyes. “I say, is that what you bought at the old man’s?” He looked down at the blue ring. He was wearing rather a showy ring of his own.
“Yes. It was lucky, in a way, that I went in, wasn’t it?”
“Nice.” He put out a casual hand and touched it. Quickly she produced the little parcel and put it into his hands. “I mustn’t stop, I’m expecting someone.”
“I’m sure he’ll wait. You can’t go without a drink.”
“Oh, please.” She half-rose. “I ought to be back before now.”
“O.K. O.K. Matter of fact—where did you say you lived? Oh—Gordon Street? I’ve got a friend here, got his car, going that way. He’ll give you a lift.
Yes, of course it’ll be all right,” as she started to protest. “Pleasure for him.”
She subsided; it would be pleasant not to have to walk back.
“What’ll it be? A sherry? I’ll get it.”
She saw him move over to the counter, to return a minute later with two glasses in his hands.
“Happy days!” He lifted his glass and drank. Gillian looked disturbed.
This cheerful little chatterer didn’t seem to fit in with her notion of a man troubled about his wife’s illness. He was ready to hang about the bar and had no sign of anxiety about him. She drank the sherry quickly.
“What took a girl like you down to Benn’s place this afternoon?” asked her companion suddenly.
She was so much surprised that she answered the question at once.
“I was told there was a stall in the market where I could get something I specially wanted and couldn’t find anywhere else.”
“Then I hope you found it,” he said heartily. “All the same, Benn’s not exactly in the market.”
“The fog came on and I missed my way. I found his shop quite by accident,
because there was a light in the window.”
“That was lucky. Pity I wasn’t there to show you the way home.”
He must have recognised the flicker of distaste that shadowed her features, for he said in a coaxing way, “Just my fun. Christmas only comes once a year, you know. And you’re a sweet kid to have fagged out with this.” He touched the pocket into which he’d put the little parcel.
Embarrassed, she looked over his head and in the long strip of glass behind the bar she saw the swing-door open a few inches and a face peer in. It hung there for a moment, then caught Mr. Smith’s eye and nodded slightly. He nodded back, and the face slid away again.
“I’ve just had the wigwag that your chariot awaits,” said Mr. Smith with sickening facetiousness,” so if you’re ready ...”
She jumped up so quickly she almost spilled the sherry in his glass.
“I dare say there’s someone waiting for you,” said Mr. Smith, putting an unnecessary hand on her arm to guide her to the door. A big, red-headed man, with eyebrows like another fellow’s moustaches and wearing a suit whose shade would hardly have disgraced a fox, watched them go, with a frown. He hadn’t any girls of his own, having never even got around to finding a wife (and what some woman’s been spared is more than she can guess,
he would acknowledge generously), but if he had had a daughter of that age he wouldn’t have cared for her to be knocking about in a bar like the Angel,
with that particular chap in tow.
“Still, not my pigeon,” acknowledged Arthur Crook.
He’d no idea how soon he was going to have to eat his words.
 
* * *
 
Outside by the kerb the great black-and-chromium car glistened in the lights from the Angel. Mr. Smith opened the door with a flourish and Gillian stepped inside. It was quite dark and she hadn’t realised the car already had an occupant. She started to apologise, but someone invisible said it was quite all right. Then Mr. Smith shut the door and the car drove away. Gillian lay back; she had a headache coming on, due to the smoky air, she supposed, or the sherry perhaps, that had been uncommonly strong. Something bothered her, something that wasn’t quite right. They had been travelling several minutes before she realised what it was. No one had asked her for her address. She shifted to lean forward and tell the driver where to go, but before she could speak she blacked out. Someone put an arm round her: a voice said “O.K.”
“Never drink with strange men,” said the moralists. And how right they were.
 
* * *
From her vantage-point at her ground-floor window old Miss Beachcroft was intrigued to see the young man, Richard Fyfe, come rushing up the street,” as though the bears were after him,” she said afterwards, and jump the steps two at a time. So that pretty creature, Miss Hinde, hadn’t gone to meet him, after all.
The eternal triangle, thought Miss Beachcroft, cosily. Say what you like about the crowds and the expense and the loneliness of being an old woman in London, still there remained a lot to be said for living there. Something was always happening. She glued her ancient nose to the window-pane.
Richard had rung three times with no result before apprehension stabbed him. He was about to ring once more when he heard a door close by being pulled open and feet sounded in the hall. The next instant the old witch from the ground floor, whose proper home, in his opinion, was a blasted heath, pulled the front door wide.
“If it’s Miss Hinde you want,” she ogled him, “she’s gone out. She went about half an hour ago, and she’s not back yet.”
“Oh, I think you must be mistaken,” said Richard at once. “I spoke to her on the telephone a little while ago; she’s expecting me.”
“I dare say she ran out for something she’d forgotten. There are still a few shops open—Christmas Eve, you know. Perhaps you’d like to come in and wait.”
He thought if her appearance was anything to go by—old red brocade dressing-gown, fur-edged slippers and a tarnished silver scarf—her room would be as appetising as one of last year’s birds’-nests.
“Thanks very much,” he said, quickly, “but I’ll just go up. She may have left me a message or something.”
He caught a glimpse of the room as he went past, and it was just as he’d supposed. A tray of unwashed tea-things, a patience half set out, a pair of corsets on a chair—Jill ought to see that, it would warn her what happened to women who hadn’t anyone to keep a home for. The note she had left was pinned on the door and he read it with growing concern. He knew the Angel, knew it wasn’t Jill’s cup of tea at all. And she hadn’t said a word about it when he rang up. If she wanted to buy something to drink she need have gone no further than the very pleasant little pub at the corner. He stood irresolute for a moment—didn’t even notice the door was ajar, then, stuffing the note into his pocket, came down again. Miss Beachcroft was standing at the doorway of her room, expectant as a vulture waiting for something to die.
 “There was a message,” he told her, since it was obvious she wasn’t minded to let him go without a word. “I’m going along to meet her.”
There were quite a number of girls at the Angel when Richard arrived, but none of them remotely resembled Gillian. He looked about him, perplexed, irritated, more apprehensive than ever. He must have missed her after all, and yet—there had been so few people in the streets and no traffic to speak of, certainly neither buses nor taxis. No, she must have tried to take a short cut, which involved going through a number of narrow back streets, and either she was home now or else she’d irretrievably lost her way. This Christmas that was to have been so perfect—a rehearsal, she had said, for their life together that was going to start so soon—had got off on the wrong foot.
His eye, glancing this way and that, caught the responsive gleam of a bright brown eye belonging to a man who, if you’d never think of comparing him to Adonis, was sufficiently remarkable to hold the attention. He had a big, red face, spiky red brows, red hair, and a red-brown suit. Catching Richard’s gaze, he leaned forward to say, “Looking for someone?”
“A girl,” Richard acknowledged. “I was to pick her up here.”
“You young chaps are a rum lot,” said Crook, candidly. “It’s not precisely the rendezvous I’d choose—not for a nice girl, as I’m sure yours must be.”
Then, with no change of voice, he added, “What did she look like?”
Richard tried to describe her, but his best friend must have acknowledged he made rather a hash of it.
“Flashing a handsome blue ring?” asked Crook, sympathetically.
Richard began to say No, and then stopped, recalling Gillian’s eager voice on the telephone.
“Well, yes, she may have—a Christmas present. I haven’t seen it myself. Do you mean she’s here?”
“There was a girl here who could have been yours. Sort of Gainsborough’s Blue Girl,” he added, brilliantly. “Her first visit, I’d say. I mean, she obviously didn’t look on the Angel as a home from home.”
“What happened to her?” Crook’s heart warmed to the anxiety in the keen young voice.
“She went out with as smooth a Charley as ever I set eyes on. Wearing a sizeable ring, too, very natty. Funny, y’know, I never could fancy a fellow who wore a ring.” His voice changed. “If she’s your girl you should take more care of her—letting her come to a place like this on her own.”
“You’ve got it wrong,” protested Richard. “I didn’t even know she’d come till I found her note. She promised me she wouldn’t go out again to-night.”
 “Note?”
“Yes. Pinned on her door. A matter of life and death, she said. I’d just telephoned to say I’d be round in half an hour ...”
“And Juliet’s proper place is the balcony,” Crook approved. “I couldn’t agree with you more. Not that I’m much of a balcony hound myself. No mention of Charley in the note, I take it?”
“None.” He pulled the bit of paper out of his pocket. “It must have been something quite unexpected. Did you say she left with this chap?”
Crook nodded. “And, unless my ears are missing a beat, in the sort of car no honest man can afford to run these days, unless he gets it on expenses. A Panther, big, vulgar affair like a night-club.” He spoke with some derision, recalling his own ancient yellow Rolls, that caught every eye and no wonder, he’d tell you, the “Old Superb.” He was aware that Richard’s anxiety had changed to something much stronger.
“Look here,” he said, “I don’t know who you are ...”
“Crook’s the name,” said the big, brown man, obligingly. “Arthur Crook,
and trouble is my business.” He hauled a card out of his pocket. “123, Bloomsbury Street’s where I operate, and praise the pigs no one’s thought of a closed shop for lawyers, because if anyone put me on to a forty-hour week I’d go off my nut. I work all round the clock when the work’s there, and if it ain’t I go out and look for it. Same as now,” he added.
“I don’t get it,” said Richard, who wasn’t paying much attention to any of this. “What on earth would bring a girl like Jill to this place at a minute’s notice?”
“Got the note there?” Crook asked.
Richard pushed it at him. Crook looked at it for a moment, then said politely, “Code? I don’t follow. This looks to me like a telephone number.”
Richard turned the slip over. Crook read through the note and handed the paper back.
“She could have been a bit more forthcoming,” he acknowledged. “Matter of fact, I can tell you one thing; she didn’t come empty-handed. She had something with her—don’t ask me what it was—but I saw her hand a packet of some sort to this chap. After that they had a drink ...”
“It can’t have been Jill,” Richard broke out, and Crook said easily, “Well, that should be simple. I dare say you’ve got a picture of the young lady somewhere about you.”
Blushing in a manner highly unbecoming to a man who meant to have his plate up within the year, Richard drew a photograph out of his wallet.
 “That’s her,” said Crook, with no hesitation at all. “I don’t say she’s the most beautiful girl I ever saw, but she’s got something. That’s why I didn’t care for the company she was keeping. Now, look, we don’t want to make prize idiots of ourselves; it could be it’s all on the up-and-up” (though his expression said that pigs might fly, only he’d never seen them do it) “and she may be home by now, wondering what’s happened to you. There’s a call-box in the passage, and I dare say you don’t have to look up her number ...”
He hadn’t time to finish the sentence before Richard disappeared. He was back a couple of minutes later, his brow as black as the fog.
“I don’t like it,” he announced abruptly. “In fact, it stinks. Know what this number is?” He indicated the slip of paper he’d taken off Gillian’s door. “The number of this pub. What does that add up to to you?”
“That she rang up and made a date,” returned Crook, simply. “If someone had rung her, she wouldn’t have troubled to write the number down. She came here to hand over a parcel—maybe she brought it home by mistake or something.”
“With his name and address on it? Anyhow, if that’s the answer, why didn’t he come to fetch it at the flat?”
“You wouldn’t have liked that any better,” was Crook’s grim reply. “I’m no young maiden myself, but I’d as soon find a wolf on the doorstep as that catastrophe in human shape she went off with. Well, that’s the way it is, son. Question is, where do we go from here?”
“If I could find the chap responsible for this,” said Richard, with classic simplicity, “I’d break his ruddy neck for him, and I don’t mean maybe.”
 
* * *
 
Gillian opened her eyes to see the unaccustomed snow swirling past the window and to hear the sound of church bells ringing triumphantly to announce one more anniversary of the coming of the Prince of Peace. She lay very still, aware that she had passed through some ordeal of whose nature she was still in doubt, waiting for consciousness to become complete, as on other occasions she had waited to watch the new light struggle into the sky. Glancing cautiously about her, she found herself in an unfamiliar room, lying on an unfamiliar bed. A small coal-fire burned in the hearth, throwing shadows on the ceiling. Somewhere a clock ticked. So far as she could discover, she was quite alone.
After a minute she made a movement to sit up, and realised immediately that whatever had overtaken her the night before had left a physical legacy of languor and discomfort. Her head ached and there seemed loaded balls behind her eyes.
“Where am I?” she wondered aloud, putting one hand to her forehead.
In the corner someone stirred. “Are you feeling any better?” said a voice, and a pleasant-looking middle-aged woman swam into view. “As to where you are, you’re in my house. A more pertinent question would be: Who are you? and what on earth were you doing on a bench on the Embankment at ten o’clock last night?”
At the sound of the unexpected voice Gillian turned sharply and a red-hot needle seemed to pierce her temples.
“Now, don’t talk till you’re ready,” advised the stranger. She came over and took the girl’s wrist between competent fingers. “You’re perfectly safe so long as you stay here.”
“Did you say I was on the Embankment?”
“When I found you. It was the merest chance, anyway. I happened to be driving home, and I caught sight of you, and somehow you didn’t look the sort of girl who should be sitting there at that hour. Though sitting is rather complimentary. You were all slumped over. I thought at first—well, never mind that. You’re all right now, or soon will be, according to the doctor.”
“The doctor?”
“I called him in. Well, I felt responsible for you. There was no way of telling who you were or where you lived ...”
She made a great effort. “My address was in my bag.”
“My dear, you hadn’t any bag.”
“It was in my hand when I left the Angel.”
“The Angel?” The woman’s brows creased. “Do you mean the Underground station?”
“No. It’s a public-house ...”
“Ah! So that’s why ... My dear, haven’t you a mother?”
“She’s dead,” said the girl rather shortly. “So’s my father.”
“So you’ve no one?”
“There’s Richard.”
“Who’s Richard?”
“Oh! A friend.” She couldn’t discuss Richard with a stranger, no matter how kind. But the woman persisted.
“Was he with you at the Angel?”
“No. I went there to meet someone ...”
The woman sighed. “How old are you? You hardly look more than sixteen now. It’s the old story, I suppose. You had one and then you had another and—did you know this man?”
“No. I didn’t say it was a man,” she added.
“Do girls meet each other at public-houses nowadays? What was this Richard of yours doing, letting you run about meeting other men?”
“He didn’t know.” A fresh thought struck her. “Is it Christmas Day?”
“Of course. Can’t you hear the bells?”
She sat up higher against the pillows, fighting against the sickness.
“I must get in touch with him at once. He’ll be worried to death.”
The woman put out a capable hand and restrained her. “It’s no good your meeting him till you’ve got things straight in your own mind. What happened after you left the Angel?”
“I don’t know—I don’t remember. Only there was a car. He said he was going to give me a lift home.”
“Who was?”
“I don’t know. The man called Smith, the one I took the parcel to, said he had a friend going my way.”
“What parcel was that?”
“One I’d promised to deliver—for an old man called Benn in a shop near Paxton Market.” The mists were dissolving now. “And Smith said it was urgent, a prescription for his wife, and she must have it that night. And when I got to the Angel he made me drink a glass of sherry and said this friend ...”
She paused. “Wait a minute. There was something wrong. I remember that.
But I don’t remember what. It was just then everything became swimmy ...”
“And all this happened last night?”
“Yes.  It must have been about half-past seven.  I promised Richard I wouldn’t go out again; I told him.... Oh, please, I must ring him up.”
“You’re not fit to ring anyone at the moment. Anyway, the telephone’s downstairs. Why not give me his number and I’ll ring through? I don’t think
you told me his other name.”
But she didn’t like that idea. It seemed of paramount importance she should speak to him herself, making him understand this nightmare as no one else could do.
“Tell me about him,” said the woman, gently.
“There isn’t anything, really. Just that we’re going to be married... .” Her voice softened. “he was coming to dinner last night—it was going to be the best Christmas ever, and now, now ...”
To her horror she found the tears squeezing between her lids. “You do see what happened, don’t you?” she pleaded. “What must have happened? There was something in that sherry. I mean, one glass wouldn’t knock me out. And I remember now he made me drink it. And then he said the car was at the door. It was a very big car,” she added vaguely. “And there was someone inside already.”
“Who was that?”
“I don’t know. It’s coming back in bits, like a jig-saw puzzle. I have to fit them together. It was a plot, of course.”
“Why on earth should anyone want to plot against you?”
“I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense, does it?”
“And why dump you on the Embankment?”
“Well,” protested   Gillian, reasonably, “they’d have to leave me somewhere.”
“If they’d got the parcel why shouldn’t they let you go home?”
“Perhaps because of it, what was in it, I mean. He said it was a prescription for his wife, who was sick, but he didn’t look like a man whose wife is ill. I remember thinking that at the time.”
“What were you doing in the old man’s shop?”
“There was a ring in the window—” Her glance fell automatically to her hand. The next instant she had started up. “It’s gone,” she cried. “My ring’s gone. My beautiful blue ring.”
The woman was looking at her oddly. “My dear,” she said. “I’m old enough to be your mother. You needn’t be afraid of what you tell me. Are you sure that’s just what happened? Are you sure you didn’t have rather more than one glass of sherry and—well, get just a little tipsy and lose your road home? You might so easily drop down on a bench—or perhaps someone snatched your bag and the ring with it. Was it valuable?”
“I paid five pounds for it. I don’t know what it was worth. No, it wasn’t valuable, it was just beautiful. I thought Richard would like it as much as I did. Oh, please, let me telephone Richard. If it were the other way round and it was he who was missing, I should be quite, quite mad. With fear, I mean.”
“You’re very much in love, aren’t you?” said the woman gently. She sat by the bed and held Gillian’s hand. “The doctor’s coming in a minute, and if he says you can get up you shall dress at once.” She stroked the girl’s cheek.
“It’ll come out all right in the end, I’m sure it will. Can I trust you to lie quiet for five minutes while I make you a cup of coffee?
 “You’re very kind,” said Gillian, her voice still trembling. “My dear, I’ve got as daughter of my own about your age.”
She went out of the room. Before she returned the front-door bell rang and Gillian heard the sound of voices.
“Come in,” said the woman clearly. “Yes, she’s awake. She remembers quite a lot. I’ve told her you’re coming. She wants to get in touch with someone called Richard.”
“So do we,” said a man’s voice. “We want to find out quite a lot about the young lady.”
The door opened and a tall man came in. “Sitting up and taking notice?” he asked, genially. “Thisisn’t precisely how one would choose to start Christmas Day ...”
But Gillian said nothing. She lay frozen against the pillows. For this wasn’t a stranger, someone she’d never met before; this was a face she had been hanging in a patch of darkness between the swing-doors of the Angel not much more than twelve hours ago. She hadn’t been meant to see it, of course; she’d looked up and there it had been, reflected in the mirror; and the head had nodded and the man who called himself Smith had laughed, and said, “Ready?” and they’d got up—and the horror had begun.
“Aren’t you going to wish me a Merry Christmas?” said the voice, and as he spoke the door opened again and the woman came in.
“This is Dr. Belvedere,” she announced.
At that Gillian found her voice. “Oh, no,” she said. “He isn’t a doctor. I know him now. He’s the driver of the car that took me away from the Angel last night, and you—of course—you’re the one who was in the car—your story about finding me on the Embankment is all a lie. You’re in the plot too—oh, isn’t there anyone to be on my side?” The tears were shaking her voice, but she fought them back.
The woman came over to the bed and caught her hand. “There’s Richard,” she said, softly. “You hadn’t forgotten him, had you? You’re going to ring him up, aren’t you? Oh, yes. I think you will. I think you’re going to do everything we say. Because, if you don’t ...”
But she wouldn’t, all the same. They were quite angry, quite rough with her before she was able to convince them that she didn’t propose to betray Richard. They realised it was hopeless, at last; she wouldn’t even tell them how much Richard knew. And when they saw they were wasting their time the woman caught her arm, and the man produced a syringe, and though she struggled, she was no match for the pair of them. She felt the prick, felt her arm tossed roughly down, and almost at once, for the second time in twenty-four hours, she swam away into the dark.
 
* * *
 
There was to be no rest for Richard this Christmas Eve. Long after he was convinced of the futility of such action, he found himself pulling open the doors of telephone booths, slipping his coppers into the slot and dialing Gillian’s number. Every time, as the bell began to ring, his heart pounded in unison, and every time it rang to a despairing silence. On—and on—and on. Yet, though he went back into the street swearing he’d make no further effort, he had but to pass another box to remind his ravaged heart that this night was the anniversary of the greatest miracle the world has ever known, and in he went again, click, click, click, went the pennies—and always with the same result. He even paid another visit to Gordon Street; this time there was no need to ring the bell, for Miss Beachcroft was watching avidly from the window and came scuttling into the hall to assure him there was no news.
“Have you tried the hospitals?” she demanded, twitching her ancient crimson garment round her shapeless form. “Anyone could be knocked down on a night like this.”
Richard brushed past her, taking the stairs two at a time, till he reached the third floor. It was then that he discovered the door on the latch and pushed it open. When he saw the brave, gay preparations she had made, the happy tree, the parcels tied with silk ribbons, the cards strung along the wall, he almost forgot his manhood. If he had been tempted for one second to doubt her good faith, this would have reassured him, but, in fact, no such temptation had assailed his tormented heart. He was as sure of her love as he was of his own, had a terrifying glimpse of what loneliness could mean for the un-companioned, the undesired and the bereaved.
There was no further message here, and he came down with a new resolve in his mind. Gillian’s disappearance was connected in some way with this fellow Benn, from whom she’d bought the ring. Evidence? Crook might have murmured, and of course there was none. But—what was in the parcel and where had she found it? If she hadn’t got it from Benn ... but she hadn’t spoken of it over the telephone. Perhaps someone had called her up after she’d spoken to him. Perhaps—perhaps. At all events, he couldn’t rest and was in the mood of desperation when men snatch at straws. If Benn knew anything he was going to talk. The telephone directory showed quite a number of Benns, but only one who appeared to answer to his requirements. Benn, H., Marine Store Dealer. That would be the fellow. Richard got out his little car and turned east.
Mr. Benn’s shop was as shuttered as the ancient tombs of one of his own ancestors; no amount of ringing and knocking called forth any response. There wasn’t even anything to indicate that the old man actually lived on the premises, no private door, no card. The rooms over the shop might be used as storerooms—Richard couldn’t tell. One thing was obvious, no one was coming down to the door to-night, and though he peered industriously, like some night animal after its prey, he couldn’t detect a gleam of light anywhere. “Probably gone off somewhere for Christmas,” Richard supposed, taking stock of his environment. There appeared to be no residential quarters on either side of the shop. A large building with a blank wall, that was probably a factory, stood on one side and a door leading to a work-yard on the other; the little shop was sandwiched, like a very thin slice of meat between two hunks of bread, amid these formidable walls. There was a bomb-site opposite, where nothing remained but part of a wall, a basement window-frame, bricks among which the coarse grass flourished and a fair amount of rubbish shot there in defiance of restrictions. The only life he discerned was a thin, young black cat, which streaked off the site, looking like a bit of black velvet with a shining green stone in it, that was her eye. He didn’t stop to wonder, as a clod like Arthur Crook would have done, what brought her out so suddenly, and it didn’t occur to him to look over the broken wall, and so it was he never saw the shadow moving in that world of shadows, a bit of flotsam in a lost world, who leaned over the smashed brickwork and thoughtfully watched him go.
After that there was nothing for it but to try the hospitals and every other source of information who might know about accidents, fatal and otherwise; every time he got a connection his heart leaped like a fish on a string, and always the reply was the same. He had an uneasy feeling that he was making a prize fool of himself, that whenever a receiver was replaced on its rest someone at the other end was grinning. Another chap taken for a ride, they’d think, and his own heart sickened anew. Oh, if anyone had been taken for a ride, it wasn’t he, but Gillian, his dear love, who, by some appalling misfortune, in which he could still scarcely believe, had been whirled away in a car—the sort of car no honest man can afford to run—and was now—where?
Next morning he woke with a start, wondering what was wrong. He hadn’t expected to sleep at all, and was rather ashamed that he had been able to do so. Then it all came surging back, and he couldn’t believe it at first. Things like this don’t happen, he exclaimed, but that was all tommy-rot. Of course they happened; you read about them in the papers five days out of seven. What he meant was, nothing like this had ever happened to him before. He snatched up the telephone and defiantly rang Gillian’s number. Perhaps this time someone would lift the receiver, her voice would say, “Hallo, darling....” He felt he would scarcely ask her for an explanation if only he could hear her voice again. But, naturally, nothing of the sort happened. The bell pealed away as heartless as the bright morning light, and at last he gave up and put the receiver back on its rest.
The morning passed somehow; he envied bus conductors and clergymen taking services, and people cooking Christmas dinners, because they had something to do. He had forgotten that, in Gillian’s absence, he had nowhere to go on what was known as the family feast; he went into a restaurant where he wasn’t likely to see anybody he knew and ate something—it could have been sawdust chips for all he could have told you—and then, because he could stand inaction no longer, he got into his car and once more drove down past Aldgate Pump.
Mr. Benn’s shop looked much the same by day as it had done last evening, except that he could see it better; but there was one change. On the step stood a small bottle of milk; “So the old so-and-so does live here, and seeing he hasn’t cancelled his milk order, he hasn’t gone away,” Richard reflected. “Well, I’ll get him this time, if I have to tear the place down, brick by brick.”
It looked as though he might be driven even to these lengths, for no amount of knocking or ringing brought the sound of footsteps, or, indeed, any indication or ringing brought the sound of footsteps, or, indeed, any indication of life. He became very cunning, ringing the bell and stepping back into the middle of the road to make sure no one was huddling behind curtains at an upper window. But all the windows were closed.
“But the curtains aren’t drawn over them,” he told himself. “There must be someone there.”
It didn’t occur to him that perhaps they’d never been drawn last night. Realising the impossibility of breaking in through the shutters, Richard now began to explore for an entry by the rear. A narrow lane ran behind the factory and ended in a cul-de-sac, with a high wall obviously enclosing the workyard on Mr. Benn’s further side. And in the wall behind Mr. Benn’s house he found a shabby wooden door that must once have been blue but was so discoloured by time and weather that now it had no colour at all. To his surprise, this opened easily. It never occurred to him that there might be a trap, that other men were at least as intelligent and far-sighted as he; it didn’t even pass through his mind that he might have been seen talking to Crook the previous night—and at this stage he’d no idea that in the underworld Crook was as readily recognised as a Sinatra or a Ray by bobbysoxers in a rather different milieu. On the further side of the door was a little paved yard and an outside privy. And beyond these was the back door of the shop. He advanced, banging mightily and arousing nothing but local echoes, and was about to make a frenzied attack, when it came into his mind to turn the handle. The door opened under his grasp and he found himself in a narrow stone passage, very dark because there were no windows and no light was burning. He switched on the torch he habitually carried. The passage led past a flight of stone steps, giving, he supposed, on to a store-room or coal cellar. He flashed his light on the stairs, and then stood very still, holding his breath. Because there was something at the foot, something dark and unmoving, like an old sack, but, he was convinced, not an old sack. He went down quickly, his breath catching in his throat. It was easy to understand now why Mr. Benn had let the bells ring unchecked and paid no heed to the hammering on the door.
“He must have been dead several hours,” reflected Richard, straightening himself at last. “Probably was lying here last night.”
But what connection had that bit of human wreckage with happy Gillian Hinde?
“Wonder what he was coming down here for in the dark,” Richard reflected, and Crook himself couldn’t have experienced a more startling reaction. From the instant of his discovery, he had been uncomfortably convinced that there was something wrong about the scene, something missing, and now he knew what it was. Light. Since Gillian had talked with the old man not earlier than six o’clock, it followed that it must have been quite dark when he started on his downward journey. Yet no light was burning and, search where he might, Richard could find no trace of torch or candle. He bent again above the little, shriveled face, and a worse fear struck him. This was no accident. A man tripping and falling on those sharp-edged steps would show signs of his fall, there’d be bruises, abrasions, the hands would be outflung to try and save himself; and though there might well be facial injuries, these wouldn’t be on the appalling scale the torch revealed when Richard gently turned the body over. He leaned against the wall, feeling pretty sick.
 “Someone picked him up and deliberately chucked him down the stairs,” he said aloud, and the sound of his own voice was shocking in the half-dark. “Nothing else would account for the fact that the bones of one side of the face were stove in, but there’s practically no other surface injury.”
Blood was sprinkled profusely on the stones where the dead man lay, but there were no traces of blood on the steps themselves. And then he perceived something else. (“Quite the little Sherlock Holmes,” said Crook, drily, when he heard later.) On the stairs the dust lay thick; his own feet had left marks. But there were no other footmarks discernible.
“I shall have to get the police now,” he thought. “This is murder.”
And, as though that most dreadful of words had opened a door and let in a host of fiends, he understood that in the hands of whoever was responsible for this outrage against human dignity and human rights lay Gillian, whom he loved and who, surely, waited for him to come and save her. Anger, pain and fear all swirled together in his heart. It was like someone banging a knocker in his head. He forgot his pity for the dead man, even forgot about ringing the police—(the police?—the only man likely to help him now was Arthur Crook)—and he came surging out of the back door like a storm-cloud, to be brought up short on the step by an apparition so unexpected that for the moment in seemed a chimera of his overwrought imagination, and he lunged forward as if to walk through it.
The apparition put out a large, powerful arm in a blue sleeve.
“Good afternoon, sir,” said the police officer. “Were you looking for someone?”
 
* * *
 
The shock of discovering poor Mr. Benn and then running slap into a constable seemed to paralyse Richard’s natural good sense.
“Where on earth did you spring from?” he demanded. “And what do you want?”
It is very hard to discompose the police. “I was asking you, sir,” said P.C. Oliver, his voice still perfectly pleasant, but as unyielding as a Sten gun.
“I came to see someone.”
“Yes, sir? Did you come the front way?”
“Of course not. It’s locked, presumably from the inside. I got in the same way you did. What made you follow me? Did I leave the gate ajar?”
“As a matter of fact, you did, but that isn’t why. Someone telephoned the police that a man had been noticed stealing up the back way, and seeing it was Christmas and the place might be untenanted, they thought we might be interested.”
Richard burst into a staccato laugh. “I can’t imagine that at the best of times there could be much here worth taking,” he remarked.
“No, sir?” Richard sobered suddenly. What an idiotic thing to have said. Why, there could be hundreds of pounds’ worth of stuff on the premises for all he knew. “Did you—er—find anyone at home?”
Richard threw his hand up to cover his mouth. There was something so absurdly formal bout this chap, asking if he’d found anyone at home, when you realised, in fact, what he had found... .
“Yes,” he said after a minute. “He’s at home all right—you’ll find him at the bottom of the stairs. Matter of fact, I was going to call you.”
The policeman marched into the house with Richard at his side. “Down there,” said the young doctor. “And—he doesn’t seem to have left any footprints in the dust.”
The policeman turned sharply. “Meaning, sir?”
“Meaning, I don’t think it was an accident. I’m a doctor,” he added, feeling for his driving licence. “Naturally, you’ll get your own police surgeon, but I fancy his opinion will be the same as mine.”
P.C. Oliver went sturdily down the stairs; there wasn’t really any need to hesitate. No one, thought Richard, could have been more dead.
“Did you say he was a friend of yours?” enquired the constable.
“Living, I never set eyes on him.”
“And yet you wanted to see him so badly you came in by the back? But never mind about telling me now, sir. I’ll have to let my sergeant know what’s happened, and you’ll be asked for a statement in due course.” He came up the stairs and stood looking left and right. “Where would the telephone be?” he enquired.
“How should I know? I’ve never been in the house before.”
The officer opened a door and revealed the dismembered instrument. For the first time he allowed his dismay to penetrate his official composure.
“Cut!” he observed. “With a knife, I’d say. That’s queer.”
“Isn’t murder generally queer?” Richard demanded.
“Murder? As to that we don’t know how the deceased came to his end, not till we have the official report.”
“I’ll let you into a secret,” said Richard, bitterly. “The deceased met his death through being slung down that flight of stairs as if he were a sack of old garbage; his face was smashed, as you saw, by the stone corridor.”
 “Are you going to offer that as evidence?” asked the policeman.
Richard shrugged. “I haven’t any evidence to give, beyond the fact that I found him. At all events, I’m the first person to inform the police.”
He found his companion regarding him rather oddly.
Richard coloured. “Well, all right,” he said. “I hadn’t got round to calling you. Some other fellow got in first. Which reminds me, what happened to him?”
“He didn’t stop,” said Oliver, stolidly. “It’s a funny thing how perfectly
respectable people fight shy of the police. Of course, he might have thought there was more than one of you... . There’s a booth at the corner. I’ll call my sergeant from that.”
As they came round the side of the factory the policeman jerked his thumb towards Richard’s little car.
“That yours, sir?”
“That’s right. What of it? You’re not trying to run me in for a parking offence, I suppose? Well, then, what’s it all about? You aren’t by any chance casting me for the murderer? Good Heavens, I never saw him before and, anyway, he’s been dead the better part of twenty-four hours, I’d say.”
“Quite so, sir. Perhaps I should tell you that a car resembling yours, a Moonbeam 8, and the same colour, was seen standing outside this house last night. Perhaps you could tell me where you were, round about ten o’clock. Would that be roughly the hour the gentleman was killed?”
 
* * *
 
An inspector called Oldfield and a sergeant named Waters took over the case. When the police car arrived Richard felt quite dazed, it seemed as if half the Yard must be tumbling out; but they soon resolved themselves into doctor, fingerprint expert, photographer, etc. The doctor’s diagnosis as to cause of death tallied with Richard’s.
“Some time last night,” he said. “Impossible to be very sure. This passage is like an ice-box. Must have been killed instantly, neck broken. Most likely a man’s crime, if you’re asking my opinion,” he added. “A big chap... .” It was just chance, of course, that his eyes rested for a moment on Richard, who stood six foot two in his socks.
“I wonder if you’d care to come along to the station and make a statement,” suggested Oldfield. “I’m rather in the dark as to why you were here at all, if the deceased wasn’t a friend of yours.”
“Do you ever go to the films?” asked Richard.
The Inspector looked pardonably startled. “Sometimes, if my wife wants to see a picture... . Why?”
“Because you won’t need to go to one for a long while after hearing my story. It begins with a girl ...”
After he’d finished speaking, the Inspector said, “But what made you so sure that Benn had anything to do with it?”
“I wasn’t. But the trouble started after she bought the ring. And the ring must be mixed up in it somehow, because Crook saw this chap make some reference to it. I don’t pretend to understand... .” He stopped when he saw the chagrined expression on Oldfield’s face.
“Did you say Crook? Would that be ...?”
“Arthur Crook. He’s a lawyer. I’ve got his card somewhere. Why? Do you know him?”
“Couldn’t you trust him to come muscling in on a job like this?” muttered the Inspector. “Know him? Of course we do. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprise to hear he’s mixed up in this. One of these days he’ll fall out of the skin of the Derby winner. So he saw Miss Hinde at the Angel. A regular haunt of hers?”
“I doubt if she’d ever been there before.”
“Did Crook happen to notice if she went out with anyone?”
“I told you, he thinks she was given a lift—since when no one’s seen her.
That is, no one I’ve been able to come across. Look here, Inspector, what is all this? You didn’t seem surprised when you heard of peculiar doings at the Angel.”
“I wasn’t,” admitted Oldfield. “Dr. Fyfe, how long have you known Miss Hinde?”
“How long? Oh, about eight months. Since I came to the hospital. What on earth’s that got to do with it?”
“Do you know her family, by any chance?”
“She hasn’t any, not in England. There’s a married brother in Germany, and a sister in Scotland. That’s all.”
“But you know—that is, you have mutual acquaintances?”
“Only at the hospital.”
“I see.”
“Perhaps,” said Richard, holding on to his temper with an effort, “you’d be good enough to tell me what you see.”
“I’ll be frank with you,” said Oldfield. “We’ve had our eye on a gang of dope-peddlers for quite a while now. We knew the stuff was being passed, and we could put our hands on one or two of the small fry. But that doesn’t help. As soon as we show the smallest interest in any of them something happens. You may have seen a mention in the papers of a chap found floating in the dock recently? We’ve every reason to suppose he was one of them and— well, a chain’s as strong as its weakest link, and sometimes your best policy is to shorten the chain and get rid of the faulty link.”
“I see,” said Richard. “And this chap, Benn, was another link.” “Looks remarkably like it.”
“And—oh, no, Inspector, that’s crazy. You’re not suggesting that Jill... . It’s fantastic. She’s a nurse, she knows what drugs do to people. Just a slow form of murder instead of the speedy kind. If you’d set eyes on her, you’d know ...”
“But I haven’t,” said the Inspector slowly. “And suppose, just for the sake of argument, you’re wrong? Suppose they got hold of her in some way... . Now, Dr. Fyfe, I’m only trying to answer your question. What can have happened to her, I mean.”
“Then perhaps you can answer this one, too. Why should she leave a note telling me she was going to the Angel?”
“In build-ups like this one there’s always danger for the little man, the little woman, too, of course. I mean, the chaps at the top stay put, but the personnel are always changing, just as soon as they stop being assets and start being a danger—to X, I mean.”
“Blackmail?” Richard felt his head swim.
“Or conversion. Or just blue funk. The authorities don’t look kindly on these dope rings, and no one likes the idea of spending years behind bars.
Sometimes, particularly with women, they fall in love, want to cut clear, make a fresh start. They can swear till they’re blue in the face that they’ve put the past behind them, don’t remember a thing, but X and his friends aren’t going to take a chance like that, and they’d be mugs if they did,” he added, candidly. “So, you see ...?”
“Eric in the dock, Benn in the basement. What’s this leading up to? Gillian on the bomb-site? I keep telling you, she knew nothing.”
“She knew where Benn hung out, and she’d told you.”
“She didn’t tell me,” Richard interrupted. “She just said he had a junk
shop near the market—and his name. I looked him up in the telephone book.”
“And came to see him?”
 “He was the last person I could get hold of who had seen her. I don’t count the crowd at the Angel, I didn’t know who they were. But if there was anything—wacky—then Benn was probably in it. So I came down, last night, but I couldn’t get any answer.”
“And you came again to-day?”
“I had to do something. And he might have been back. When I saw the milk I was pretty sure he was on the premises, and I meant to get some information out of him, if I had to... .” He stopped abruptly.
“Break his neck, you were going to say. Dr. Fyfe, when you realised the young lady hadn’t come back, why didn’t you ring the police?”
“I didn’t want to see her name in capitals in every rag in the kingdom, and find my doorstep cluttered up with Press hounds,” returned Richard,
savagely. “Besides, you’d only have told me it’s a free country and if a girl chooses to change her mind about who she’ll go out with, I mean, that’s no concern of yours.”
“You don’t do us justice,” returned the Inspector drily. “Nothing else occur to you? Then I don’t think we need detain you any longer, Dr. Fyfe. You’re not thinking of leaving London for the next few days, I take it?”
“I’m a doctor,” said Richard, his voice as dry as the Inspector’s. “You can’t walk out on a crowd of sick people, you know. Anyway, until I’ve got some information about Miss Hinde, from you or anyone else ...”
“If you should get any information about Miss Hinde from any other quarter, I rely on you to pass it on to us at once,” said the Inspector in a sharp tone. “And whatever you do, don’t try and pull the chestnuts out of the fire yourself. For some reason I’ve never been able to fathom, amateurs always get the idea they can outwit the professionals.”
It wasn’t often that Arthur Crook found himself in agreement with the police, but he’d have given them an ungrudging hand on that.
“It wouldn’t help us to have you hit over the head,” the policeman continued. “We’re short-handed as it is ...”
“And so’s my hospital. Try and get it into your head, Inspector, that I haven’t the slightest desire to find myself in the mortuary queue behind Benn and that other chap you found in the water.”
The Inspector said politely it was nice they understood each other, but when he found himself alone with his sergeant, he said, “I don’t like it; I don’t like it a bit. I don’t think this young chap’s implicated, but say he found out the girl was and came hot-foot to see Benn—he was in the neighbourhood last night, he admits it himself, and Benn was killed some time between six and eleven, as far as Burgess can say.”
“He came round again to-day,” his sergeant reminded him.
“They do it. You know that as well as I do. Some can’t stand the suspense.
Has he been found? Am I suspected? What’s happening? Some of them even think it’s a smart thing to be the one that finds the body. And he said he was going to telephone us, but when Oliver met him he was coming out of the house and he hadn’t tried to ring us—he knew the house was on the ’phone, remember, because he’d looked it up in the book to get the address. If someone hadn’t happened to see him sneaking in the back way, should we have learned about Benn’s death as early as we did?”
 
* * *
 
“Ever done a jig-saw puzzle?” Crook enquired cheerfully of his companion. “Ever find a bit that don’t seem to fit in anywhere, and say, ‘This must belong to something else,’ and then you find you’ve got the bits in wrong and your mystery piece does fit, after all?”
He was talking to Richard Fyfe, who had gone round to see him on the evening of the Bank Holiday. There was still no news about Gillian. 
“Who’s your odd bit in this puzzle?” demanded the young doctor, wishing people wouldn’t talk in riddles when your head ached like blazes and you were so sick with anxiety you could scarcely distinguish a migraine from a meningitis.
“The chap who gave the alarm. In the police’s shoes, I’d have wanted to know quite a lot about him. What was he doing in an empty street on Christmas Day? He didn’t live there or he’d have hung around. Why didn’t he stop to meet them? And why should he care if a perfect stranger, in broad daylight, mark you, or as broad as we ever get it in this country in December, tries to get into a house by the back if he doesn’t get in at the front. More.”
He wagged an enormous pudgy finger at his audience. “How come he was there two days running and could identify your car? Well? Want to know the answer?”
“You tell me,” agreed Richard, feeling rather overwhelmed by Crook’s boisterous energy.
“My guess ’ud be he was set to watch the house and report in due course. He saw you come down on Christmas Eve—well, obviously, or he wouldn’t have known you were there. You didn’t get in, so Bob’s your uncle. But the next day you go down and you go for the back way and you don’t come out again. Didn’t you say the street was a cul-de-sac?”
“Yes,” agreed Richard, thinking this was perhaps how patients felt when they found themselves confronted by some medical authority of immense reputation—tongue-tied.
“So,”—Crook plodded on, the most pertinacious of elephants— “when you didn’t come back he did a bit of arithmetic and guessed you’d got inside. And he knew what you were going to find there. Well, of course he did. Otherwise, why should he care if you got in or not? The police are like rats, you know. They hang on. Someone’s going to swing one of these days for Benn, just as they will for that chap they pulled out of the dock, and your shadow didn’t see why it shouldn’t be you.”
“Shadow?” repeated Richard.
“Well,” said Crook politely, “you didn’t mention you were bringing a friend with you.”
“I didn’t. I haven’t spoken of this to anyone else.”
“Just as well,” Crook agreed. “It ain’t healthy to know too much. If I could persuade chaps of that, the undertakers ’ud have a lot more time on their hands. Now, just drift up alongside and tell me if you’ve seen that type on the other side of the street before.”
He was leaning casually against the window-frame as he spoke. Richard came over, stood an instant glancing up and down the street and turned away.
“No,” he said. “Do you think he’s there because I’m here?”
“I don’t think, I know. Point is—did the rozzers put him on to you or could it be X? Didn’t notice if he tailed you home from Aldgate Pump?”
“No. Do you think he could have been the chap who gave the alarm? He wasn’t in evidence after the police arrived.”
“Would you be, in the circumstances? No, no; depend upon it, he was shut up nice and tight in a telephone booth giving his boss the lowdown on developments. Made your will?”
He shot out the question so suddenly that Richard’s eyes bulged. He spun round. “You don’t suppose ...”
“My dear chap, do be your age and remember you ain’t playing a panel game now. Also that the most bloodstained murderer can’t hang twice. If these chaps think you’re the slightest danger to them they won’t give you time to say your prayers. Take my tip and don’t go hanging about dark corners by yourself; if a chap stops you and asks for a light, ask him what’s wrong with buying himself a box of matches; and if he wants a lift remind him that Providence equipped him with two feet. And if he should happen to be a one-legged man,” he added, “it shows he’s a careless type, anyway, and not to be trusted. Don’t keep any appointments without checking up that they’re with the right dick, and, above all, don’t let a stranger stand you a drink.”
“In short,” suggested Richard, “about the only place where I shall be safe is the churchyard.”
Crook looked disgusted. “If you want to play safe I don’t know why the hell I’m wasting my time on you,” he said.
 
* * *
 
Richard hadn’t been back long when he received a telephone call.
“Dr. Fyfe?” said a voice. “Just thought you’d like to know the little lady’s fine, which is how you’d like her to stay, I guess. Well, then, don’t go starting anything, will you?”
“If you mean the police, you know as well as I do it’s out of my hands.” He couldn’t really believe he was talking to someone who knew where Gillian was. “Let me speak to her,” he exclaimed in sudden fury. “I don’t believe you’ve got her.”
“It ’ud be a shame to deprive her of her beauty sleep,” said the voice.
“And I don’t mean the police. The police ...” It appeared that the speaker’s opinion of them tallied with Crook’s. And Crook’s was the next name he heard. “Been seeing much of him lately?” asked the voice. “Got a big nose, hasn’t he? Might drop him a hint it ’ud be healthier to keep it out of matters that don’t concern him.”
There was a sharp click as the receiver was replaced. Richard’s first impulse was to dial 999. Then his hand dropped to his side. He didn’t know much about tapping telephone wires, but he didn’t believe this gang would leave much to chance. “Mind you tell us of any developments,” the Inspector had said. It’s your duty, he’d meant, but what did he, Richard, care about duty if Gillian was the penalty for being a good citizen? Let the police catch their own criminals. Wasn’t that what they were for? He walked over to the window and there was the same fellow hanging about at the corner. He marched down the stairs and across the street.
“Who put you on to watching me?” he demanded.
The man turned, staring. Richard felt a pang of misgiving. Was this the same man? He hadn’t really seen him properly.
 “Watching you?” said the other. “Why? If you think I’ve got nothing better to do than hang about on your doorstep you should have your head examined.”
He threw away the stub of his cigarette, stuck his hands in his pockets and swaggered off. Richard went into the house again and asked the telephone operator if a recent call could be traced. It couldn’t, of course, having been made on the automatic exchange. When he put back the instrument Richard stole across and looked out of the window. There wasn’t anyone to be seen; he looked again a little later, but there was still no one there. But when he drew the curtains and turned on the light the watcher came out of his hiding place and resumed his patient vigil.
 
* * *
 
In a house whose address she didn’t know, Gillian lay on her back and stared at the ceiling.
The little room into which they had now moved her was not much larger than a cell and contained very little more furniture. Each day the woman the men called Lena led her down to the bathroom, and she realized vaguely that this must be quite a large house, her prison being on the top floor. She had never seen her bag again, and though they let her have her powder compact, they withheld the lipstick.
“You’re not going anywhere, you don’t need lipstick,” Lena chaffed her. “Are you afraid I’d write a message on the bathroom wall?” They hadn’t broken her spirit yet, though no one could complain they hadn’t tried; in that bare little room, so old-fashioned there wasn’t even electric light, just a little gas-jet high in the wall and a rusty little iron grate. They didn’t give her a fire, only an oil-stove during the day. At night the door was locked on the outside.
Another man had turned up; they called him Pug, and it was he who did the endless questioning.
“Who’s Richard?” 
“A friend.”
“What’s his real name?” 
“Just Richard.”
“Where does he live?”
“In London. Where am I now?”
“I’m asking the questions. Why did you give him Benn’s address?”
“I didn’t. I couldn’t. I don’t know it myself.”
“Found your way there all right.”
“It was an accident. Because of the fog.”
Pug laughed. It wasn’t a nice sound. “Too bad.”
“Why do you keep me here?”
“Why did you muscle in? Now it’s too late.”
Too late for what? she wanted to say, but she couldn’t speak the words. Sometimes she thought she was really going mad. That was what they wanted her to believe, of course. There was a tiny window in her room, looking over precisely nothing.
All she could tell was that the house was isolated; only a few sounds floated up to her, and no one ever went walking along the waste space that was her view. But once she saw a van going past, and she shouted and screamed and pounded on the glass—she couldn’t open the window, it was screwed down.
The driver didn’t hear her, but the others did. They came bursting in and pulled her away and tied her hands and feet; they put a gag in her mouth and threw her on the bed—they didn’t worry about being gentle—and while “Dr. Belvedere” pasted dark paper over the glass, the woman told her what to expect if she tried any more tricks.
“You’ve got a pretty face,” she said. “It would be a pity to get it spoiled.”
She didn’t know what day of the week it was, how long she had been there.
Two days, three days, a week, a month? Time had stopped like a clock that had run down. At the back of her mind was the realization that they couldn’t keep her here forever, and how would they ever dare let her go, except to a deeper darkness still?
 
* * *
 
The woman came in, carrying a tray. “Ready for your dinner?” she said. She brought a box of matches with her, and she lighted the gas-jet. “Eat it up and then I’ll give you some news.”
Gillian looked at her, perplexed. Her fair, pretty hair was lank and uncombed, her face shadowed—she seemed quite old when she saw herself in the glass.
“What day is it?”
“What does that matter to you?”
“How long have I been here?”
“Not long enough to learn sense, it seems. What a silly girl you are, Gillian Hinde. Living in the dark like a troglodyte. Now eat up and you shall see a newspaper.”
Panic flared up in her. “What’s happened to him?” “Happened to who?” Lena’s face was cunning. “Richard.” The word was a breath of sound.
“Dr. Fyfe? Oh, yes, we know who he is; so do the police.”
“The police?” She was falling back into her silly habit of repeating the last words she’d heard.
“That’s right. Eat your dinner and I’ll tell you.”
Gillian gulped down the unpalatable food. She ached with cold and hunger and the pummeling she’d so recently received.
“That’s better. Now—that column. That’s right.”
Poor Mr. Benn hadn’t attracted much attention in life, and in death he didn’t rate more than a few lines in a side column.
Police are investigating the death of a marine-store dealer known as Hassan Benn, believed to be of Arab descent, who was found with his neck broken at the foot of a flight of stone stairs behind his shop on Christmas Day. This is the second mysterious death in this area during the past month, the other being that of Eric Boxer, whose body was taken out of the St. Julian Dock
less than two weeks ago.
Gillian laid the paper aside. “It doesn’t say a word about Richard.”
“Ah, but he was there. It so happens a friend of ours was passing and he saw a young man breaking into the house by the back, so he rang the police, and when they came your Dr. Fyfe was beside the body. Now do you understand? You told him where to go and he went and he lost his temper and pushed the old man downstairs. That’s murder, Gillian Hinde, and murderers hang. We’re doing you a favour really, keeping you hidden, because there’s something called accessory before the fact....”
Gillian got up, her eyes wild. “It’s all lies. Richard ...”
“Why don’t you ask him yourself?” insinuated the voice. “You could get him on the telephone.”
She closed her lips tight. You could be a coward and shiver in the dark,
wondering what your tormentors’ next step would be, but, even so, you wouldn’t betray your dear love.
“Shall I get his number. It’s Pleasance 1948, isn’t it? He must be quite anxious about you. Such strange things happen to girls who go where they’re not invited, especially after dark.”
Gillian learned against the blacked-out window; it was another trick, of course. The trouble was that, sooner or later, they’d catch you off your guard and you’d say the fatal word... . Her head swam; what was the fatal word? She didn’t even know the answer to her own question.
“Come,” said the woman, putting an authoritative arm round her shoulders, “lean on me and we’ll go downstairs. The telephone’s downstairs. What? You won’t come? Very well, if you won’t talk to him, I will. I’ll leave your door open so you can hear. I’m afraid you don’t trust us very far, do you?”
She walked out of the room and down the stairs; light came in from the landing. Gillian stole out and leaned over the bannisters. There was the sound of a telephone dial being spun. She held her breath. Then the woman’s voice came pealing up the staircase.
“Dr. Fyfe? That is Dr. Fyfe speaking? Hold the line, please. Miss Hinde would like a word with you.”
Richard’s voice came quite clearly over the line, though she couldn’t hear the words.
“Yes, she’s just coming. Gillian!”
She was there, staggering, shaking, her hand outstretched to take the receiver. But it was jerked out of her reach. The man called Pug was there; she didn’t know where he’d come from.
“Just remember we can hear everything you say,” he warned her, “so don’t talk out of line. What you’re to tell the boy-friend is, first, not to get on to the police about this call, or it’ll be the worse for you, and next, that if he’s patient and plays along he can come and see you. If he doesn’t play, there’ll be danger all round. Got that?”
She nodded. He put the receiver into her hand. “Now, no tricks, mind,”
he said.
“Gillian!” Richard was clamouring at the other end of the line. “Is it you?
I can’t believe it ...”
“Darling. Oh, Richard ...” Her voice failed.
On his side, too, there was a moment of incredulous silence. Then:
“Where are you?”
“I don’t know.” Lowering her eyes she saw a number written on the instrument. “That is ...”
Something touched her side and she glanced down. The man on the other end of the line heard the long, swift breath she drew.
“Gillie, what is it? What are they doing to you? Gillie!”
She was still staring at the knife. Even now it didn’t seem possible it might be driven into your ribs while you stood beside a table, a telephone in your hand. But an inward voice told her not to be silly. Say one word off the record and the knife would move.
“I still can’t believe this is us. Richard, I’ve got a message. Listen carefully. Don’t—repeat, don’t—try and get in touch with the police about this. Come and see me when you get the chance—did you get that? If you don’t do what I say, you’ll be in great danger—no, I’m not being melodramatic, it’s true.” Her voice jerked unevenly up and down, giving an odd emphasis to this word and that.
“Gillie, how are they treating you?”
“I’m all right. Richard, don’t do anything rash—Darling, I love you. Never forget. I love you, love you ...”
The receiver was abruptly twisted out of her hand. “Get that, Dr. Fyfe? If you know what’s good for Miss Hinde you’ll do like she says. Hang around and I’ll ring you again presently and name a rendezvous. And if you’re wise you’ll come fast.”
“Make it now.” His words sounded as though they’d been dragged over emery-paper.
“What do you take me for? I’ll ring when I’m sure you’re not double-crossing me. And don’t think we shouldn’t know. Of course, if you think it’s your duty to get on to that Inspector ... How good a citizen are you, Doctor?”
A laugh accompanied the last words.
Richard’s voice came through again. “When will you ring?”
“Oh, maybe this afternoon, maybe in an hour. You stand by.” He hung up
the receiver and turned, grinning, to the shaken girl.
“Don’t do anything rash,” he gibed. “But he’ll come, sweetheart; he’ll come. You see, we shall make him understand what might happen to you if he didn’t. But I don’t think I’ll ask you to be present when we ring him next time. To tell you the truth, you cramp my style. Those big, sad eyes of yours—I shall burst out crying soon, really I shall.”
 
* * *
 
When he’d rung off, Richard began walking up and down the room like a man practicing for a marathon. Up and down, over and across, up and down... His landlady, Mrs. Lloyd, who occupied the room below, stood it as long as she could and then, when even banging on the ceiling with the handle of a broom made no difference, she decided to come up and find out for herself what was wrong.
Richard hadn’t even heard the bumping of the stick. He seemed enmeshed in a nightmare, where your dear love could speak to you and you not have an idea where she was or who were her companions. Her voice, he thought—that had been strange, staccato—perhaps they were using force. He began to repeat her words—Don’t tell the police—come and see me—great danger ... Light flashed into his darkened mind. Of course, she was using the words as a kind of code. Don’t come—great danger—that was what she meant. But danger for whom? For her? Him? For them both, of course, since you couldn’t separate them now. Up and down, up and ... He was aware of someone banging on the door and when he opened it, there stood Mrs. Lloyd.
“Really, Dr. Fyfe,” she said “if I’d wanted to live in the Lion House I’d have applied for a basement flat in the Zoo.”
He stared, not taking anything in, except that she was there and seemed put out about something. She saw that distrait look and her manner changed. She could recognize trouble, and young Dr. Fyfe was one of her favourites. A polite, pleasant young man, not given to knocking the furniture about.
“What is it? Something’s wrong. Have you had bad news?”
He was thinking fast now. He’d been brooding—what next? Ring the police? Too dangerous. They might have his line tapped; similarly, he shrank from telephoning to Arthur Crook. It wouldn’t help anyone for him to wake up in hospital and a gang that didn’t draw the line at pitching an old man downstairs and abducting a girl, wouldn’t make a thing about hitting Crook over the head. And even Crook, though you’d never get him to say so, was only mortal. But here was a straw at which to grasp, though plump Mrs.
Lloyd wouldn’t have suggested a straw to most people.
In reply to her question, he said: “Yes. Bad news. That is—I’m waiting for a telephone call. Mrs. Lloyd, you’re right. I am in trouble. I need a friend. I know I can trust you... .”
Her heart warmed to him; he was like the son she’d never had. “What is it, then?” she asked, her voice softening. “If I can help ...”
“I can’t tell you,” he said jerkily, “but—if I got in a jam would you ring this number?”
He hauled Crook’s card out of his pocket.
“My lawyer,” he added quickly. Then he tried to laugh. “I may be riding ahead of the hounds, but—just in case. You understand?”
She understood this was Trouble with a capital T, but she took the card,
saying: “I’ll do that, Dr. Fyfe. Lawyer?” She glanced down. “That’s a funny
name for a lawyer to have.”
“He’s funny sort of lawyer,” said Richard. And then the telephone rang and he went quickly back to the room. But it was only a wrong number. He hung up and looked out of the window. The watchdog was still there. Oh, well—Patience be our watchword, as the old hymn said. He started to prowl again, then remembered Mrs. Lloyd and flung himself down by the telephone. His hands were shaking—like an old drunk, he thought. He picked up a pencil and began to doodle—a cat, the only animal he could draw really, seen in profile, sharp nose, long whiskers, a bow round its neck, and its tail curled neatly round its feet. He hesitated, then added a bell to the bow. He listened; nothing happened, it might be a dead world. It was a Sunday and his off-duty day; everyone seemed asleep or queueing for the pictures. There wasn’t much else to do in London on a Sunday. He took up the pencil again and drew a tree and a bird in the tree. What would psychologists make of that? An instinctive expression of danger? But, again—to whom? To the bird? It was safe so long as it stayed in the tree, or until the cat started to climb. Well, if he was the bird, he was going to fly out of the tree the minute he saw the green light.
He looked out of the window once more. Was his shadow still there? You bet. And then he stiffened, rigid, eyes widening. Because he saw the car coming down the street, the long black car with the radio rod and the man in uniform at the wheel. You can’t mistake a police car. Still, it had a right to come down the road, hadn’t it? Nothing to show it was coming here. It ’ud go right past... . The car slowed and stopped at the gate. A man got out, plain-clothes, but that’s what you’d expect. He pushed open the gate and walked up the path.
When the knock fell on his door Richard was doodling again.
“Come in! Yes, Mrs. Lloyd?” Had he got the right note of surprise in his voice? And then he saw that didn’t matter, saw she was remembering their conversation and thought this was what he meant. Trouble with the police! He didn’t know how to correct that impression; assure her it wasn’t the police he feared....
The plain-clothes man had come up behind her. It wasn’t the Inspector,
which proved it wasn’t just a casual visit to verify a detail or put a couple of additional questions. Anyway, for that they wouldn’t come in a car. Mrs. Lloyd came into the room, her hands clasped in front of her; he saw the broad gold wedding-ring she wore...
“Oh, Dr. Fyfe, someone from the police—he would come up.”
“May I come in?”
Richard smiled faintly. “Can I prevent you?”
“We can’t come into a private house without being invited. You should know your rights, Dr. Fyfe. Not unless we have a warrant, that is.”
“And you haven’t? Come in, of course. It’s all right, Mrs. Lloyd, I’m assisting the police about an inquest. That’s so, isn’t it?” he added, as the woman slowly retreated.
“That’s so, sir. The Inspector ’ud be glad if you could come along to the station... .” The newcomer drew off his gloves and stood there, calm and immovable. The sun came out suddenly, just as though there was something to be triumphant about. It caught the chromium fittings of a great blue and silver car going past the window, driven by a girl who looked as though she’d walked straight out of Hollywood, shone on a bit of glass held over his head by a small boy, caught the light on a broad, handsome ring, on the plump side of a china jug on his own mantelshelf.
“Well, not right away, I’m afraid,” said Richard pleasantly. “I’m expecting a telephone call. I’ll be along later.”
“I’m sorry, sir. About your call, I mean ...”
“Look here,” exploded Richard, “what are you afraid of? That I shall make a bolt for it? I wouldn’t have a hope in hell, not with your watchdog on the corner there?”
“Our what?” The man’s voice rose, startled.
“Oh, come, that’s enough of play-acting. You mustn’t think I’m a fool all along the line. I promise you, as soon as my call comes through... .” Airily
he picked up the pencil and doodled a bit more. Keep your head, keep calm.
He wasn’t as good at drawing dogs as cats; this might have passed for a pig at a pinch. His companion crossed to the window.
“I can assure you we haven’t had you followed. Why should we?” He turned, his voice suspicious. “What does this mean, Dr. Fyfe? There’s no one there.”
“Well, there was when you arrived.” He rose in his turn and came to the window; the street was empty of everything except the big black car—a Panther, trust the police to have the best—and the driver sitting immovable at the wheel. “No,” he agreed, gently, “he’s gone now. And do you know where? I’d be prepared to bet he’s in the nearest telephone box, informing his boss of your arrival. Why on earth did you have to come this afternoon? Couldn’t you have telephoned?”
“This is a case of murder, Dr. Fyfe. We’re concerned ...”
“I’m concerned it shan’t be another murder.” He heard his voice rise, clenched his hands and went back to his chair. “If you’re interested, I’m not particularly concerned with who killed that poor devil, Benn. That’s for the police to discover.” His pencil moved wildly over the paper. If you’re sketching, no one can notice how unsteady your hand is. And Gillian was depending on him, having no one else. He drew a car and a driver, as if nothing else in the world really mattered.
“Quite so, Dr. Fyfe. The police are your best friends, if only you’d recognize it. And they’re far more likely to find Miss Hinde than any amateur.”
He smothered a savage laugh. “Is that so?” “If you’re holding out on us ...”
He threw down the pencil and got up. “All right,” he said, “all right. Let’s go.” He caught sight of the man’s face. “Is there something fresh? Good Heavens, you don’t mean—Miss Hinde?”
“I can’t say anything, Dr. Fyfe, but if you’re really concerned for the young lady you’ll come with me without any more delay.”
Mrs. Lloyd was waiting in the hall and saw them come down; she caught Richard’s eye.
“If you should hear my telephone, Mrs. Lloyd, I’d be awfully obliged if you’d take the call. I’m expecting some important news. You needn’t say where I am—just that I’ve been called out. I don’t expect to be long.”
“Don’t you, indeed?” reflected Mrs. Lloyd, watching the black car drive away. She knew a good deal about the police, and in her experience they
always meant trouble. She wondered about the card in her pocket. And that bit about the telephone call—was that genuine or meant to be a hint? She did a bit of prowling herself, before she made up her mind, and took the receiver off Richard’s telephone. But when she rang the Bloomsbury number there was no reply. It was quite a while before she noticed the second number on the card—what Crook called his emergency number, and tried that.
And this time she was more fortunate.
 
* * *
 
The black car rolled smoothly through the streets; there wasn’t much traffic and what there was made way for the police.
“Step on it, Fred,” said Richard’s companion. “Dr. Fyfe can’t wait to meet his young lady. Isn’t that so, Dr. Fyfe?”
He stuffed his gloves into the pocket of his overcoat. The sun came through the window and shone on a handsome ring he was wearing. Crook’s voice sounded in Richard’s ear. “As smooth a Charley as ever I saw,” he said. “Wearing a sizeable ring, too. Funny, I never could take to chaps who wear rings.”
And, of course, policemen don’t wear rings, not when they’re on duty. “Cat got your tongue?” The man beside him laughed.
“I was thinking,” said Richard, “that Chesterton was right. You don’t look for a hamadryad in a sideboard. And, of course, when you see a police car and a man in uniform, you expect it to be the police.”
“That was the idea.”
“It’s a very good imitation.” His eyes were watching the road; in a minute they’d be held up by lights. There were a few people going up and down the pavement ...
“You can thank Fred for that. Fred wore a police uniform once, but—the life didn’t offer enough scope, did it, Fred? Dr. Fyfe,” his voice changed,
“you weren’t thinking of trying anything, were you? If so, I wouldn’t advise it, really I wouldn’t. You see, we’re on a time schedule. If we don’t make our destination the time I told them, I’ve left instructions—what’s to happen to Miss Hinde, I mean.”
You might have guessed—they thought of everything. The car stopped as the lights turned red, but Richard made no move. Then they flashed amber, then green; the big car ran onward. They were travelling north, past Hampstead, Highgate—now they’d turned into quite a countrified road, considering you weren’t so very far from Piccadilly Circus, that is. The car stopped in front of a fair-sized house with big double gates, Fred got down to open them and they moved up the drive.
Then Fred had opened the door of the car and Charley (if that was his name) told Richard to get out. The door of the house was opened by a nice-looking woman, not unlike Ma Lloyd really, except that she was a lot better dressed and spoke rather differently. Freshly-waved hair, well-kept hands, manner almost cosy.
“We’re waiting for you,” she said, reminding Richard of the way nurses on a private case sometimes greet a doctor. “We’re getting quite impatient.”
A man standing at the head of the staircase called, “Got the Doctor there? Bring him up.”
Richard stood defiantly, looking around him. Someone—it was Charley— jabbed him in the back, with something hard and small and round. The sense of nightmare was intensified, and for a moment he was back in a dark house, looking at something that resembled an old sack lying at the foot of a stone staircase.
“Get moving,” said Charley, all the smoothness gone from his voice. He went up, Pug going ahead. They passed a number of closed doors; there wasn’t a sound to be heard from behind any of them. At the top, the attic floor, Pug flung open what looked like a cupboard; anyway, it was quite dark inside.
“In here,” he said.
“Where’s Gillian?” Richard demanded.
“You’ll find out. Go on, get in.”
He knew then what he was going to find. “You’d like to see Miss Hinde, wouldn’t you?” they’d jeered. And, like a fool, it hadn’t occurred to him there was no promise he was going to see her alive. He swung round in a wild rage and struck out at the man behind him. Pug plunged forward and caught his arms.
“That’ll do. You’ve given us enough trouble as it is.”
He felt a foot in the small of his back and staggered forward, crashing into the dark. Behind him someone laughed.
“Give him a box of matches,” said Pug. “They may come in useful. Sorry
there’s no light,” he added. “But you know what these old-fashioned houses are.”
Then the door slammed, he heard a key turn in the lock, and a mutter of voices, and again someone laughed. This time it was the woman.
 
* * *
 
The only difference Sunday made to Crook was that, instead of working in Bloomsbury, he worked in Earls Court. He was hard at it when Mrs. Lloyd got through on the telephone.
“Crook here. Who’s speaking? Who? Dr. Fyfe? An inquest? Didn’t say whose, I suppose? Well, well, there’s one born every minute as they say.”
Something that had been perplexing Mrs. Lloyd fell into place. Helping about an inquest, Richard had said, and at the time she’d thought it queer. Now she knew why. Coroners don’t hold inquests on Sundays.
“It was a police car,” she exclaimed, defensively.
“That’s what you think. Chap didn’t happen to say what station he’d come from? No, I didn’t suppose he had. Lucky for the Doctor, if you ask
me, if the inquest doesn’t turn out to be his own. Now, now, this is no time for waterworks. Be at home if I drop around? O. K.”
He depressed the bar of the telephone and dialed a number. Whatever some of his legal colleagues might think of his methods, he had the supreme virtue, from a client’s point of view, of having a friend at every court, even the police court. And so it didn’t take him long to learn that no police car had been sent out that afternoon to fetch Richard Fyfe in.
“Don’t know what they teach ’em at these posh schools,” grumbled Crook, ringing up Bill Parsons to let him know how the land lay. “If they wanted him down at the station they wouldn’t send a car, not unless he’s lost the use of his legs and then it ’ud be an ambulance. Amateurs!”
He made a snorting sound and rushed down the stairs to where the “Superb” was parked round a corner. Mrs. Lloyd had a second shock when she saw him. She cherished the quaint idea that there’s something—well—refined—about the legal profession. Anyway, lawyers shouldn’t go round looking like bookies’ touts. She began to babble something.
“Keep it for your memoirs,” urged Crook, pushing past her. “Now, then, happen to notice what this chap looked like?”
“Just like anyone else,” she said, feebly, “Oh, dear! It’s a pity Dr. Fyfe didn’t draw a picture of him instead of the car.”
“What’s that?” Crook’s big brown eyes bulged out of their sockets. “Drew a car?”
“You know how people do, when they’re thinking or waiting for someone to come to the ’phone. It was a cat to start with.”
“The car?” asked Crook politely, reflecting that where patience was concerned he could beat Job on his own ground.
“Ever so good it was. I mean, you could see at once it was a cat.” “Could you see the other was a car?”
“Oh, yes. Man at the wheel and all.”
He coaxed her up the stairs to Richard’s room and stood staring at the cat and the dicky-bird and something that, he allowed, might be a dog and something else that quite clearly was a car.
He turned to Mrs. Lloyd as he took the receiver from its rest.
“It could be I got the labels mixed,” he told her. “Maybe the dumb cluck this time isn’t Dr. Richard Fyfe but a guy called Arthur Crook. Anyway, here’s hoping.” 
Then he got his connection and started talking as rapidly as the waters come down at Lodore. Mrs. Lloyd stood listening and not understanding a word, except that the man she’d taken for a bookie was laying down the law—and how! as Crook himself would have said. When at last he hung up he turned with a smile as endearing as a baby alligator’s.
“O.K. by you if I hang around for a while?” he asked. “I’m expecting a car, and this time it’ll be the real McCoy.”
 
* * *
As Richard pulled himself painfully to his feet a voice he’d never expected to hear again whispered out of the dark. “Richard! Darling, why did you come? I warned you—I warned you——”
“Gillie!” His heart almost stopped beating with excitement. “Where are you? Wait a minute—I’ve got a torch somewhere.”
He pressed the button and a ribbon of light played over the walls of their mutual prison, the prison destined to be their tomb.
“I’m all right. It’s just—I can’t move.”
He saw why, saw the cords round ankles and wrists and plunged forward.
“What have they done to you? My God, I’ll have them all strung up for this!”
This was so like the impetuous Richard she loved that she even contrived a laugh. Even death didn’t seem so bad with Richard beside her, and she was pretty sure death was their invisible playmate here. Now he was on his knees beside her, tearing at the knots; but it was only when he remembered the penknife in his pocket that he was able to set her free. Funny, he thought, they should have left the knife. It must mean that they were very sure ...
“What’s that?” he asked, throwing up his head.
Feet were moving across the little landing, going quietly down the stairs.
“Enjoy yourselves, turtle doves!” called a mocking voice. “Make the most of your time together. It won’t be long now.”
Richard played the beam over the enclosing walls. It was clear that this place had been designed for a box room, a luggage-dump; the walls sloped sharply to meet the floor not twelve feet away; there was no window, no skylight. You couldn’t even get much impetus to smash down the door,
since there was so little space in which a tall man could stand upright. Still, he thudded and crashed, and the voice, sounding a little farther off now, warned him, “Waste of energy, I assure you. Even if you broke the lock you’ll never get past the bolts. Take my tip—take it easy. Remember, the sooner it’s over, the sooner to sleep, and you’ve a nice long sleep ahead.”
“What do you suppose they mean to do?” whispered Gillian. “Leave us here—to starve?”
“They won’t need to do that. There can’t be much air here at the best of times, and now they’ve blocked the door—I dare say they’ve put a rug over the crack—yes, I thought as much. We shall be suffocated if we don’t get out before long.”
 “How long?”
“Hard to say. Of course, they may have some other idea in mind.”
And, of course, they had.
 
* * *
 
It was Richard who first noticed the change in the atmosphere; he lifted his head, he sniffed, then he said gently, “Here we go. Gas—seeping in from somewhere.”
He flashed his torch again round the walls; but there was no bracket here, no fireplace ...
“It’s all gas on this floor,” explained Gillian. “Mrs. Harton told me.” “Easy as kiss your hand. Make a little hole in the wall, attach a bit of rubber tubing to the nearest gas-jet, turn on the tap—that’s what that chap was doing in the room next door—and you can’t lose. Or can you? Gillie, we’re not going to die here like a couple of rats or rabbits! First thing, let’s find out where it’s coming from.”
A faint hiss guided them to the leak, which was high up in the wall.
“They think of everything, don’t they?” said Richard. “There’s a bit of piping there—look. Wonder how firm it is.”
“You mean, try and knock it out? But that wouldn’t help.”
“I was wondering if it was firm enough to hold on to. Gillie, repeat, we’re not going to wait here and be gassed like rats in a hole.”
“That’s why they gave us the matches!” exclaimed Gillian. “They hoped we should strike one ...”
“And blow the place sky-high? You can’t say they aren’t triers. Gillie, how are you feeling? Do you think if made a back, you could climb up and stand on my shoulders? You might be able to get a grip on that pipe—thank goodness it’s near the corner, so you can get some support from the walls—if we can plug it—a handkerchief would do the trick. And you could wedge it with my propelling pencil. We’ve got to stop that gas somehow. “It’s our only chance. Gillie, are you game? Darling!”
He felt it was a shocking thing to ask of her, with her bruised ankles and wrists, and he was preparing arguments and endearments to persuade her, when she surprised him by saying, “Yes, Richard if you say so.”
“Darling, what a wife you’re going to be. Look, make up your mind, this isn’t the end. I believe in miracles ...”
Ah, but his miracle’s name was Crook, and how could he be sure that Mrs. Lloyd had got in touch? At the time he’d wanted to warn her this wasn’t the sort of occasion he’d meant, until he saw the chap’s ring, that is. Oh, yes, he’d known he was walking into a trap before ever he left the house, but he’d do the same again, even if he knew this prison was the end of it. There’d been no other way of finding Gillian ...
He stooped and made a back, and she climbed up. It was going to be tricky, of course. If she lost her balance in the dark it might be the end for them both. Slowly he straightened up.
“Put your feet in my hands. It’s all right, you don’t weigh more than a good-sized cat. Now, one foot on my shoulder—lean against the wall ...”
It didn’t seem possible that she could do it, but she did. Swaying, sick, half-checked by the gas and the darkness and the bad air, she nevertheless reached down for the handkerchief he passed to her—a second clean one was tied round her mouth—and now he released one hand—the other held her firmly round the ankle—and the beam of the torch swung, wavered and lighted on the treacherous bit of pipe.
“Put your head down, darling. That’s it. Stuff the handkerchief as far up the pipe as you can.”
She wondered dizzily—what will happen? Won’t the pipe explode? But Richard was there, and everything must be all right now.
Suddenly she felt herself begin to crumble. “Richard, hold me—I—”
“O.K., sweetheart. I’ve got you.” The torch went back in his pocket; now he had her by both ankles. “Stoop—give me your hands ...”
She was coughing helplessly when at last he got her down and held her close in his arms.
“It wasn’t any use,” she whispered. “And gas would have been quicker.”
“Come and lie down by the door. A little air may seep under the rug. They
won’t think we could plug that pipe.”
She lay in his arms, shivering as if she’d never stop, while he comforted her. He didn’t say much; they needed all the air there was. But—“I believe in miracles,” he repeated.
Only—the miracle would have to come pretty soon if it was to save them.

 
* * *
 
Charley was making a nice job of re-spraying the Panther a tasteful claretcolour, while Fred removed the number-plates—when Mrs. Harton, sitting in the bow-window of the dining-room, saw the first of the police cars come hurrying up the drive.
 “Philip!” She turned her head and Pug Mayhew came in. When he saw the car, he said, “Stall ’em, Lena,” and tore out to the garage.
“How’s she coming? Get away from here. It’s the rozzers.” Charley didn’t believe him at first. “You’re kidding.”
“Look out of the window and see if I’m kidding. Lock the door and... .” He didn’t stop to finish; he’d be wanted in the house.
Lena hadn’t turned a hair; she was the toughest of them all.
“Philip,” she said, “the police are asking about a Dr. Fyfe. I’ve told them
he doesn’t live here ...”
“Come to the wrong address,” grinned Pug.
“And a Miss—what was the name?—Hinde?”
“Try the Gables down the Avenue. I believe I have heard the name ...”
“I believe you have a Panther, number ABV 190,” the policeman continued, turning to Lena.
“I’m afraid she’s up for repairs at the moment.”
There was a commotion in the drive and an apparition whirled in who might have been a clown on his day off.
“Such as re-painting?” said Mr. Crook, his hat over one eye and a startled and utterly bewildered Mrs. Lloyd held by one hand. He came forward.
“What’s that on your coat? Red paint? Careless, very. Come on, sugar. You and me ain’t nationalized yet. Leave the red tape to the Civil Service.”
He thrust past Mayhew, who made a sharp move to stop him. Crook stuck out a foot as hard as the Rock of Gibraltar and Pug came down with a crash.
Crook went storming up the stairs, and Mrs. Lloyd scuttled after him. “They’re here somewhere,” said Crook. “Upstairs or downstairs or—no, sugar, they won’t be in any room with the door open. Ah, what did I tell you?”
Panting like a grampus he had reached the foot of the last flight of stairs. “See that rug shoved against a door. That’s our bit of trouble.” He shoved his big, red head over the bannisters: “What the blazes do you chaps think you are? The Big Four? Send some of your thugs up to smash a door. Better bring a hatchet—Black Beauty ’ull tell you where it is, and if he don’t remember, just drop a weight on his feet till he does. That always fetches ’em. And mind,” he added, “if you lose either of these I’ll charge the lot of you with manslaughter and see the jury brings in a true bill at that.”
 
* * *
 “It was quite a party,” admitted Crook a while later. He was talking to the newly-rescued pair who, while not looking their best, certainly weren’t candidates for the mortuary as Pug Mayhew had intended. “Once I saw the Doctor had had the wit to put the number of the car on that sketch he made—right under Smart Charley’s nose—the wheels went round faster than the ‘Old Superb,’ and that’s saying something. The police put out a general call for a black Panther, number XXX 1278, and they checked the registration. It appears that should have been the number of a Mortimer 8 belonging to a fellow called Smith, but Smith’s car, which was in his garage, had got a new number—ABV 190. It’s an old gag, of course, swappling number-plates, and they must have thought it pretty safe. Whoever notices the number of a police car? You’d tumbled to him by then, I take it?” he added to Richard.
Richard nodded. “The ring gave him away. It’s the little things...”
“O.K., buddy. Let’s skip the lecture. Well, ABV 190 was the registration number of a black Panther belonging to a Mrs. Harton, address as you’d expect. Mrs. Lloyd recognized Charley when they pulled him out of the garage and the police found his finger-prints in your room. It never pays to under-rate the other side,” wound up Crook, blissfully arrogant. “’Twasn’t as though you hadn’t told them I was in on this. Still, we’re all good citizens and like to give the police a hand when we can, don’t we?”
He got up and held out a huge hand to Gillian. “Still a bit peaky,” he suggested. “Know what I’d suggest—speaking as a layman, of course? A bit of medical attention. And the Doctor here,” he gave Richard a nudge that nearly broke a rib, “is just the chap to give it you.”
And humming gaily, “She’s the girl for me,” he came rushing down and was reunited to the “Old Superb.”
 
 
 
 
The Black Hat 
 
Despite the reading-lamp that stood on the heavy carved writing-table, the room seemed very dark. Thick curtains were drawn across the windows; the fire had sunk to a heap of glowing ash. For an instant, there had been no sound but breathing—heavy triumphant breathing on one side of the table, where Ogilvie sat, and a kind of sobbing breathing from his victim.
Then Ogilvie spoke again. “That’s my last word on the subject. I want that money and I want it quick. You’ve got till ten o’clock to-morrow.”
The other voice whispered, “I’ve told you—it’s impossible. I can’t lay my hands on so much money in the time.”
“You know where you can get it.” “No, no. I can’t, I tell you.”
“It’s for you to choose.” Ogilvie laughed abruptly. “But I think you’d be wise to think again. After all, there’s quite a lot in that letter that never came into court. And murder has an ugly sound.” He picked up his cigarette-case and handed it across the table. “No? They say it soothes the nerves.”
“You’re right,” his companion whispered. “Murder has a very ugly sound.”
Something in the voice made the blackmailer look up sharply. He dropped the match he was holding and it fell on to the desk.
“Put that gun down,” he exclaimed thickly. “You fool—don’t you know it’s loaded.”
“That’s what I hoped.”
“Then don’t risk a second murder. This time you’d swing right enough.Ah! I thought I’d called your bluff.”
“You’re wrong,” said the voice. “I’m—not—bluffing.”
On the mantelpiece, a clock chimed half-past six.
 
* * *
 
In the hall of Sir Aubrey Bruce’s house in Edgbaston Square, Mayfair, the grandfather clock rang a double chime. Bruce glanced at the watch on his wrist.
“Half a minute to go,” he said. “No, Crook, there’s nothing on the afternoon mail from Baynton. We’ll have to count on the girl—though I don’t fancy her evidence is true.”
 “We know damn well it isn’t, but that’s not the point. Point is, will the jury believe her?”
Bruce frowned and began to rip open his letters. His companion was perhaps the most notable lawyer in the whole of London. He was a short burly man with thick red hair and thicker eyebrows, with a square red face and huge freckled hands; he looked like a bookie’s tout or a suburban butcher. But he had a clientele the most polished man of affairs might envy. If it weren’t for Crook there’d be a lot more scoundrels under lock and key.
“Virtue is its own reward,” Crook used to say. “But guilt pays through the nose. Take it from me. I know.”
He was watching his companion out of his little red-brown eyes that never missed anything, and suddenly he saw Bruce change colour, saw the quick clenching of the fingers on the letter he held, the look of disgust, almost of fear, that crossed the intelligent, sensitive face.
“Another little job for me?” he suggested, blandly.
Bruce looked up. For an instant it appeared that he couldn’t remember who Crook was. Then he sort of smiled. Crook didn’t like that smile; he thought if he’d been the writer of the letter he’d have liked it even less.
“No, no,” said Bruce. “There’s nothing you can do.”
“Sure? Why not tell your Uncle Arthur about it? After all, your sort of reputation won’t stand muckraking, but if I get a bit of dirt in my hands—well, what’s soap and water for?”
Bruce laid the letter down and met Crook’s enquiring gaze.
“You remember Ogilvie?” he said.
“Chief witness in the Grieg murder case? Of course I do.”
“If it hadn’t been for Ogilvie, as everyone knows, we’d never have secured our verdict, and Kay would have hanged for a crime she didn’t commit.
Ogilvie came forward and swore she hadn’t given her husband poison in the wine that night because he himself had drunk from the same bottle, without any ill effects.”
“He was your star witness all right. Pity is a lot of people didn’t believe him.”
“I know that. So does Kay. But—I believed him. If I hadn’t, do you think
I’d have married Kay a year after the trial?”
“You can’t blame ’em,” said Crook reasonably. “If ever a woman had cause to bump her husband off that one had. Five years!”
“Don’t,” said Bruce quickly.
Both men were silent an instant, remembering the sensation that Bruce had caused when it became known that he was going to marry the woman he’d successfully defended on a murder charge twelve months before. Some people had said it would ruin his career, but he hadn’t taken any notice. And you had to admit the marriage had been a success. Only sometimes Crook wondered where truth had lain.
Bruce picked up the letter. “This is from Ogilvie. It’s addressed to my wife and was put among my letters by mistake. He says that if she doesn’t send him a cheque for a certain sum by a certain date, he’ll prove he was a bought witness at the trial.”
“That can’t affect the situation now so far as the law’s concerned,” Crook pointed out. “If we’d both seen Lady Bruce drop the poison in the glass, she’d still be innocent because the law says she is.”
“He doesn’t propose to send the letter to the Courts. He’s going to sell it to the press. You know as well as I do what that could mean, Crook.”
Crook tilted his brown bowler on to the back of his head. “You have to hand it to the fellow he knows his onions. There’s more than one man who’d risk a thumping suit for damages to get a scoop like that. And like all famous men, Bruce,” he grinned maliciously, “you have your enemies”.
“Take care,” said Bruce quickly, as the front door closed and a new step sounded in the hall. “It’s Kay.”
Lady Bruce opened the door of her husband’s study and came quickly in. She was ten years younger than her husband, a straight, slender creature dressed in black, with a little curling red feather in her absurd hat. Even Crook, who liked to say he was granite where dames were concerned, was taken aback for an instant by her sheer magnificence, the sense of life she brought with her. Like fire in a cold grate, flame against snow—there weren’t words, but she wasn’t a woman it would be easy to forget. The pallor, the deep shadows under the dark eyes, seemed only to accentuate her unusual and poignant beauty.
“Oh Aubrey!” She stopped dead. “I didn’t know you were engaged.” “This is Mr. Crook. You must know his reputation. Now meet the man.” Kay Bruce held out her hand.  “I hope you’re staying to dinner, Mr. Crook.”
But it was her husband who answered. “I’m afraid you can wash dinner out for to-night. I’ve a big job on. I’ve got to get out immediately.”
“I understand.” That was the marvellous thing about Kay. She always understood; she never sulked when her plans were destroyed at the last moment, never expected a man in love with his work to neglect it in order to be with her. “Shall I tell Masters to leave you some sandwiches?”
“Yes.” Bruce sounded vague. “I don’t know when I’ll be in. Hullo! Where did you lose your earring?”
Kay put up a hand with a little exclamation of dismay. Crook thought she looked paler. The fuss women make about jewels, he thought. Still, he was grateful they existed. They brought him any amount of profitable business.
“Oh Aubrey, and they’re the diamond ones you gave me. I never noticed one of them was loose.”
“You know where you’ve been?”
“Of course. At a dress show. Not to buy, of course. These were models for export trade. Oh, I wonder if I could have dropped it there.”
“Did you come back by taxi?”
“Yes. But I don’t know the number, of course.”
“Don’t be so distressed. We’ll get it back. I’ll make enquiries... .”
She said quickly, “Wait till the morning, Aubrey. Perhaps the driver will find it when he takes his cab home to-night and will bring it back. Anyhow, you can’t do anything to-night”.
She smiled at him, but there was more than just pleasure in her smile.
Crook was like a hound at scent. Metaphorically he pricked his ears.
As soon as the door had closed behind Kay, Bruce announced abruptly, “I’m going to go and see this fellow—now”.
“Better wait till the morning,” counselled Crook. “I agree with your wife. There’s nothing you can usefully do to-night.”
“No? I can get this damned letter out of him, and by Heaven, I will.”
Crook tipped the brown bowler forward over one eye. “Mind if I come with you?” he said.
Bruce looked surprised. “Any particular reason?”
“I’ve got a couple of cases coming along very nicely and I should hate you to be in jug and not be able to handle ’em for me.”
“That’s absurd.” Bruce sounded affronted. “After all my years at the Bar,
do you suppose I’m going to take to murder, knowing the consequences?”
“You tell me this, old boy,” said Crook. “Ever know a chap commit a murder except by accident? No, and nor did I. But our beastly soulless law don’t admit these fine distinctions, and it ain’t goin’ to help Lady Bruce much if it’s you in the dock this time. You can’t conduct your own defence, you know.”
Bruce shrugged. “Come along, if you like. Though what you suppose you can do.  .  .” 
“Suppose Ogilvie should be found plugged with lead to-morrow morning. Well, a good prejudiced witness to swear to your innocence would be worth something, wouldn’t it?”
They let themselves out into the dark March evening and Crook insisted on their travelling by tube. He said he had a reputation to maintain and he didn’t want it said that Arthur Crook had been seen visiting in the underworld after dark.
“Underworld?” repeated Bruce, derisively. “Maida Vale.”
“You picture the underworld as a place of Chinese and opium dens and brothels and Mata-Haris and cocaine in packs of playing-cards, I’ve no doubt,”
Crook told him in the same tone. “But you’ll find plenty of underworld characters in little flats and offices like the one we’re visitin’ now.”
Burlington Mansions was a tall drab set of offices, with narrow stone staircases where the lights had been turned very low and painted blue.
“You could meet your own mother on these stairs and not be recognised,” murmured Crook. “ Come on. We’ll walk, even if the lift is still runnin’.Don’t want to take a chance of being seen. After all, we’re just the kind of people blackmailers love. We’ve got character, cash and kudos.”
They were an odd couple, England’s youngest K.C., a wiry little Scotsman, red-headed, green-eyed, looking as though he’d been cut out with a pair of scissors, and the bulky ungraceful Arthur Crook, the Criminals’ Hope and the Judges’ Despair. Number Seventeen was on the second floor, which was in complete darkness when they arrived.
“He may not be here,” said Bruce uneasily, pressing the bell. “I daresay
he doesn’t live on the premises.” He gave a shiver. “Place seems deserted enough.”
“They’re mostly offices. Push the bell again. It could be that he’s not seeing any strangers to-night. I daresay Ogilvie has his troubles like the rest of us.”
Bruce pushed the bell again, then lifted his clenched hand and thudded on the door.
“Hullo!” he exclaimed. “That’s odd. It’s open.”
“Look out,” said Crook. “Make sure you’re not signing your death-warant.
P’raps this fellow expected you.”
“That’s not possible. But probably some poor devil’s taking the count here to-night.”As he spoke he cautiously pushed open the door, calling Ogilvie’s name as he did so. There was no reply and for an instant the two men stood in the narrow, darkened hall.
“Room on the  right,  I  think,” murmured Crook.  “Got your  torch? Good.”
“There must be an electric light switch somewhere.”
“Make sure it’s properly blacked-out before you go mucking about with that. Hullo! What’s that sound? No, don’t switch on a light. There’s something damned odd going on here.”
“It’s like water dripping—very slowly,” Bruce suggested.
“It could be.” Crook’s voice was grim. “Well, over the top.” He switched on his powerful torch and a brilliant white beam raked the room.
“Look out!” exclaimed Bruce, involuntarily. “We’ll be seen.”
“Not through friend Ogilvie’s black-out curtains. Take a look at ’em. Such prudence make me suspicious. Well.” He took a step forward, then halted so abruptly that his companion cannoned into him from the rear.
“What on earth ...?”
“It’s all right,” said Crook in a new voice. “I’ll say he couldn’t answer. And nor could the Angel Gabriel with half his face blown away with a gun.”
He turned the light of the torch as he spoke and Bruce moved back with a muttered oath.
“For God’s sake, leave it in a decent obscurity,” he muttered, wondering if it were squeamish to feel sick. He’d seen dead men before, but not quite so newly-dead, at such close quarters. Then he drew a long breath. “So—some other chap’s done our job for us. Well, I’ll defend him with all the pleasure in the world.”
Crook came over to the table and stood staring at the Thing that, less than an hour ago, had been George Ogilvie.
“That’s damned odd,” he observed. “I ain’t Sir Bernard Spilsbury but I’d have said this might be suicide but for one thing.”
“Suicide? I hadn’t thought of that. Well, either way suits me.”
“But tell me this.” Crook was staring steadily at the body all the time he spoke. “Did you ever know a man switch off the light before he shot himself?”
Bruce looked taken aback. “So it is murder?”
“It looks damned like it. Wonder whose gun that is on the floor under his hand? By the way, did you know he was a left-handed chap?”
“Kay may have told me. I wouldn’t remember. It wouldn’t seem important.”
“It may be damned important. Well, whoever it was didn’t stop long. The safe’s all locked and none of the papers have been disturbed.”
“He must have been just getting ready to go. There’s his hat on the table.”
Crook looked at it with distaste, a broad-brimmed, black felt affair. “He would wear an arty-crafty thing like that.” He picked it up. “No name, no makers’ name—there must be half a million of these in London alone. Well, the press gets its scoop all right.”
Bruce looked at him in a dazed fashion. “The press?”
“Sure. We’re news, you and me. When it comes out that we were visiting a notorious blackmailer after dark quite a lot of people will sit up and take notice.”
“Yes,” agreed Bruce slowly. “If they know.”
Crook looked at him with genuine admiration. “Meanin’ you’re goin’ to pull a fast one on the police?”
Bruce looked dazed, as well he might. “The police? I’d forgotten about them. Yes, I suppose we’ll have to let them know. My God, Crook, what a mess!”
“You’ve said it. Anyway, while we still have breathing space, let’s agree on the truth we’re going to tell. When we’re asked what we were doin’ in the rooms of an underworld rat, what do we say?”
“I came on behalf of a client,” said Bruce mechanically.
“Let’s hope they don’t ask which one. Look out, you don’t want to get blood spattered all over your fancy waistcoat. The police are so unreasonable about that kind of thing.”
“I wonder how long he’s been dead. We must have just missed the murderer.”
“Let’s hope he just missed us. What’s the time? Ten to seven. And we’ve been here—what? Five minutes. And the body’s still warm and the blood’s drippin’. We left your place soon after six-thirty. He must have been killed about then.”
“From a medical point of view the difference between half-past and a quarter to seven isn’t very great,” said Bruce grimly. “My word, Crook, we’re in a jam.”
“That,” returned Crook politely, “is what’s called one hell of an understatement.”
Bruce thrust his hands into his pockets. “A chap like this must have had heaps of enemies. When you think of some of the scenes that must have been enacted in these four walls. Think of the poor devils who must have begged Ogilvie for their lives, and got no mercy, until at last one of them was pressed too far and—whose gun is that?”
“I don’t know,” said Crook, “and, what’s more, it ain’t my job to find out. Leave the police a bit of the fun. Well, make up your mind if you’re going to walk out on the corpse or behave like an English gentleman?”
“There’s no choice for an honest man.”
“Thank God, I haven’t many in my clientele. They’re the kind that end by putting a rope round their necks.”
“I wonder if he kept a note of his appointments,” Bruce went on. “There might be something on the desk....”
“Don’t poach all over the police’s preserves,” Crook begged him. “It’ll only make them the keener to see us in jug.”
Bruce nodded and went towards the door, switching on his torch as he did so.
“There’s a chap on the corner,” said Crook gloomily, “and a telephone box the other side of the road. Hullo, what’s up?”
For Bruce had stopped and was standing, quite immobile, as though shocked into silence, staring at something he had just picked off the carpet.
He didn’t seem to hear Crook speaking. His face had. gone very white, the lawyer noticed, as he switched the beam of his torch and came across the room.
“A clue?” he demanded. “Let your Uncle Arthur in on this.” He peered over Bruce’s shoulder. “Nice work,” he approved. “Those diamonds are real. Well, now we know that Ogilvie’s killer may have been a lady.”
“Don’t,” said Bruce in smothered tones.
Crook looked at his face and whistled soundlessly. “So that’s where Lady Bruce lost her ear-ring.”
Bruce swung round on him. “This alters everything, Crook. You must see that. How can I go to the police now? It would mean dragging out all that old hideous story. It would drive any woman mad. It’s a risk I daren’t take.”
He thought of Kay as he had seen her walking into his room, head high, eyes blazing. “I can’t force her to go through that again,” he said. “It would kill her.”
“It might conceivably kill us, too. I daresay you hadn’t thought of that.”
“You were right,” said Bruce after a pause. “We can’t go on with this.
All the same, whatever Kay may have done here to-night she did for love of me.”
“The things dames will do for the guys they love would put the average chap in the booby-can in six months,” retorted Crook. “Praise the pigs, they all take one look at me and decide that my father was a gorilla.”
Bruce sent one final glance round the dreadful room. The slow dripping of blood from table to floor had ceased; there wasn’t a sound now but the breathing of the two men who’d walked into a trap and weren’t sure if they were going to walk safely out again. Bruce was thinking of Kay. Had she stood there just half-an-hour ago, looking round her as he looked now, wondering if she’d left any clue to betray her and send her for the second time to the dock to fight for her life. But no, he thought, she didn’t stop to look round; if she had she’d have seen the ear-ring gleaming on the dark carpet. She must have run out of the apartment, heart leaping, blood throbbing, her whole being shaken with horror. And he thought: If I can’t save her this time, I who love her more than my own life, what use am I at all?
Kay had changed and was waiting for dinner in the drawing-room when he came in. She greeted him with pleasure.
“So you’re back, Aubrey, after all? And I was anticipating such a dull evening. What happened to Mr. Crook?”
“He couldn’t stay,” He sank down on the sofa beside her. He thought she looked at him curiously, and he said, “Is anything wrong?”
“I thought perhaps you’d cut your finger. There’s a spot of blood on your cuff.”
He looked at it in horror. So Crook hadn’t been quick enough in warning him. Of course a spot of blood needn’t be important, but all his professional experience warned him that you can’t dismiss the most trivial detail as irrelevant. It would be irony, indeed, if they pulled him in because of a blood-stain on his cuff.
Kay had her hand on his sleeve. “Aubrey, what is it?” He drew a deep breath. “I’ve been to see Qgilvie.”
Her face changed under his eyes. The youth, the vigour, died out of it. He knew now what she would be like when she was old.
“Why did you do that?”
He thought, “Oh God, it’s true. She did shoot him,” and answered, “One of his letters came accidentally into my hands. Kay, why didn’t you tell me the truth?”
“Hadn’t you suffered enough?” she demanded passionately. “I wasn’t going to have him pull your life down into the slime and ooze of his underworld existence. Sooner than that I’d have—put an end to everything.” She put her head in her hands for a minute, “I suppose he told you I’d been there to-night.”
“No,” said Bruce very quietly. “You left this behind.” And he laid the earring on her knee. She sat staring at it for a minute, as though it was something more than a little jewelled clip, as though it had some tremendous significance that for the moment eluded her. Then slowly she lifted her head. He saw that her face was ashen.
“So you went there to-night and you knew I’d been there, not because he told you, but because of this. And there’s blood on your cuff. That means.... No, Aubrey, that can’t be true. You wouldn’t do that, for both our sakes.”
She felt his hands, firm and warm on her icy ones. “Kay, we’ve trusted one another always, haven’t we? From the first minute I saw you in your cell, like a lily in a black sheath.”
“Always,” she said. “I’d forgotten what hope was like till you came in, I don’t think I knew any fear after that.”
“Then we’ve got to trust one another now. You don’t have to tell me how desperate our position is. All I ask you to believe is that I didn’t kill Ogilvie,
and I know you didn’t. We’ve got to stick to that through thick and thin.”
Crook was the only one of the three who got much sleep that night. Crook used to say that if the Last Trump was scheduled for eight a.m. he’d sleep till seven. Bruce and his wife, not speaking much, refusing to acknowledge even to themselves the dread in the heart of each, lay awake, thinking: Who’ll find the body? What will they believe? Can it possibly be traced to us? Neither of them dreamed of what had already happened.
The news came through at breakfast next morning when a hearty ring at the bell announced Crook’s unexpected arrival. He was as cheerful, as imperturbable, as cocksure as ever, in spite of the news he brought.
“Well, well, well,” he said, “here we are, right in the middle of the picture. Difficult to see how anyone’s going to miss us now.” He shook out a paper he carried under his arm.
“You mean, they’ve found Ogilvie?”
“Sure they’ve found him. They found him last night at eight o’clock.
It’s one up to the civil defences. It was an air raid warden who wiped the policeman’s eye for him. Went up to complain about a light that was shinin’ through the curtains, and ...”
“A light?” exclaimed Bruce. “But the room was in darkness.”
“Don’t forget your time-table,” Crook advised him. “The room was dark when we left at, say, seven o’clock. When this chap, Bennett, went up he found not only the light but the chap who’d turned it on.”
Bruce looked at him in horror. “You mean, they’ve taken someone already?”
“Chap called Rogers—another of Ogilvie’s victims, it seems. Bennett found him in front of the safe, riflin’ the contents.”
“With—that—in the room behind him?” “He swears he’s not the murderer.”
“We know he isn’t,” agreed Bruce, slowly.
“Point is, how many other people are goin’ to be convinced. Human nature’s a funny thing, Bruce. There are a lot of men who’ll think worse of him for rummagin’ in the safe, in the circumstances, than for puttin’ a bullet through Ogilvie’s head.”
“I suppose I’m losing grip,” said Bruce. “This development never occurred to me. Where is this fellow, Rogers?”
“Brixton.”
“We’ve got to get him out, Crook, right away. He’s spent a night there already, I take it. Now—it’s our turn.”
“We’re for it,” Crook agreed cheerfully, “unless we can pick a hole in someone’s story. Dear, dear, how this reminds me of the old 1 9 14 days. I’d think, Jerry can’t miss me this time. Say your prayers, Art Crook, and go to it—but he went on missing me for four blooming years, bless his clumsy aim.”
Bruce sketched an impatient gesture. “I’ll come round with you now, if you’re ready,” he said, seeing the future so clearly that involuntarily he closed his eyes against it.
Crook on the other hand opened his more widely than usual. “Come with me? No, no, old boy, you leave this to me. It might look a bit fussy if we both turned up in the first chapter.”
Bruce looked puzzled. “But both of us were there. You know, Crook, we were crazy last night, slinking away like that. Now we’ve got to face the consequencies.”
“Spoken like an English gentleman,” said Crook. “Only, you see, I ain’t.”
He laid one big finger against his nose. “The essence of truth is to know where to stop. Always remember there are at least two sides to every legal medal. Where would be the sense in two innocent men like you and me comin’ forward and messin’ up our careers by sayin’ we know this chap, Rogers, must be innocent, too, because we found the corpse before he did? We expect a lot of the law, but you can’t expect it to believe that.”
“What do you propose, then?”
“In the interests of the law, it ’ud be much more to the point if we could find some way of provin’ his innocence without offerin’ ourselves on the altars of Moloch. And that’s precisely what I’m goin’ to do.”
“How do you propose to set about it?”
Crook tilted his hat well over his eyes. “Any chap who’s in the cart wants a lawyer, doesn’t he? Innocent or guilty and take it from me, the innocent ones need him most.”
Even Bruce, accustomed as he was to Crook’s unorthodox ethical code, was staggered at the cool suggestion. “You mean, you’re going to offer to act for him? It’s impossible.”
“Got a better idea up your sleeve?” enquired Crook, tranquilly.
“There’s not another man living who’d have thought of it.”
“Don’t flatter me, Bruce. And don’t look as if you’d seen a snake amble across the carpet. Can’t you see it’s our one chance?”
Before Bruce could reply, Kay had burst into soft passionate speech. “Our one chance? Is that all you can think of? As if we matter any more. It’s that wretched young man who didn’t do it who counts now. I suppose it’s difficult for you to understand what this must be like for him. But I know,
because I’ve been in his shoes. It’s bad enough to have your liberty taken away from you, to know there’s a door there and you can’t walk through it;
to want to be alone and and realize there’s no such thing as privacy. But he’s up against something worse—the knowledge that he’s innocent and that perhaps he won’t be able to prove his innocence, that perhaps he’ll die because he can’t prove it. Oh surely you can see we’ve got to stop trying to defend ourselves, and tell the truth at once?”
Bruce looked as though this last appeal would break him, but Crook turned his big red face towards the speaker, saying, “And who’s goin’ to believe it if we do? I know the law better than you do, Lady Bruce, and you’re not goin’ to find twelve good men and true to believe that you and me and your husband visited Ogilvie last night, and none of us handled that gun. And, since you’re so strong on the innocent suffering, you might remember we’re all innocent and all suffering, all in the cart together. And what I’m out for is to save the whole gang of us and I can’t do that unless I have a free hand.”
Kay looked at him pleadingly. “You mean, you think you can prove his innocence without giving us away?”
“Get this into your head,” said Crook, impressively. “My clients are always innocent. That’s what they pay me for, and if the labourer’s worthy of his hire, it’s up to him to see he earns it. No, no, you leave this to me. Just you remember that unwise talk costs lives; you know more than others; keep it dark. Go on saying that to yourself till you believe it, and by that time it won’t matter if you believe it or not.”
Crook drove himself down to Brixton in the noisy little red car known as The Scourge. In spite of his brave words to Kay, he knew that the reputation of all three of them was at stake.
“If I pull this off, they ought to give me the Foreign Office,” he told himself, parking The Scourge and turning towards the great barred gates of the prison.
He found his new client walking up and down his cell, his hands behind his back. He was a tall, dark young fellow with a black smudge of moustache, dark burning eyes, black hair slicked away from a high intelligent forehead. He came forward with an irrepressible grace to greet the visitor.
“Take a pew,” he said. “Sorry we don’t run to cushions. My oath, this is a mess.”
“I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t.”
Rogers leaned against the wall and stared over Crook’s head. “Tell me one thing,” he said. “Do you think there’s a chance?”
“A chance?” Crook’s face was fierce. “D’you know who I am? I’m Arthur Crook, the Bane of Bow Street, and I always get my man.”
He listened intently while young Rogers told his story. In its early stages it was familiar enough, the usual record of a young fellow, ambitious and enterprising, brought down through sheer bad luck, offered a chance if he could put up a bit of capital, seeing it slip, suddenly turning a corner and finding temptation waiting for him, and in a lunatic moment taking a thousand-to one chance and losing.
“So you forged the cheque, telling yourself, like every other young ass since the Garden of Eden, that you were really only borrowing the money, and it didn’t turn out as you’d expected.... Did the fellow prosecute?”
Rogers shook his head. Under his brown skin he was a deep, shameful scarlet.
“No. I’ve repaid it most of it, too, and I’d have repaid the lot but for Ogilvie getting hold of the thing and bleeding me white. I got a bit of a legacy about six months ago and he put up his demands at once. I don’t believe he ever meant to let me go.” His eyes met Crook’s and he spoke with a passionate intensity that was not without its attractive side. “I wonder if you have any idea what living a double life can be,” he said. “I’m in a reserved occupation, doing hush-hush work for H.M. Government, and on the surface everything in the garden’s beautiful. There’s a girl I want to marry and for some crazy reason she wants to marry me and she can’t understand why I don’t push on with the job. How can I tell her what my life really is? That swine holding the paper over my head, threatening to send it to my girl’s father—playing me as you play a salmon—getting hell’s delight out of it the whole time. Did he suppose I’d let him go on bleeding me forever?”
The quick limbs stiffened, the mouth drew into a hard line. Vitality informed every limb, but now it was controlled and dangerous.
“In Ogilvie’s place I’d have cut my losses,” Crook found himself reflecting. “This chap could be dangerous.”
“It was his life or mine,” Rogers was saying. “I had to have that paper at any price, and I went round last night to tell him so.”
“What time was this?” “About a quarter to eight.” “Was he usually there so late?”
“A lot of his—clients—didn’t care about being seen in that neighbourhood before dark. Oh, he was there all right, only I didn’t tell him to get to hell as I meant, because I saw some other chap had done my job for me.”
“Do me a favour,” said Crook. “Don’t say that when you’re in the box. Well, what happened?”
“If I’d had the brains of a louse I’d have cleared out then and there. It never occurred to me to get the police. I wouldn’t have lifted a finger to get his murderer gaoled. It seemed to me he’d done the world a service, putting a bullet in Ogilvie’s brain.”
Crook removed his hat and put it underneath the chair on which he was sitting.
“You are tired of your life, aren’t you?” he suggested. “Leave all that fancy stuff to your counsel and get on with the facts. You arrived at seven-forty-five. Who let you in?”
“I found the door on the latch. I called his name, but nobody spoke. I could see all the lights were off, but I went into his office, turning on the switch by the door—and then I saw him.” His face quivered for an instant. “I’d never seen a dead man before.”
“You couldn’t make much mistake about this one,” was Crook’s unsympathetic comment. “Well?”
“As I say, my first idea was to bolt. Then I remembered the cheque. I knew where it was kept. Ogilvie liked to show it to me—part of the fun, you see.”
“I wonder you didn’t make a grab for it one of those times.”
“He always had his gun on the desk in front of him. Oh, you didn’t catch him out very easily. As a matter of fact, when I first saw him I thought he’d done it himself.”
“That’s what we were meant to think. Well, carry on.”
“It seemed to me a chance I’d never get again. No one knew where I was, I couldn’t see any reason why I should be disturbed, it wouldn’t take me -five minutes to get the thing, and then I’d be safe. Safe! I could hardly remember what security was like.”
“How did you get the safe open?” asked Crook slowly.
Under his deep colour the young man flushed again. “With his keys—out of his pocket,” he said.
“Robbin’ a dead man! You do like to make things difficult for yourself, don’t you?”
“I couldn’t feel anything but loathing. He wasn’t like a human being. I suppose I got the blood on my suit when I stooped above him. Anyway, I’d just got the safe open and was looking for the cheque when I felt someone touch my shoulder and I let out a sort of yell. I thought for one moment it was Ogilvie who’d touched me, Ogilvie come back from the dead... .”
“And it was only the air raid warden, after all?”
“Yes. He said he’d seen a light shining between the curtains and had come up to investigate. He stood staring at me, standing all the time between me and the door. ‘What’s all this about?’ he said. I told him: ‘That’s the way he was when I came in.’ He said: ‘You must be sure and tell the police that’, and he picked up the telephone and asked them to come along. I said again:
‘You can see he did it himself. Look at the gun. And he said: ‘Nicely arranged under the left hand. You think of everything, don’t you?’ And perhaps before he put a bullet through his head he gave you his keys.’ I had to admit I’d helped myself, though I was damned if I was going to say anything about the cheque, and then the police came and Bennett started all over again, saying how he’d seen the light and knowing the police had a purge on that evening, had come up to warn Ogilvie, because he’d taken a lot of trouble with his black-out apparatus and it was just bad luck. Well.” The young man wiped his sweating forehead. “I’ll say it was—for me.”
“Perhaps this chap was a pal of Ogilvie’s,” Crook suggested. “It’s amazin’ how unreasonable men can be in a jam like that.”
 “I don’t believe Ogilvie had any friends. I don’t see how it was possible. Anyway, Bennett didn’t know him. He said not. He’d only spoken to him about twice in his life, as the fellow came barging past the wardens’ post. It wasn’t really anything to him if Ogilvie lived or died. And if he’d come on duty ten minutes later—it was about eight o’clock by this time—I’d have been out of the way and none of this would have happened.”
“What did the police say?” Crook enquired.
“What could they say? When you find a blackmailer shot and one of his clients burgling his safe, there’s only one thing the average man’s going to think. They invited me to come down to the station and go through the hoop there.”
“And anything you said to be used as evidence against you? How about the hat? Was it yours?”
“The hat? Oh, the black hat on the table. No, it wasn’t. But it wasn’t Ogilvie’s either. He never wore a hat. We used to say that great red bald dome of his was a target for every bomber in Berlin, and I wasn’t the only one who wished that particular bomber the best of luck.”
Crook stooped and picked up his brown bowler, dusting it fastidiously on his knee in its bright brown gent.’s suiting.
“Well, I think that’ll be all for the present. It’s a pity you messed about with that curtain, though.”
Rogers stared. “I never touched any curtain.”
“Sure?” Crook’s eyes were like little fiery gimlets.
“I swear.”
“Nice work,” said Crook, thoughtfully. “You see where that gets us?”
Rogers didn’t, quite, so Crook told him. Then he left the prison and hopped into The Scourge and came speeding back to town.
“The hat’s the crux of the situation,” he said, discussing the position with Bruce later in the day. “Everythin’ depends on that hat.”
“Do we know whose it is?” Bruce enquired carefully.
“I’ll take my oath it belonged to the murderer. And if it wasn’t for the hat we might never have laid hands on him at all.” He pulled his cigar-case from his pocket and thrust it across the table. “Of course, we’ve still got one lap ahead of us. If Bennett don’t confirm our man’s story we’re back where we started. If he does, all’s well. No one’s goin’ to suggest that Bennett was in a ramp with Rogers to bump off Ogilvie.”
“And—if his evidence doesn’t tally?” Even now, after years of association,
Bruce sometimes felt like a man being dragged across wild country at the tail of a spirited horse, with Crook for its impetuous rider.
 “Then we’ll have to get our evidence some other way. I’ve never had any patience with these squeamish chaps who throw in their hand when the facts go against ’em. If my facts don’t help my man, then I go out and get some more. And if I can’t find any, I manufacture ’em. That’s what a chap employs a lawyer for. He doesn’t have to pay another man to tell the truth for him.”
The two men were seated in Crook’s office in Bloomsbury Street, waiting for Bennett’s arrival. He had been sleeping when Crook called at his house, after leaving Brixton, but his wife had promised to give him a message, and had later telephoned that he would be with them at six o’clock. It was now almost zero hour and indeed, as Crook glanced at the big turnip watch he lugged out of his waistcoat pocket, Parsons, his A.D.C., opened the door and brought the visitor in.
Bennett was a short dark man, looking worried and pale, as though he, too, hadn’t slept much. “Hope I’m not late,” he said quickly. “Oh, thanks.” He sat down. “No, I don’t smoke. You know, I’ve been having nightmares about that chap they took for murder last night. Murder’s murder, of course, but I can’t help feeling sorry for him.”
“That helps a lot,” said Crook, heartily. “Because it means you’ll do your best for him. This is Sir Aubrey Bruce; he’s going to act for Rogers if it comes to a show-down. I take it, you didn’t know Ogilvie?”
Bennett shook his head. “Only by sight. Our Post is just opposite his flat, and he used to chip us a bit as he came barging past. ‘No bombs yet’, he’d say. ‘My word, you must have put the wind up Hitler.’ Jovial sort of fellow he seemed. No one could have guessed he was a blackmailer. Poor young devil! I bet Ogilvie had had him on the rack for some time.” He shivered.
“You’re right. It was bad luck your timing your visit just when you did. A quarter of an hour either way and everyone ’ud have been happy—except Ogilvie, of course, and he don’t deserve to be.”
“Yes.” Bennett nodded. “He did his best, you know, Rogers, I mean. Nine men out of ten would have plumped for suicide.”
“You didn’t, did you?”
“I couldn’t think of one reason why he should. Not that I’d know, of course. No, what made me think of murder was finding the fellow rifling the safe. He had to admit, when I asked him how he got it open, that he’d helped himself to Ogilvie’s keys. He carried ’em on a ring in his pocket. That’ll go against him, I’m afraid.”
 “Let’s get this straight,” Crook urged. “I really want you to check up my man’s story. You walked into the office—when?”
“At eight o’clock. I’d just come on duty and the first thing I heard was that the police were having a purge that night—there had been a lot of complaints about lights in the buildings—and the first thing I saw was light streaming from a second-floor window. I knew it was Ogilvie’s room and I knew that he’d taken a lot of trouble with his black-out, so I thought I’d just give him a friendly warning. It was a good thing I saw it and not Morrison, the chap I was relieving. He was dead nuts on lights.”
“D’you generally go round doin’ the police out of their prey?” Crook asked with a grin. “You’ll soon be as unpopular as me, if you do. The police are only human. They don’t like having their eye wiped more than anyone else.”
“Well, it was the first time he’d been in that sort of trouble, and, as I say, I didn’t know anything to his discredit. So I walked up the stairs and found the door open and went in and—well, there he was. As I say, if it hadn’t been for this chap on his knees in front of the safe I might have thought it was suicide. It looked like it—gun on the floor under his hand as if it had dropped there... .”
“Yes. He was a left-handed chap, I understand.”
“That’s right. I telephoned the police and—did the rest.”
“So I understand. It was damned queer about the hat, don’t you think?”
“The hat? Oh yes, the one Rogers said wasn’t his. Well, it could hardly have been Ogilvie’s. He never wore them.”
“Someone must have left it there.”
“Yes.” Bennett shot a sharp glance at  his questioner. “Who do you think?”
“I don’t think. I know. The murderer left it there, Bennett. He was an inexperienced sort of chap—all the evidence goes to show that—and when he’d shot Ogilvie—a very public-spirited thing to do by the way—he lost his head and got out in a hurry, and didn’t remember his hat till afterwards.
Once he’d remembered it, he felt he had to get it back. That was a pity.”
“A pity!” Bennett stared. “I don’t understand.”
“Ever heard of a chap called Shakespeare? He gave murderers the best advice they’ve ever had from anyone. Be bloody, bold and resolute. Well, you were bloody enough, Bennett, but you stopped there. That’s why you’re goin’ to change places with Rogers at Brixton.”
Bennett half-rose, glanced round him and sat down again. “I? Is this a joke?”
Crook leaned forward. “Tell me something, Bennett. Why did you go up to Ogilvie’s room last night at eight o’clock—if it wasn’t to rescue your hat?” Bennett laughed “It wasn’t my hat. And I went, as I told you, to warn Ogilvie there was a light showing from his room.”
“And that’s another thing I don’t understand. Rogers had been in that room, with the lights on, since a quarter to eight. The police were havin’ a purge and there was a wardens’ post just opposite Ogilvie’s room. And there was a chap in the post who was dead nuts against the illegal showing of lights.
And yet nobody noticed the light till you came on duty! How d’you explain that, Bennett?”
“Perhaps the boy had just moved the curtain to see if anyone was watching or—if it was safe to make a getaway.”
“If he’d been doing that you’d have seen him standing at the window.”
“Not if he only shifted the curtain and then moved away, leaving it improperly drawn.”
“That bein’ the case, why didn’t you do anything about it once you were in the room? You didn’t, you know. Both you and Rogers agreed that you stayed between him and the door the whole time. And yet, when the police arrived, they didn’t notice the light either.”
Bennett stood up, shaking from head to foot. “You’re not seriously going into court with a story like this?”
“Why not? You shouldn’t have gone in for crime, Bennett. It’s too difficult for the man in the street. If I thought you were going to have another chance of killing a chap I’d warn you—never re-visit the scene of the crime. Never mind what clues you’ve left behind, chance your arm. If you hadn’t gone back for the hat, the murder ’ud never have been traced to you.”
“You don’t suggest that’s what you’ve done, do you?”
“There are a few more things I’d like to know, just to tidy up the edges,”
Crook agreed. “You didn’t know Ogilvie, did you? But you knew he was a left-handed man, though you’d only spoken to him once or twice in the street. Men don’t generally talk with their hands. And you knew Rogers had taken the keys off him, because you knew that when Ogilvie was shot the safe door was locked. I wonder how you knew that, if you hadn’t been there. And you’d never been in his office before, but you knew which it was and all about his black-out curtains.”
Bennett laughed contemptuously.  “And that’s the sum-total of your evidence?”

“Not quite. I’m like a good conjurer, keeping the best for the last. If you went up the stairs the second time, how is it they found a finger-print of yours on the handle of the lift?”
In the room an appalled silence reigned. Bennett looked quickly over his shoulder. The room seemed suddenly full of people. While Crook was talking the door behind him had opened noiselessly to admit two men in uniform, who now stood blocking the entry. There m u s t , he thought dazedly, have been another man behind the curtains. The place was full of eyes all fixed on himself. He felt the colour drain out of his cheeks.
“Well, Bennett?” Crook appeared perfectly unmoved, not like that other fellow, the K.C., who was looking out of the window as if he, too, couldn’t stand much more of this.
Bennett threw back his head and laughed. “You can’t do it,” he said. “You’d be howled down. Because, you see, you fool, they didn’t find that finger-print. I was wearing gloves from start to finish.”
“Remember what I told you about truth bein’ what people believe?” Crook demanded after the brief and horrible scene of Bennett’s arrest. “Five minutes ago I was lyin’ and Bennett told the truth, but it was me that won. Of course, they never found any finger-print on the lift-handle. They never thought of looking. It’s what I’ve always said.” He got up and poured himself out a drink. “Truth’s like the brandy in the Christmas pudding. Leave it out altogether and your pudding’s not worth eating; put in too much and it’s sodden. When you find a man who knows just the right proportions, take it from me he’s worth his weight in gold. And, seein’ the figure of a man I am, Bruce, I find that a very comfortin’ thought.”
 
 
 
 
The Reading of The Will 
 
They all hated her, they had all been wronged by her, but they all accepted without question her invitation to Holdenbrooke Castle to hear the reading of her will. Not that she was dead, or had, so far as they could guess, any thought of dying. People said she was like the phœnix, this evil, brilliant, fearless old autocrat, rising afresh from the ashes of each sick-bed. She had had three mortal illnesses during the five-and-twenty years of her seclusion and had disdainfully conquered them all. So long, indeed, had she withdrawn from life that she was spoken of in the same way as unicorns, warlocks, and other fabulous creatures. Fantastic tales were told of her life in that magnificent Northumbrian Castle; of her amazing extravagance, of the vast luxury in which she lived, of great trains of servants, of wonderful room with hand-painted walls, or gorgeous meals sumptuously served, of lights kept blazing night and day in those enormous unoccupied rooms, of astounding clothes (rumor declared that she wore no dress twice), of jewels that would have made women faint and sicken for jealousy, of great gardens where she never walked, and horses she never used... . And her relations died and were ruined, and wandered over the face of the earth, because she was pleased it should be so. There was a curse on the Holdenbrooke men, and their luck always gave way under their feet.
Her kinsfolk, when they read her strange, satirical summons, thought they knew what it implied—all, that is, except young Roger Holme, whose wife, Anne Holdenbrooke, had been dead six months.
“She’ll ask us all that damned way,” exclaimed hollow-cheeked, nerve racked Philip Holdenbrooke, “just to see our faces when she tells us she’s left her damned hoard to her serving-wench, and not a stiver to any of us. And we shall pay our own expenses.” The others all said the same; nevertheless, they all went.
Rather meticulously they chose different carriages, but they could not avoid one another when they reached Holdenbrooke, and huddled, a frozen, disheartened, hangdog little band, all acutely conscious of their material failure, all hating the tyrant at the castle, all too much in awe of her to say it aloud. She had to-day offered them fresh insult by refusing to send her own carriages, and arranging to have them conveyed by the ramshackle station omnibus. They climbed in like whipped dogs—Oswald, her eldest nephew, and Angela, his wife, black hatred in their hearts, remembering the child who had died of meningitis three years ago, and the Duchess’s answer to their appeal. “I am no supporter of the mealy-mouthed doctrine of the survival of the unfit.” The words beat in their ears like a drum; Philip, the younger nephew, and Hester, his wife, avoiding glances, heads bowed, cheeks flushed, ever since that frightful affair of the forged cheque in an hour of crazy desperation; only that blood-tie had saved them from prosecution, and that hadn’t kept them from semi-starvation. Eliot, looking shabby and middle-aged, his whole soul wrapped up in the house in Hampdenshire, whose mortgage lay in the Duchess’s hands, and who was making this costly and ineffective journey in dumb fear lest she should call it in; Dr. Burrowes and his wife, Frances (née Holdenbrooke) bowed beneath a burden of four children and a fifth on the road; Elizabeth, unmarried, living precariously in a dingy boarding-house in Bayswater, doing “light duties” to pay for her food; Clare, widowed these fifteen years, existing in discomfort and discontent in a flat in Fulham, just managing to keep body and soul together. Oh, she’d cheated them all of their patrimonies, this fabulously wealthy old woman, with her passions, her jealousies, her hatred, and her black treacheries!
Only Roger Holme wouldn’t come in the omnibus. They saw him go into the Castle Arms and book a room for the night. Hester immediately became apprehensive.
“Ought we to have done the same?” she demanded. “Only—it’s so expensive.”
“No,” said Philip violently. “Why should we? She’s dragged us all the way up here. Let her put us up. She can’t in decency refuse.”
“What has decency to do with her?” muttered his wife sullenly, but she did not press the point.
The old castle stood three miles out, a raw, unlovely drive through barren mist-enveloped country lanes; their hatred of one another increased with the moments; they were all so eager, so furtive, so pinched, so riddled with despair. Only the young man, Roger Holme, who did not travel with them, had seemed untouched. He wore a black diamond on his shabby grey sleeve; that was for Anne, shining, beautiful, vivid, unquenchable Anne. Even death hadn’t been able to put out that fire in her eyes; she was still eager, questing, unconquered and unconquerable.
The castle stood half a mile back from the poor country road. The carriage drive into which they now turned was badly kept, overgrown with weeds; they jolted along, the dark northern twilight closing momentarily more black about them. The morose, sinister shrubs on either side leaned further and further forward as if, in their hatred and dark enmity, they would bar them completely from the castle and the woman who waited for them there. Every now and again there was a sharp report as a stiff and sullen twig brushed too close and was snapped off. When they reached the doorway, they found young Holme waiting for them, having taken the short cut through the fields. His brown boots and ends of his trousers were drenched with the heavy dew. He was standing, hands in pockets, staring up at the tatterdemalion fortress that rose, black and forbidding, against a sinister green sky.
Someone rang the bell and the door opened as if it were on springs, and they stepped into a marvelous hall; lights hung in great marble bowls, tapestries paneled the staircase, footfalls were deadened instantly in that deep silver-grey carpet. Massive inlaid doors were shut on either side of them. Some fine armour and a pair of crossed swords took up another wall. They mounted slowly. The pictures, the marble busts, a bronze of a listening boy, set on landing recesses, any of these would have redeemed them from their burdens, crushing them. A great white door at the top of the stairs swung wide with a stately dignity, and they filed into a scene that might have been staged for their benefit were it not that they knew the Duchess too insolently scornful of her penniless kin to condescend thus far.
At the farther end of the long, magnificently furnished room she sat, a small figure, rather shapeless, gorgeously dressed in black and gold, with a great black scarf sewn with gold stars draped over her shoulders and lying in rich, heavy folds about her breasts. The silent, noiseless woman who waited on her adjusted the last fold as Oswald and his wife came in at the head of the procession. Then she glided back to her place, more a machine than a woman. The Duchess, imperious and imperial, did not deign to notice the newcomers. Hands folded stiffly in her lap, heavy lids dropped over those strange dark eyes, lips set in a perpetual sneer of disdain, she let them enter, pale, shaken, acutely afraid of her and her power over their lives. She sat in an enormous chair, carved from some black shining wood, inlaid with mother’-o-pearl. Along its massive arms her thin arms lay her small, fine hands, the skin yellowed with age, blaze with rings. All the blinds had been drawn and the room was lighted by a shimmer of exquisitely-veiled electricity.
Close by the Duchess was an inlaid table of costly bric-a-brac in ivory and jade. About twelve feet distant, behind a second table, sat her lawyer, Bletsoe, an elderly, stooping man, broad of shoulder, with large, freckled hands, a domineering, unscrupulous nose and a loose yellow skin. Cunning, malicious, tenacious, his dark slanting eyes seemed each to have a separate existence, and the twin evil personalities shot malice at the assembled throng, as if they possessed a dossier of their misfortunes and crimes and weakness. They knew about Oswald’s baby; about Philip and the shameful affair of the cheque; about Eliot’s bitter, tempestuous nights of walking round and round his estate, sweating with terror lest it be wrest from him; of the hundred menial tasks performed by a cowed Elizabeth, and all the hidden rancours of Clare, who let out the two good rooms in her flat and herself slept in the attic and did all the household duties. Only about Roger Holme did they seem to know nothing. True, he had lost his wife, but he had never asked the Duchess for a penny, so she had no contemptuous hold over him. On a small, unobtrusive chair a considerable distance both from lawyer and lady sat Fenton, the maid, her pale face utterly expressionless.
The lawyer rose, smiled, motioned them to the half-circle of chairs set for their convenience.
“Her Grace has asked me to act as her intermediary during this—interview. As intimated in her letters, she has recently decided to alter her will, according to which, as it stands at present no one of her relations benefits. In this new will, that I am about to read to you, you will note that the position is quite changed. Her Grace has suggested that you should hear the draft will before it is signed, in case anyone has any objection to make, any point to raise.”
He bowed towards the erect, contemptuous figure, a fawning gesture. She took no more notice of him than she did of her miserable, servile relatives. She was like some great blind goddess of stone, terrible in her pitilessness, demanding perpetual human sacrifices and making no sign. The audience looked as hopeless as it felt and as disdainful as it dared, knowing that no objection of theirs would carry weight. Suddenly the young man called Roger Holme did a strange thing. He rose deliberately, took a valuable pottery vase from an adjacent bracket and hurled it with all his force against the closed door; it shattered into fragments. There was an instant tumult; the relations, half aghast, half delighted, leaped from their chairs; the lawyer cried out sharply; even the servant forgot she was an automaton and became for one moment a human being. Only the Duchess, erect and scornful, refused to be forced into recognition. Unquivering, she defied in her haughty silence all the efforts of that upstart young man to shatter her terrible stillness. Holme seemed a shade disconcerted that he had not contrived to rouse her; in a subdued manner he bowed a formal apology and resumed his seat.
The Duchess had framed the will with diabolical craft. She left Oswald and Philip legacies just insufficient to clear them of their debts, offering no hope of stabilization. Eliot received his mortgage on condition that within a stated time he paid up the outstanding interest, that had been running for a year. The sisters were both remembered, but their kinswoman took care to see that in neither case was the sum sufficient to release them from servitude. Freedom dangled—like the donkey’s carrot—just out of reach. The doctor and his wife, who dreamed passionately of the country practice he had been offered for a song, whose tune he couldn’t sing, got sufficient to take out a life assurance in case that strained heart of his should suddenly give way; there were small legacies to her hand woman and the lawyer, and the rest of her property, pictures, china, jewels, lands, and the residue of an estate worth a quarter of a million, went to Roger Holme.
There was a moment’s shocked and infuriated silence. Roger Holme! Not even a Holdenbrooke by blood, connected only by ten months of marriage, culminating in tragedy! Before their indignation found vent Holme spoke:
“Save your bitterness! I shall never touch that money.” They stared at him. What could this mean? A quixotic gesture because of the past? A pose of fastidious disgust! They laughed angrily.
“You’ve no use for the money?” Eliot, goaded beyond all decency by anxiety and fear, jeered at him.
“I mean, I shall never have the opportunity.”
The lawyer’s voice rasped: “And what does that mean?”
“You will shortly understand. Meanwhile we are delaying the Duchess... .”
Eliot laughed with inward savagery, but he masked his fury, thinking intently how best to persuade the fellow to loan him sufficient to see the estate through. A similar thought, furtive and cunning and cheap, was in the minds of them all.
The lawyer rose to his feet—and simultaneously the light flashed out! There was a sudden clamour in that pitchy darkness; a chair went over with a soft thud; a woman shrieked, long and throaty; a man’s voice said: “My God!”
Then, not more than a minute later, the lights came on again. They found themselves in approximately the same attitudes as before; but there was a difference. The Duchess lay back in her chair, and where just now the magnificent scarf had lain something glittering and beautiful protruded, a gold hilt set with an emerald, the hilt of a small Spanish poniard that an hour ago had lain on the inlaid table at the dead woman’s side.
II
They waited in stiff, uncomfortable positions for the police to arrive. Occasionally that oppressive silence was broken by a long shuddering sob as some nerve-racked woman felt the strain too great. No one had moved or spoken since the light flashed back; covertly they eyed one another, each suspicious of his neighbor. Even the husbands and wives held one another in distrust. They were so desperate, so far lost to normal codes, that they knew any one of them might be guilty. The same dread pierced every mind. How in God’s name would it be possible to prove the innocence of the individual? They’d all hated her, all wished her dead. Morally, they were all guilty. And if nothing was ever proved they would be haunted by doubt all their lives; their very bedfellow might be a murderer!
The doctor who came with the police said she had died instantaneously. The poniard had pierced the heart through the side. The Inspector examined it carefully; all about him the dark air seemed clotted with protestations that found no voice for interpretation, with horror and fear... . The lawyer and the maid stood like images, touched by the Duchess’s scorn; only Roger Holme’s eyes, resting on that demoralised group, were dark with pity.
“Comes off this table, I suppose?” suggested the Inspector, laying the weapon down.
A subdued chorus agreed. Holme spoke unexpectedly. “It would save a great deal of time if, before you examine the separate witnesses, you would ask how many of us are prepared to say we actually saw that bauble on the table when we entered.”
The Inspector turned sharply. The confused babble rose again. “Of course it was there,” muttered Oswald, impatiently.
“You’ll go into Court and swear to that?”
“Well—I can’t actually do that. But where else should it have been?”
“Why not where it was found? One more question. How many of you will take oath that you know the Duchess was alive when we came in?”
Someone gurgled horribly. Only Holme and the inspector realised that it was Bletsoe.
“What’s all this mean?” the inspector demanded.
“That your task is almost done.” He turned back to the startled throng.
“I would remind you that as we came in the Duchess’s maid was arranging a fold in her shawl, and that from that instant no one heard the Duchess speak or saw her move. There’s only one explanation of that—that she was finished with all speech and movement for ever. Did she flicker an eyelid as we filed before her? Did her eyes turn from face to face as we heard our bequests? When I heard the lawyer’s opening speech I was morally sure, for she would never have derogated so sublime an opportunity for humiliating and tantalizing her kinsfolk to an underling. She’d have gloried in it... . But I proved my thesis by smashing that vase. She never stirred! That was indisputable proof, I expect if you look at the last will you’ll find that the chief legatees were the lawyer and the maid. That was so like her, to keep them fast to her side until the eleventh hour by such a will, and then, when her time of needing them was practically accomplished, to cheat them with her last gasp. But she laughed too long over that final jest.”
“So that was why you said you’d never touch the money?”
“Exactly. The extinguishing of the lights was a trick to foist the crime on to one of us.”
“But why,” cried Hester, whose mind moved slowly, “should she have left everything to you?”
He smiled strangely. “Her sense of humour. She got it from the devil. She knew I was the only one of you with nothing to lose, and she liked a man to carry his burden.”
Eliot, seeing that thin, controlled face, thanked the God he refused to acknowledge that he hadn’t a wife, only a house. Presently Holme turned and left them, and they watched him out of sight down that gloomy overgrown drive. Once he had gone they forgot him. The same question was beating with the pitiless insistence of a gong in all their minds:
Who
gets
the
money
now?
 
 
 
 
Curtains for Me 
 
About a year ago I was visited by a young woman called Mrs. Hughes. She came without an appointment, but was in such a state of distress that, contrary to my custom, I saw her at once.
Her story was an extraordinary one.
She was by profession a nurse, and eighteen months earlier had been employed to look after an elderly woman with a husband some years her junior. She liked the patient, and the husband did all he could to make things pleasant for her, but in spite of all her ministrations, the patient died.
The husband seemed very much upset about it, and almost immediately afterwards closed the house and went away. She, naturally, got another post.
“But I was never happy about it, Mr. Brett,” she said earnestly. “I was sure she shouldn’t have died. I kept examining my conscience to see if I had left anything undone or made some fatal mistake, but honestly nothing occurred to me.”
Several months after his wife’s death the widower returned, and she met him by chance in the street.
 
* * *
 
It seemed to give him some comfort to talk about her, and after that first meeting they went out together several times; he took her to tea or a cinema in her free time, and one afternoon told her he had decided to sell his house and go to another district. He said he simply couldn’t stand all the associations of fifteen years of married life.
“I thought I knew what he meant,” my client told me. “She had had most of the money and, as I say, she was older than he. He was very popular and good at sports, and since her health was so poor she seldom went with him. The result was; of course, the gossips got busy whispering among themselves.
“When he was a widower rumour’s flew faster than ever.”
“And then, Mr. Brett,” she continued, “he asked me if I would go with him as his wife.”
“How long was this after the lady’s death?” I inquired.
“Rather less than a year. I hesitated at first, but eventually I agreed.”
 
* * *
Well, the long and the short of it was they were married, but it was a failure almost from the start.
“I very early got the feeling he didn’t trust me,” Mrs. Hughes said. “He was always watching me, examining my letters, even listening-in to my telephone conversations.” I wondered why on earth he had married me, and then one night everything was made clear.”
Normally she was a deep sleeper, going off, as she put it, the moment her head touched the pillow, but one night for some reason she woke in the small hours to hear her husband talking to her, but a moment later she got the shock of her life. He was speaking to the dead woman. Mary Hughes.
“I’ve brought you your medicine, Mary. No, of course it’s not bitter. Drink it up quickly. Now you can sleep.”
She said there was something in his tone that filled her with horror. After he had dropped off again—well, he’d not really been awake but I knew what she meant—she lay staring at the ceiling, puzzling over his words.
“Because, you see, Mr. Brett, he shouldn’t have been giving her her medicine. He never did. It was my job. So why?—why? The question throbbed in my mind all night.”
“Was it of such importance?” I asked. “Perhaps you were off duty or something.”
“You don’t understand,” she told me. “Mrs. Hughes was found dead the next morning.”
Well, here was a problem. There was only the second wife’s evidence that the husband had said anything at all, and it was going to be precious difficult to get confirmation of his words.
I asked if he had ever repeated them, since that first time, and she said. “Oh yes, again and again. It’s on his mind.” Once the previous night, and this was why she had come to consult me—he had suspected her of being awake, and he had clutched her arm—there was a bruise where he had held her—and accused her of spying.
* * *
“Does he know he talks in his sleep?” I asked.
“I don’t know. But if he ever did he might be afraid of betraying himself now, and if he ever does, or if I make a single mistake and let him guess I’ve overheard—that will be my zero hour.”
I asked her what she meant by that, and she said. “Of course, once he realises I know what he did, it’ll be curtains for me, too.”
As a lawyer I always prefer to hear both sides of a case, and I took the precaution to make some inquiries in the district in which the first Mrs. Hughes had died.
I had asked my client why she supposed Hughes had married her, and she said: “Oh, surely that’s clear. When I spoke of not being satisfied about his wife’s death he was afraid I might start fresh inquiries, and he would know that a wife can’t give evidence against her husband. I feel certain his proposal was an insurance—policy, and nothing more romantic. It’s a blow to my vanity, but I’m afraid that’s the truth.”
There was something very candid and outspoken about her that appealed to me.
“I feel as if I’m walking on a knife-edge, as it is,” she confessed. “I can’t afford to put a foot wrong.”
But she must have blundered somewhere, for not long afterwards the neighbourhood was shocked to hear that Hughes, that good-looking, dashing, obviously well-off chap with the pretty wife and the new Monitor car had committed suicide.
Of course, there was an inquest, and his wife had to give evidence. She said she knew nothing of the source of the drug that had killed him, and the police could find no trace of any in the house; she admitted he had been strange and worried about the death of his first wife. He thought people were talking, and it preyed on his mind.
“I think he felt he had made a mistake in marrying me within the year,” she acknowledged. “We had moved from the neighbourhood, but the day he took the stuff he had met an old acquaintance who must have said something, because that evening he said: ‘People are like vultures; no, they’re not even as decent as vultures, who at least wait for death. Human beings dig their beaks into the bodies and hearts of living men.’”
After the funeral—there was a verdict of suicide while the balance of his mind was disturbed—I saw Mrs. Hughes several times. She asked me to act for her.
 
* * *
 
Under her husband’s will she inherited a considerable sum of money, and I told her that, though she didn’t believe it now, she would eventually get over this tragedy and would. I hoped, be happy in the years ahead. Above all she mustn’t blame herself for her husband’s death.
She looked me straight in the face. “Of course, Mr. Brett, you realise it was all a mistake. I was meant to drink the cup with the poison in it—and by the merest chance I changed the cups while he was out of the room. When I tasted mine it was sweet, and since I never take sugar in my coffee I thought, naturally, he’d handed me the wrong cup. If I hadn’t done that ...”
And then for the first time she broke down.
All this happened, as I said, rather more than a year ago. Last month I asked Mabel Hughes to marry me, and she agreed. We had a very quiet wedding almost at once and last night we returned from our honeymoon.
I found a good deal of letters had accumulated, so it was rather late when I came up to bed. Mabel had gone up some time before. As I went into the dressing-room I thought I heard her call, so I pushed open our bedroom door. She was sitting bolt upright in bed, talking in a clear, brisk voice.
“Drink up your medicine, Mrs. Hughes,” she commanded. “No, of course it’s not bitter. It’s what the doctor ordered. That’s right, Mrs. Hughes. Now you can sleep.”
 
* * *
 
You see what my problem is? There can’t be any doubt of the truth. It would be too much of a coincidence for her and Hughes to talk in their sleep.
Poor devil, what a shock he must have had when he first heard her! No wonder he watched her night and day, but even so he wasn’t vigilant enough. Somehow she found the opportunity to slip a fatal dose into his coffee, and then ran round to me with a story that pulled the wool right over my eyes.
What do I do? What reason have I to suppose that having got away with two successful and profitable murders, she’ll stop at a third when it suits her book?
My profession is to give advice to troubled men and women. This is one of the occasions when I want it myself—and quickly, before it’s Curtains for Me.
 
 
 
 
Point of No Return 
 
When the telephone rang that evening, for a moment neither of us stirred. The instrument lives in the hall, and we answer it strictly by rote. After a minute Vanessa looked up from her exquisite petit point and said in that voice that would have launched more than a thousand ships, “Your turn, Ursie.”
“Couldn’t you, this once?” I suggested, though I knew it wasn’t fair. “I have a problem.” Whether to introduce a streak of blue into the rose and purple heraldic blossom in my tapestry frame. Vanessa waited another moment, then she laid her work aside.
“I can see you mean me to answer it,” she said. “I wonder why.”
As she reached the door I murmured something vague about it probably
being Caro, and at once a kind of delicate ice settled on the atmosphere—as it always does these days when that name is mentioned. It’s my fault, I know,
but I can’t help it. I’ll never forgive her, not so long as I live.
When the door had closed I moved over to the window seat. Any minute now the evening star would come piercing through the dusk. I didn’t really
believe it would be Caro on the line, but if by some thousand-to-one chance it was, it wouldn’t be me she’d be calling.
Caro Wellsley, soon to be Caro Marshall, is Vanessa’s niece, the daughter of a much older sister, now dead. We don’t see much of Caro in the ordinary
way. She made a spectacular marriage when she was nineteen, carrying off Sir Miles Wellsley, a legal tycoon whose boast is that everything he touches turns to gold.
“Very uncomfortable,” said Vanessa when she first heard. “I hope Caro knows what she’s doing.” Miles was twice Caro’s age, and had pursued her ever since she was seventeen. After the marriage we saw her mostly in the society glossies, driving her Silver Cloud, or wearing a halter of pearls and a platinum mink. It was only when she was in trouble that she appeared in the flesh.
We were both teaching in the Midlands in those days—Van was a college professor and I was languages mistress at the local High School. I’d never wanted to teach—the stage would have been my choice; but I had a widowed mother and no capital and what St. Paul calls the gift of tongues, so teaching seemed the obvious solution. Until I met Vanessa Freeman at a party six years before, I’d had no prospects but trying to drum foreign languages into the minds of a succession of couldn’t-care-less girls until I finally drew my pension.
But Vanessa changed all that. It still astounds me. She, who could have had anyone, to pick on me, who couldn’t provide a greater contrast. She is exquisitely made, fragile, elegant, like some small beautiful enameled bird. I’d never be surprised to see her take off on wings.
I’m the shaggy dog kind of spinster, and I suppose it’s fortunate for me that there’s someone who likes shaggy dogs.
If you saw Vanessa and Caro together you might mistake them for mother and daughter. They both have that unforgettable air. It’s more than just beauty, it’s something that won’t die even when beauty fades. But there the resemblance ends.
Caro was born believing the world owes her a luxurious living. Vanessa knows that anything you take must be paid for, and for all her delicate appearance she’s the working partner. If the car breaks down I phone the garage, and if one of our electrical gadgets goes out of order I send for a repairman. But Vanessa flings up the hood, or goes to work with a screwdriver. I shouldn’t care to be the Archangel on the Gate at the last day when Vanessa Freeman comes up for judgment. She won’t give even him best.
The only person who has been able to defeat her—and I’m not sure defeat is the right word—is Caro. It happened that autumn more than two years earlier when our Great Dream became the Great Illusion. The dream was something only Van could have visualized. Out of the blue, as it were, she inherited The Cottage, where we now live, and a slice, admittedly an economical slice, of capital, and we decided to take a chance, burn our boats, throw in the jobs of which we were both weary, and start on a life of independence.
“Not a private teaching establishment,” Van insisted. “That won’t be the shape of things to come. But with your languages and my qualifications we’ll open a language school with a Travel Bureau on the side.”
Our pupils would be girls who wanted to specialize in foreign languages, and we would arrange careful tours for small numbers of them, and we should be the directors. Luckily for me Vanessa had an itching foot—there was hardly a city in Europe where she wouldn’t find herself at home. And it didn’t have to stop at Europe. See the world and he paid for doing it, I gloated. Imagine—Egypt, where you walk in the golden light, and the wild thymy hills of Greece! Too good to be true, I said—and of course it was.
Everything was in readiness. We had got the premises, we were living in The Cottage, we could commute by car each day. We hadn’t actually signed the agreements, but everything was waiting—when down came Caro, like that ill-fated crow, black as a tar barrel, to toss not just a spanner but a bomb into the works.
When I came back from walking in the woods that afternoon and saw her car at the door—she was the only possessor of a Silver Cloud we were ever likely to have visit us—I wondered what on earth she wanted. It never occurred to me it might be just a social call. Provincial schoolmarms were never Caro’s cup of tea. As I opened the door Van called out, “Ursie, see if the kettle’s boiling and bring the brandy. We’ve got trouble on our hands.”
When I came in, carrying the Dom-Remy, Caro was hunched by the fire, like some small bird, plumage draggled, colors quenched—but never a sparrow or a wren; a hummingbird, say, still special, still unforgettable. She looked right through me—I was never anything but that oddball Ursula Jordan whom Vanessa had inexplicably collected.
I filled a glass with brandy and Vanessa put it in Caro’s hand. The look Van turned on the girl was something I’d never seen before—full of pity and tenderness, such as she had never turned on me. My own heart burned—but not for Caro.
“What’s happened to Caro?” I said, trying to speak lightly. And Van said, “She’s being blackmailed.”
 
* * *
 
Blackmail is something you find in books and films or read about in the newspapers, something that affects other people, never anything that touches your own life. And that Caro Wellsley, the pampered and indulged wife of a well-known and wealthy man, should be as open to such an indignity as any penny-plain sinner—somehow it seemed absurd.
“Who’s blackmailing her?” I asked, when the silence had gone on for a long time.
And Caro spoke the name they’ll find engraved on my heart when I die. “Ethel Ridgley.”
The name had a sordid sound and the story was the mixture as before. Mrs. Ridgley—anyway, that’s what she called herself—was owner or part proprietor of a sleazy kind of hotel, called The Penthouse, in a sleazy south-coast resort. And here for the past year the exquisite, the fêted, the immensely publicized Lady Wellsley, had been meeting her lover.
The more you have the more you want, my mother used to say. You might think that a rich husband, a four-and-a-half-thousand-pound car, mink and diamonds, and the sort of life you associate with princesses in fairy tales, to say nothing of a child (to do her justice I think Isobel was the only person Caro was capable of loving as much as she loved herself) would be enough for one woman; but no—“I had to have someone,” Caro insisted. You can’t imagine what it’s like living with Miles. It’s always cold.” She actually shivered, and that wasn’t acting.
I never saw Rupert Brook in the flesh, though I did see a picture of him later. He was one of those romantic, unsatisfactory, rather lupine young men who seem to appeal to women. Not that I think he called out much maternal instinct in Caro; but he was young, younger than she, and, as subsequent events proved, was mad about her, and I mean that in a literal sense.
“It was the contrast with Miles that appealed to her,” Vanessa explained later. “If all she wanted was worldly success and approval she had all that. But if nothing succeeds like success, nothing sickens like it, either.”
Whatever Rupert Brook was, he certainly wasn’t successful, except in his conquest of Caro. If everything Miles touched turned to gold, whatever that young man laid his hand on turned to ashes. Yet I did believe Caro when she said that at first he transformed her world. “I’d forgotten what it was like to be a human being,” she told Vanessa.
Perhaps they got careless or, more likely, after a time she began to tire. Anyhow, within twelve months, she was trying to break off the relationship. “I began to think that Miles suspected something,” she told us. “Once I thought I was being followed; perhaps I was wrong, but I couldn’t take the chance. If ever he had proof, Miles would have separated me from Isobel, and I couldn’t risk losing her for a dozen Rupert Brooks.”
I think she expected young Brook to come to heel at her bidding. He’d been dancing to her piping, but now the music was over, and she wanted out. And that’s when the trouble began. Because he wouldn’t take his dismissal easily.
I wondered once if he might be in the blackmail plot, but Caro shook her head. Nevertheless he began to be a serious threat. “He rang up Miles’s house,” she said. “I was on tenterhooks in case Miles or his secretary should answer.” He wrote—they had arranged an accommodation address for his letters (I saw Vanessa wince at that, Caro creeping down like any adulterous slut to collect her mail)—saying he would come to London unless she’d come to see him at least one more time. So in the end she promised to go.
 “He was impossible, Vanessa. He wanted me to leave Miles and set up house with him. It was like trying to talk sense to a child. He hadn’t a job, he was in debt at the hotel, and what were we to live on?”
It was characteristic of Miles that though his wife might appear to revel in luxury there was probably no time during her married life when she could have laid hands on fifty pounds without her husband knowing. And he was as avid about the keeping of accounts as any suburban husband.
“He said if I didn’t come to see him he’d kill himself,” Caro went on. “How was I to know he meant it? Don’t they say the ones who always threaten to make a hole in the water never do?”
Only that was just what Brook had done—not a hole in the water, but a massive dose of sleeping pills. Where did he get them, Vanessa wanted to know; but Caro said you could always get that sort of thing if you knew your way around. His landlady—this same Ethel Ridgley—found him when she took up his breakfast, and she was hours too late to be able to help. She phoned the doctor, the doctor called the police. The cause of death was obvious, the motive scarcely less so. A young man in poor circumstances, no job, no friends—it was a story you could read in the paper any day of the week.
Mrs. Ridgley said he hadn’t left a note, perhaps he hadn’t realized what he was doing. Naturally she’d say that, Caro agreed; it doesn’t do even her kind of hotel any good to have the publicity of suicide. Still, “suicide while the balance of his mind was disturbed” was the verdict. It was a pinchpenny funeral—he seemed to have no one but a married sister up north, and she couldn’t get away.
“I didn’t even know about it,” Caro said. “It wouldn’t make the London press and I didn’t see the local paper. I did think it was too good to be true that he wouldn’t make any more trouble. And then this Ethel Ridgley came to the surface.”
True to type, and to our experience with her later, Ethel Ridgley never put anything in writing. She telephoned Caro’s London address, identified herself, and said she had a document she would like to discuss. She had given evidence at the inquest that the dead man had left no message, no letter of any kind, but it turned out not to be true. On the contrary, he had left the sort of letter that would delight the heart of any Sunday tabloid editor, leaving no doubt at all in the reader’s mind as to the identity of the woman concerned.
“And she’s blackmailing you on that?” I cried. “But surely you can see she’s burned her boats by telling the police that no letter existed? How can she come forward now?”
“Quite easily,” Vanessa said. “She can say she found the letter later—
behind a dressing table. Only I don’t think she has the police in mind.”
“Of course she hasn’t the police in mind,” Caro said. “She’s giving me first refusal, and if I won’t—or can’t—pay her price, she’ll take it to Miles.”
“Does she suppose he’d submit to blackmail?”
“She knows he won’t have to. Vanessa, he must never see that letter! Rupert used to write to me, and I destroyed his letters as soon as I’d read them. I never wrote to him, it was too dangerous. If Miles should get this letter he’d take Isobel away from me forever and I don’t care what people say about the law giving the child to the mother, he’d override it. And if he does that I’ll kill myself, I swear I will!”
“What’s she asking for the letter?” I inquired.
And Caro told us, “Two thousand pounds.”
 
* * *
 
“Where does that niece of yours imagine we can raise two thousand pounds?” I demanded of Vanessa when Caro, reassured and now once more as cool as silk, had driven away. “Simple to say not to worry, it’ll be all right, but surely she knows every penny of our savings and every penny of your legacy are tied up in this new venture.”
“Fortunately the ends aren’t quite tied,” Vanessa said.
I didn’t believe it at first—that she would pitch our future over her shoulder as though it were no more than a pinch of salt; but to her it wasn’t even a problem. She didn’t go through the motions of consulting me, of explaining or pleading; it was as natural a solution to her as her next breath.
“You can’t do it,” I protested. “We can’t go back to those slave jobs.”
“It’s Caro’s life—literally, her life. For us it’s no more than a change of plan.”
Even then I cherished a hope that we could call Ethel Ridgley’s bluff.
She’d take a tithe of her demand, we could still cling to our enterprise—but not after I saw her. She was a shabby little peacock of a woman, so much in command of the situation she didn’t even have to preen her moth-eaten plumage. I saw my proud Vanessa accept her conditions without protest—and if a bomb had fallen and destroyed us all I’d have had no regrets.
 “I suppose you know you haven’t only given away our present, you’ve mortgaged our future,” I cried bitterly when the woman had taken herself off.
“Sufficient unto the day,” murmured Vanessa, she who was the sworn enemy of clichés. It showed how far she had fallen. As for Caro, she didn’t appear to think there was anything generous about the gesture. “I knew I could count on you,” she told Vanessa. She was back safe in her kingdom, and what was it to her who was without?
I was right about the future, though. About a year later Miles was killed in a car crash, and in his will he had left an immense fortune tied up for his daughter, while Caro could only enjoy the interest; so my first frantic hopes of a repayment were dashed at birth. He also added a very curious codicil which would virtually make Isobel a ward of court if it could be shown that Caro had behaved in a manner that made her an unsuitable guardian for the girl. And that was Ethel’s second opportunity.
She appeared as punctually as the morning tea in a well-run household. She had found in one of the street-photographer booths at Marlston a casual snapshot taken the previous year; it showed Caro in the company of a strange dark young man, with a Valentino profile. It must have been snapped in the street, but even a spinster withering on the virgin thorn, which was doubtless how Caro thought of me, could have seen they were lovers.
The production of this photograph in the right quarter could do a lot of harm, she pointed out blandly, adding in a casual manner that she was compelled to make use of this opportunity because of debts her hotel had incurred. The previous summer had been a bad season, there were extensive accounts to be met. This time the demand was smaller, but it involved a mortgage on The Cottage, where we were still living.
We hadn’t gone back to teaching—some puritan streak in Vanessa made her decree that women who allowed themselves to compromise with a blackmailer weren’t fit to supervise the education of the young. I thought a lot of the young could have given us lessons in compromise and put rings around us. We weren’t exactly penniless. Vanessa did free-lance work, I taught three days a week in someone else’s language school that was a travesty of the one we had planned, and gave lessons by correspondence. And we lived like two ladybirds in an isolation as immense as the Gobi Desert.
“We don’t have to pay,” I insisted, but I knew we would. At least this time I wouldn’t allow Van to become personally involved. We got the money together in bundles of old banknotes, packed them into a lingerie box, and I met Ethel in the lounge of the Paddington Court Hotel. This was like every railway hotel lounge—hosts of small tables occupied by women who looked as if they had been there for a year and would still be there in the same places if one arrived twelve months later; lost anonymous women for the most part, waiting for trains that never arrived and passengers who had never set out on their journey.
Ethel came in, the same faded scornful woman she had been at our last meeting. When she walked out, with that absurd parcel swinging on her arm, she said, “I won’t say goodbye, Miss Jordan. I have a feeling we may meet again.”
Out of the room she flounced and onto the station platform. I sat sick and blind with fury and watched her go.
Ten minutes later she was dead—had slipped and fallen in the afternoon commuter crowd, they said, and no one quite certain how it had happened. The mysterious thing was that the parcel containing the money was never found.
 
* * *
 
Behind me in the quiet room a door opened and closed as Vanessa slipped back to her place at the fireside. I waited a minute for her to tell me her caller’s name, but she said nothing.
“That was a long call,” I suggested, when I couldn’t stand the silence any longer. “Was it Caro, after all?” Because Caro had fallen on her feet once more. Everyone had expected her to remarry, and she had confided to us that she was shortly going to announce her engagement to Charles Marshall, another tycoon, but of a very different stamp from her first husband. “This time it’s love,” Vanessa had said. As if that made everything worthwhile. “Not a word till Charles is back from his mission,” Caro had warned us. “But I had to tell you.”
“No,” said Vanessa now in reply to my question. “It wasn’t Caro. That was Ethel Ridgley on the line.”
I turned sharply. “Think what you’re saying,” I implored her. She was sitting beside the fire like a little Chinese goddess veiled in thorns. “How could it be Ethel? Unless you’re going to tell me someone else was buried in her stead a year ago.”
But that wasn’t possible. I’d seen the woman myself, lying between the rails, with the crowd milling, and the authorities holding the people back, and the ambulance bell sounding from the frosty street. Someone had covered her, and questions were being asked and answered all around.
 “Don’t ask me,” I had said to someone shoving up against me and babbling with inhuman excitement. “I came down to get my train and I saw the crowd ...”
“Oh, no, she was buried all right,” Vanessa agreed, “and of course it wasn’t actually Ethel on the telephone. But some people are like the phoenix, that mythical bird that rises from its own ashes. It doesn’t always have to assume the identical shape.”
“What shape is it assuming today?” I asked.
“A man calling himself Jackson, who says he’s her brother, and has something he thinks might interest us. Did she ever speak of a brother, Ursula?”
“She never spoke of anyone,” I said. “She might have been Topsy who just growed.”
I had been convinced from that first occasion that blackmail was no new game to her—she knew all the rules. Everything had been conducted personally, over the telephone or face to face. We had no signature, no correspondence, no postmarked envelope, nothing. She could have declared complete ignorance and we couldn’t have disproved her.
“He says he was in Canada at the time of her death, and as he was next of kin the information was sent to the last address they found in her book
for him. He’d left by then, and it took months for the news to catch up with him.” Even then he hadn’t come straight home. “He says he couldn’t afford the fare,” Vanessa explained.
Her voice sounded like the voice of a dead person rising from the tomb.
On impulse I leaned forward and switched on her reading lamp. During the few minutes that had elapsed since the phone began to ring and her return to the room, she had changed more than during the past twelve months. It wasn’t so much a pinching of features—she could never be anything less than beautiful; but something was missing. Hitherto she might have been disappointed of her hope, but the hope wasn’t dead. Now it was as if some essential faith in the integrity of a justice she couldn’t explain or even comprehend had died. She looked less outraged than betrayed.
“And is it his idea that we shall pay his fare back to Canada?” I murmured.
I laid my hand on hers, which was as cold as snow.
“Oh, I think he’ll want more than that,” she told me. “But you’ll be able to ask him when he comes. He’s due in about thirty minutes; he only telephoned to make certain we should be here.”
“I warned you,” I told her, turning back to the window. At some moment unnoticed, while we were waiting, the evening star had risen. I thought of a world where people lay down in innocence and rose in hope. I wondered if we’d ever find ourselves in that world again.
“What is it this time? Another photograph?”
“A diary, found among Ethel’s papers and put aside for the next of kin, if one ever turned up. He’s bringing it with him.”
When the front doorbell rang Vanessa wouldn’t let me admit the man alone.
“We’ll go together,” she said. “Union is strength.”
The hall floated in shadow, but as I drew back the latch Van pressed the button of the chandelier and we were immersed in a silver flood. When one thinks of blackmailers, one imagines shabby little men with ragged mustaches, and wearing belted raincoats; but there was nothing shabby or apologetic or even openly threatening about our visitor. He blinked for an instant in the unexpected brilliance, then came charging past me, as though I wasn’t even there, and went up to Vanessa.
“I hope I haven’t spoiled your evening,” he said, offering a hand she preferred not to notice. “But you know the old saying, If ’twere done ’twere well ’twere done quickly.”
“That referred to a murder,” said Vanessa, cool as a snowflake. He seemed momentarily abashed.
“Well, we must hope it doesn’t come to that,” he observed, trying to carry
off the situation with a laugh, and following her into our living room as to the manner born. He stood in the center of the floor, making himself perfectly at home, putting a price on everything. He was a tall man, dark-haired, his eyes almost completely black, with a mobile unscrupulous face, an easy manner, and (no doubt) a black heart concealed by a surprisingly well-cut suit.
“Is that your niece?” he asked, walking over and picking up a photograph of Caro taken some years before, and showing a gay laughing girl with a riband holding back her dark hair. “I quite see you’d take a lot of chances to keep her looking that way. What was she—deb of the year?” Easily he put the picture back. I turned away abruptly and drew the curtain. “I don’t like being watched,” I explained. Even if it was only a star.
“Should I introduce you?” Vanessa murmured. “My friend, Miss Ursula Jordan.”
He turned and bowed. “U.J.?” he said. “Oh, it’s all in the diary my sister left behind—a kind of insurance, I suppose, in case of an emergency.”
“We had no notion your sister had literary qualities,” Vanessa observed.
I recognized that tone. I knew she was going to make things as difficult as possible for us all, and it would be a hollow victory at best, since I knew Jackson held all the aces in the deck and probably had a fifth up his sleeve.
“It was no bad idea,” he now said. “Like leaving a message saying where you can be found.”
“I expect you did the same tonight,” Vanessa said. “Your wife—”
“No woman’s put my head in the noose yet,” he assured her. “And, as I told you, I’m only passing through.”
“Unfortunately it doesn’t seem to have helped Mrs. Ridgley,” Vanessa went on. “I mean, she left the diary, but she still came to grief.”
He shrugged ever so faintly. “You can’t win ’em all,” he said. “Now among her papers was this diary and it makes very interesting reading. And not just to me. It goes back a long way, right back to the suicide of that young fellow at The Penthouse. I can’t help thinking it’s a story that would prove very popular to a lot of people who have to get their thrills at second-hand.”
“Through the press, no doubt,” agreed Vanessa. “I think I get your meaning, Mr. Jackson. You’re prepared to reduce the number of readers to two—
for an adequate fee, of course.”
“She knows all the answers, doesn’t she?” Jackson turned to me with something approximating a wink, but I wouldn’t meet his eye. “The one I had particularly in mind was Mr. Charles Marshall. I understand your niece’s engagement is shortly to be announced—”
“It was clever of you to discover that,” Vanessa congratulated him. “It’s supposed to be secret.”
He made the gesture of twirling a buoyant mustache. “Oh, I do my homework,” he boasted. “You should approve, Miss Freeman. Didn’t you find that your pupils who were prepared for all emergencies were the ones who came out at the top of the list—in your school-marming days, I mean?”
“They were still subject to viruses and runaway buses,” Van told him smoothly.
“I’ll lay it straight on the line, shall I?” He took a flat black book with Diary in gilt letters printed on the cover and put it on the table beside her. “Help yourself,” he offered. “Only—no tricks, mind. I’m wondering what Mr. Marshall’s reaction would be—he’s an ambitious chap, I understand, and on the way up, the lucky devil—if the idea got around that he was—well, buying damaged goods.”
Vanessa has one of those exquisite creamy faces that never get unbecomingly red, but her complexion changed now; she still didn’t go scarlet, as I should have done, but her face assumed a corpse-like pallor. She turned abruptly toward the fire, picking up the little steel poker we keep in the hearth.
“Don’t do it,” warned our visitor. “You’d never get away with it.”
Vanessa looked at the poker as if she didn’t recognize it or know what it was doing in her hand. Then she threw it down with a clatter.
“I’ve always been given to understand that murder is simple,” she agreed.
“It’s the aftermath—for instance, how on earth should I explain your presence in my house?”
It was Jackson’s first sign of discomfiture. They were talking only to each other. I took up more space than either, but I might have been less than a shadow. It brought back to my mind the day when Van and Caro had sat there and disposed of my future as if it were no more than a strip of discarded orange peel. In an odd way I was glad to be reminded. Vanessa put out a languid hand and picked up the diary.
“I hope I don’t underestimate you, Mr. Jackson,” she said. “But it interests me to know how you, a man newly returned from Canada, could so easily
identify Miss Jordan and myself from mere initials.”
“Ah, but the right initials. And the dates fit, too. In any case, both of your names appear in full at the start, and it wasn’t at all difficult to trace you. You both stand out in a place like this.”
Vanessa put up her hand. “Please spare us that, at least,” she said. “Let us understand one another, as well as we may. Assuming we are unable or unwilling to meet your terms, am I right in supposing you don’t propose to show this—document—to the police? Well, of course not. There’d be no financial advantage to you in that, would there?”
I thought it was time I took a hand. “Oh, Van, why spin it out?” I pleaded.
“That’s her writing all right. And the less publicity the better. Besides,” I wound up in sudden bitterness, “you know that in the last crux you’ll pay the price as you’ve paid it before. The future—the house—what comes next?”
All I wanted now was to get the thing settled and hear Jackson drive away. I was like the fictitious soldier at Agincourt, who had no stomach for the fight.
Vanessa was casually leafing through the diary.
“It’s too bad your sister didn’t have second sight,” she observed. “She might have been able to tell you how she managed to slip that day at the critical moment.”
“I’ve wondered about that, too,” Jackson agreed. “Life isn’t always that obliging. You didn’t actually see her fall, did you?” He turned unexpectedly to me.
 “It was all over when I got there,” I replied. “Just this crowd and the authorities trying to hold everybody back, and everyone talking and shoving—it was horrible.”
“Life at second-hand,” said Jackson seriously. “Oh, well, I expect if questions were asked, someone would remember your being in the hotel lounge.”
This was danger, undisguised, from an unexpected quarter; but once again Van saved the day.
“Let us confine ourselves to such facts as we do possess,” she suggested. “I will start by admitting that I should be very much happier to see this diary
destroyed. I think, Mr. Jackson, the ball is now in your court. If you will serve, please.”
“Meaning how much?” He named a figure. I had realized he was going to pitch it high, but this made Ethel’s original demand seem like pennies. Even Vanessa looked dumfounded.
“You’re—not joking, I take it?”
He rubbed his thumb and fore-finger together, in a suggestive, vulgar gesture. “Never joke about serious subjects,” he said. “And what can be more serious than money?”
“And if we find ourselves unable to cope?”
“You find money in the oddest places. I believe Mr. Marshall isn’t exactly a pauper.”
“You’d get short shrift from him,” Vanessa warned.
“Or there’s a fellow I know on the Sunday Recorder. This would be right up their street.”
“Even disreputable tabloids like the Recorder have their limits,” Vanessa suggested.
“You could be right, but you’d need a telescope to spot ’em. Besides, more things are done by innuendo ...
Vanessa threw the diary down as though it were something too corrupt to be handled any longer.
“I appreciate the situation,” she said. “Naturally, I shall require some time to consider. I don’t ask if I can rely on you not to offer this in any other market until you have our reply, because clearly this so-called evidence couldn’t fetch anything like your figure from any other source. Miss Jordan and I—”
He grinned. “You sound like the British Prime Minister, but don’t overplay
your hand, Miss Freeman. If you think you can stall me till the announcement of the engagement is made, forget it. Let’s see. Today’s Tuesday. I’ll be round again on Friday to collect. Friday’s a good night to contact my friend at the Recorder—catch the Sunday public, you see—and no nonsense about checks, please. I’m not a legal beagle myself,” he added coolly, “but isn’t there some kind of penalty for paying a blackmailer to suppress evidence—sort of perjury in reverse?”
“I told you this would happen,” I said fiercely. “We burned our boats when we agreed to Ethel Ridgley’s first demand.”
“Then we must learn to swim even in rough water,” Vanessa said quietly. “How good a swimmer are you, Mr. Jackson?”
“You ask my Mum, she’d tell you I was born swimming.” He grinned.
I saw, if Jackson didn’t, that Van was almost at the end of her tether.
“You’ve had a shock,” I said. “I’ll get a drop of brandy.”
She pushed herself to her feet. “I’ll get it,” she said. “I daresay we could all do with a drop.”
“Under safeguards,” Jackson agreed, and he sent me that conspiratorial glance again. He moved forward to open the door, and on an impulse I laid a hand on his arm. He couldn’t have looked more surprised if a serpent had fastened onto his wrist.
“You don’t mind taking chances, do you?” I said, as the door closed behind Vanessa. “If she had used that poker I’d have sworn it was suicide, and I know which of us would have been believed.”
“Don’t push your luck,” he said harshly. We talked for two or three minutes while he swaggered about examining Vanessa’s treasures, “She’s a long time, isn’t she?” he suggested. “What’s she doing? Doctoring the brandy?”
“She wouldn’t insult Dom-Remy like that,” I said. “She’s probably trying to restore the status quo. I suppose it’s second nature to you to go round hurling bombs into strangers’ backyards—”
“She’s as tough as an old boot,” said Jackson in scornful tones. “All that fragile air—I bet the Roman matrons looked like her, having a fine time watching the Christian maidens being gored by wild cows. Ever been to the Chamber of Horrors? You’d be surprised at the homely little women, the sort that ask you in for a cuppa, who crushed unwanted kids to death between mattresses or put poison in the old man’s nightly cocoa, and never lost a minute’s sleep. I can’t think how Ethel had the nerve to stand up to her.”
The door opened and Vanessa came back, carrying the decanter and three balloon glasses on a silver tray. “I hope I haven’t delayed you,” she said formally. “I was waiting for the glasses to warm.”
 “I thought the brandy did that,” grinned Jackson.
“The warmth brings out the full bouquet.” She picked up the decanter,
but he jumped in and took it from her. “Allow me!” He poured the first tot and handed it to her. She drank it deliberately and handed the glass back. “A test case? You give me credit for very little finesse, Mr. Jackson. Please help yourself.”
I was convinced this wasn’t Van’s first glass, and I wished she would let Jackson go away. Then a sound from beyond the window made me start.
“Why, it’s raining,” I exclaimed.
“Yes. Didn’t you know? I am afraid you’ll have a wet drive home, Mr.
Jackson. Still, your car looks as though it could stand up to a storm.”
“She gets me from A to B,” Jackson agreed. “You don’t mind?” He refilled his glass. “Shouldn’t we be drinking a toast?” he suggested.
I burst into sudden laughter. “When shall we three meet again?”
“Friday,” he agreed. So we all drank to Friday.
 
* * *
 
When she came back from seeing him off, Van lay back in her chair like someone dead. Her look frightened me. I had to say something. “So he’s gone,” I observed idiotically.
“He’s gone,” Van agreed. “Till Friday,” I amended. “He’s gone. Period.”
I turned my head sharply. “What’s that supposed to mean? You can’t imagine he won’t be back.”
“He won’t be back.” Her voice was drained but somehow convincing. “How can you—did you get hold of the diary then?”
“The diary was never of any importance, just an excuse to get inside the door. People are such amateurs, Ursula. It’s like these mass-produced clothes where all the buttons fall off the first time you put them on. Here he comes with his story of just being home from Canada, but he has a dear friend on a Sunday paper. He tells us that Ethel kept this diary in case of an emergency, but there was an emergency and the diary never turned up. Even if the police hadn’t shown interest, the sort of spiders who live in shady hotels like The Penthouse would never have sealed it up unread. No, it was never produced at the inquest or anywhere else, because at that time it didn’t exist.”
“You’re full of surprises,” I congratulated her, when I got my voice back. “Do you suggest he wrote it?”
“I don’t know,” Vanessa acknowledged, “but I am sure that Ethel Ridgley didn’t. Why keep a diary solely for our benefit? What about her other victims? We weren’t her first, you know; her behavior throughout bears the stamp of professionalism—she was almost the only professional in the picture,” she added under her breath. “Naturally, I didn’t recognize the handwriting—but I wonder what made you so sure it was hers? We’d just agreed she’d never put down a word in writing, not so much as her signature. You had me puzzled there, Ursie, but I didn’t want to cramp your style, not with your friend present.”
“Not my friend,” I protested, stung.
“Perhaps friend isn’t the correct word. Still, you’ll not deny it was due to you that he came here this afternoon. Refill my glass,” she added quickly,
“and have another tot yourself. We’re both going to need it. There comes a point of no return in every situation, what’s sometimes called the moment of truth, and I think we’re there now. I think, too, you owe me that, and you needn’t be afraid of Jackson’s vengeance—because he won’t be coming back.’
I didn’t recognize my hand holding the decanter, refilling the glasses. It seemed to have a life, a volition, of its own.
“What did you do?” I said.
“I simply advised him to go back by the inland road. I know the coast road is quicker, and by going inland you’re apt to get caught in the Lamberwell bottleneck, but it’s safer in bad weather. But drivers and brakes both need to be as steady as rocks, particularly on a dark night with the rain falling, and he doesn’t know the neighborhood. Of course, I warned him about Dead Man’s Morrice.”
That was the astounding name of a burnt-out pub standing on the cliff edge, round which various superstitions had accumulated.
“Even you, even I,” Van went on, “who know the place like the back of our hands, exercise particular care on that turn. The road suddenly becomes a precipice—”
“Perhaps Mr. Jackson will exercise particular care, too,” I suggested.
But Van only said, “It won’t help him. His brakes won’t hold.”
I knew then why she had been so long fetching the brandy. I could see in my mind’s eye those small clever hands of hers working like lightning under the hood, the swift fatal adjustment, the pitiless eyes.
“You should have been the actress,” I cried. “Van, it’s murder!”
“I warned him to go the other way,” she said seriously. I could imagine.
The soft, faintly scornful tone, the flashing eye, the cool appraisal of our visitor as someone already slightly out of control—oh, the man wasn’t living who wouldn’t have defied her then.
“We haven’t long to wait,” she continued. “Did you see his car? A big showy article as meretricious as himself. But never mind about him, he’s not important any more. Tell me why you did it, Ursie—after all these years? Betray me, I mean? And with a—creature—like that?”
You must have read the phrase about the heavens opening, thunder pealing forth, lightning flashing like gold swords, angels and archangels deafening and blinding the human host. It was like that with me.
“I said you didn’t need that last glass of brandy,” an unfamiliar voice said—my voice.
“I suppose you cooked it up between you,” Van went on relentlessly. “You telephone, you said to him, and I’ll see to it she answers. And then when he arrived he never even hesitated—he knew at once which of us wasn’t Miss Freeman. Besides, Caro’s engagement. Someone had to tell him—and it wasn’t me. You were in his power, weren’t you, Ursie? Oh, yes, I could see that, he was exhibiting you like—oh, like someone’s prize vegetable marrow. I suppose the fact is he was there that afternoon when you pushed Ethel onto the line.”
By now I’d hardly have been surprised if the door had opened and Ethel herself came walking in, all green and moldy from the tomb.
“I wasn’t even on the platform.” I reminded her.
“That’s what you said. But it can’t be true. Because there were police there holding back the crowd and you couldn’t have got near enough to the edge to see her—she was between the rails remember, and at first she was reported as an unidentified woman—but you knew who it was. You came back to tell me—and how could you know unless you had been there? Was that in your mind all the time—killing her? Or did she say something that signed her own death warrant? Had you agreed to share the two thousand pounds? I’ve wondered so often. Come, Ursula, the point of no return. You’re quite safe. I’m the one person in the world who could never betray you.”
Inside me something boiled up and burst; the room was full of streaks of colored light as vivid as blood. I heard my own voice shouting.
“You say that?” I yelled. “You, the archbetrayer? Do you know what you meant to me all those years? Meeting you at that party was like my being born again. All that treadmill existence of school, school, school, and then back to my mother, and after she died back to nothing, and suddenly you, giving me life, leading me out of the fog into a sun I thought could never be extinguished. I would have died for you any time during those five years we shared, before you let me see how little I meant, less than Caro, a stupid brainless little bitch who couldn’t even settle her own bills. I didn’t understand then what you saw in me from that very first day—”
And Vanessa said simply, “I saw a friend.”
“A victim,” I flashed back. “I suppose it was inevitable. If you’d even consulted me, let me be your partner in that crisis—but, no, you just took my future and threw it to Caro as you’d throw a bone to a dog.”
Vanessa looked astounded. “There was never any choice. Caro was my family.”
“I thought I was that, the one that sticketh closer than a brother.”
“You were my second self,” Van told me steadily. “I could never have said that of Caro.”
“And so,” I plowed on, not daring to meet those eyes, refusing to be lured by that steadfast gentle voice, “I hated you—kowtowing to Ethel Ridgley, involving me in your humiliation. I hated you in inverse ratio to the love, the worship almost, I’d had for you. You should suffer—” My voice was hot like the breath of serpents. “I should watch you writhe, for once I’d hold the cards. Only—you won again, when I realized I wasn’t getting any pleasure out of it. I could cut my own heart out, but I didn’t break yours, did I?”
“Broken hearts are no more use than broken china. You just throw them away. Was I right about Jackson, Ursie?”
“Are you ever wrong?” I almost screamed. “I thought I had the upper hand, Jackson thought he had, but you’ve defeated us both. Oh, clever, clever Miss Freeman! I couldn’t even defeat Ethel. I’ll never forget her mincing away out of the lounge—I won’t say goodbye, Miss Jordan, just au revoir, I feel we may be very useful to each other in the future, you and I. Even Miss Vanessa Freeman may turn out to be less upstage, n’est-ce pas?”
“And that’s when you decided to kill her? Oh, Ursie, do you never stop to think? All those eyes, didn’t it occur to you that someone would see? Where did Jackson come in?”
I remembered sitting in my comfortable empty compartment fifteen minutes later. People were still milling on the platform, questions were still being asked. I hadn’t been stopped—no one, I thought, had noticed me. I’d even managed to recover the parcel that looked like lingerie and actually contained £2000.
And then the door had slid back and there he was, dropping into the corner opposite me and saying, “Do you mind if I smoke?”—though it was a nonsmoker and without even waiting for my reply continuing, “What made you do it? Was she blackmailing you? And what exactly was in that parcel you carried away?”
“If I’d been the topmost actress of the season I couldn’t have carried that one off,” I cried. “No cue, no hint. I did what I could. ‘I’ll pull the communication cord,’ I said, and he laughed. ‘You do just that,’ he told me.
‘Of course, I’d have to tell them what I saw, and they’d want to examine the parcel—but if you’ve nothing to fear, why, go right ahead.’ I almost died.”
“Poor Ursie!” said Vanessa, and now there was no mockery in her voice, only compassion. “I think that’s what appealed to me about you that first day. You had such qualities, you cared, but you were such a muddler. Did you never wonder why the best jobs always escaped you? You had the qualifications—but you’re a muddler. I’m a natural resolver, I wanted to set you right. And then I found I wanted you the way you were, muddles and all. And I do still.”
It was beyond belief. We needs must love the highest when we see it, the faithful heart, love’s disciple—but did even his mother love Judas Iscariot? It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of a goddess. I was in Vanessa’s hands and there was no escape ...
 
* * *
 
It was a man searching for mussels who found the crashed car and reported it to the police. They didn’t find the driver for another two days and by that time his own father might have had doubts as to his identity. It had been a wild night and the rocks round that part of the coast are without pity.
We met the Rectors’ wife in the village just after the news broke. She is a little brown wren of a woman, as full of romantic fancies (in spite of her dreary husband) as an egg is supposedly full of meat.
“Another case of don’t drink and drive, I suppose,” she told us, sighing briskly. “It’s what everyone will say, and no one will ever know if he deserves a much more exotic epitaph.”
“Exotic?” said Vanessa.
“He could have driven off the cliff edge in the pangs of unrequited love,
or be the victim of a revengeful cuckolded husband, like that film at the Odeon that Arthur wouldn’t sit through. It’s not often we have a mystery
round here, and no one seems especially interested. I mean, what was he doing in this neighborhood at all? Never tell me he came just for the ride.
Ah, well!” Conversations with Mrs. Hughes usually ended this way. “I’ve got forty women coming to a Bible tea. And, as Arthur insists on saying, the music goes round and round.”
“I never quite know what that means,” Vanessa confessed, as the Rector’s wife got on her bicycle and shot down the hill.
“That life never stops, not even for tea,” I suggested, “and you have to go along with it.”
“It’s too bad we couldn’t have confided in her; I don’t think she would have given us away.” Vanessa sounded almost as though she meant what she said. “And life with the Reverend Hughes can’t be a fireball. Still, this is one of the situations where silence is golden, and we all know how important the gold standard is.”
It was a lovely afternoon after two days of storm. Van and I came home through the woods and round the lake where the bluebells were struggling up from their drenched beds. Next month you wouldn’t be able to set your foot down without trampling them into the earth. We had the place more or less to ourselves; everyone else was out on the cliff road. “Tourists!” said Vanessa, scornfully.
The telephone was ringing on our return. “Your turn, Ursie,” Van said, walking to the drawing room.
I lifted the receiver. “Would that be Miss Freeman?” I didn’t know the voice from Adam’s.
“Who wants her?” I said.
“Oh, she wouldn’t know my name, and it’s not really important, is it?
Shall we say Smith? I’m a friend of that fellow Jackson—his confidant, you might say. Told me everything, he did. A shocking thing, what happened to him. Such a jovial type to come to such a sticky—well, watery—end. Droll, too.
I’ve got things to say to a dame called Freeman, and if I shouldn’t be seen around during the next few days you can send the police dogs to dig in her garden.”
“Very droll,” I agreed.
“Why I rang—what I mean is, do you think I should tell the police? It might be a good idea to have a meeting with Miss Freeman. I could be along this evening, if that’s convenient, and perhaps we could come to some sort of an agreement.” And the line went dead.
How odd, I thought, that for once Peggy Hughes should have the last word. “The music goes round and round.”
“Who was it?” Van called cosily from the drawing room.
So I went in and told her ...
 
 
 
 
Cul-De-Sac
 
 
When P.C. Crane left the disused air-raid shelter under the arches to mount the steps to Bury Street he was like a man walking in a dead world. There wasn’t a living creature in sight. The fog lay
like a curtain.
He shivered. Who’d be a policeman? Ten years of tramping the beat, eight of hearing Carrie nag, nag, nagging of an evening—Ruby’s husband’s got his stripes she’d say. And Ellen’s moving into their own house on Friday. But then Fred was always ambitious.
Ambitious? He had had his dreams too: never thought he would be flogging a beat after ten years, coming home to a childless hearth and a wife who made no pretence of her feeling for him. A failure, that was what she thought.
Sometimes, when he saw his life moving away from him like a tide, he would feel desperate, go out seeking any respite to create the illusion that there was still something left. No wonder that men got drunk or went after women—like those women under the arches, Lily and Ivy and Rose.
 
* * *
 
He was so deep in reverie that he did not hear the footsteps till they were quite close. They moved steadily but with an irregular beat. Tic-tac, Tic-tac.
Lame, thought the constable. But sober—sober as a judge.
They, came nearer. But the stranger did not speak. Tic-tac. Straight past he went.
The policeman wondered. “Where was the man making for? Didn’t he know he was in a cul-de-sac?” Bury Street led only to the arches and the river.
The policeman went on his way. There was nobody in Lovers’ Lane, on the river road, his big feet slipped in the mud, Nobody. He was almost back at the arches when a voice spoke.
“That you, constable?”
“What the devil ...? Who are you?” The man moved. It was the lame fellow. He was carrying a torch in his left hand: his right was concealed by a fantastic black cloak, the sort of thing you looked for in films rather than real life. He was a saturnine chap all right, with a great scar across one cheek.
“Got a job for you,” said the stranger? “Under the arches. A woman. This is murder, constable. Isn’t that what every policeman hopes for, to give him a leg up? I’ve done you a good turn, you might say.”
The two went off together to look.
“What are you doing here?” said the policeman as they walked.
“Lost my way in the fog. Anyone might. Then when I found the arches I thought I’d stop a bit, don’t get about quite so easily as I did—have a cigarette,
I thought. I was halfway through before I saw her, Don’t know why, Just turned my head and there she was, lying in the corner.”
“And you knew right away she was dead and, what’s more, that she’d been murdered? You knew a lot, didn’t you?”
“I am—was a—doctor. But you don’t need to be that to see no one’s going to help her now but the undertaker.” Crane stooped as the stranger led him into the air-raid shelter. A woman’s congested face stared blindly at the roof.
Crane knew her, of course. It was Rose.
“You’ll come to a bad end,” he had told her not so long ago, finding her under the arches.
“You wouldn’t be above lending me a hand. I dare say,” she had answered.
She had been so vital then, not very young, not very pretty, but with some quality that made a man remember how valuable life had seemed once when there was no end to what he meant to do.
 
* * *
 
Crane turned sharply, “I’ll have to get the sergeant,” he said to the stranger. He blew a discordant peal on his whistle.
“Oldest trick in the world,” said the lame man, thoughtfully. “Jack the Ripper knew it. Come up behind your victim, catch the two ends of the scarf she’s wearing, pull ’em tight. The odds are she didn’t even cry out. I never heard a sound.”
“All I’ve heard since I was here last, when there wasn’t a living soul in sight, have been your footsteps going past, in the fog.”
“And his,” suggested the other. “His?”
“The fellow responsible for this.” He turned his torch downwards. “Someone must have gone past you on the river road. Funny, you must practically have shaken hands with a murderer.”
“Nobody passed me.”
“That’s queer,” said the other. “Because no one passed me, either. You see what that means. That the murderer’s here with us at this moment. Come to think of it, he must be. Look at those footprints.
“It rained this afternoon before the fog came up. Anyone coming in here must have left traces of his arrival. And there are only three sets of prints. Hers— what ridiculous shoes women wear, don’t they? And yours. All over the place, aren’t they? And one other set, which are mine. She didn’t kill herself, so it’s a choice between you and me. And I have an unshakable alibi.”
“Are you trying to put this on to me?” demanded Crane, as if he couldn’t believe his ears. “Why on earth should I ...?”
“I suppose she was making trouble. Her sort generally do. Good Heavens, officer, wasn’t there any other way of shutting her mouth?”
“I think I hear the sergeant,” said Crane, moving on to the river-road. The other man came with him.
“What have you go in your right hand?” said Crane. “Nothing. What’s the idea? Going to jump for it?”
Crane made a lunge at him; chap might have a cosh or even a gun. The other stepped back and his foot-must have struck a stone or some invisible obstruction, because he staggered and seemed unable to regain his balance. He clutched wildly at the policeman but Crane had stepped back and was, flashing his bulls-eye in the man’s face.
It was all over in an instant, the splash, the faint cry. Crane moved quickly away. He had not realised until to-night how speedy death could be.
First Rose in the shelter—and what a shock she had given him, appearing out of the fog with her demands and her threats. He must have been mad ever to get tangled up with her. He had caught the ends of the scarf, not meaning to hurt her—or had he? Anything to make her stop.
And all in a moment she had stopped. It was done. Murder. So simple, so quiet.
And then this lame fellow had to drop out of the sky, wreck everything, continue Rose’s threats.
“I didn’t touch him.” Crane told himself. “He slipped.”
He heard the sergeant’s feet ringing on the stories. “What’s up? I heard a splash.”
“He was too quick for me, sergeant. I didn’t guess what he was going to do.”
Suddenly he felt calm. He shone his bull’s-eye on Rose’s body.
“You found them here together?”
 “That’s right, sergeant. Of course, he said it wasn’t him, he had an alibi, but when I blew my whistle he suddenly made for the river.”
 
* * *
 
They sent for him next afternoon to identify the body. It lay in the mortuary covered by a sheet.
“That’s the man.”
“Didn’t make any confession, I suppose?”
“No sir. Said he’d missed his way in the dark, found her like that, but—
well, there were the footprints. Only three sets, one hers, one mine. Only
three people there last night.”
“And one dead. And one with an alibi.
“An alibi?”
“Yes. The sort even a police-plan can’t break. A man with one hand can do a tot, constable, but he can’t throttle a woman as that one was throttled last night.”
And turning down the sheet he revealed the body of a man with one arm amputated just below the shoulder.
 
 
 
 
Following Feet 
 
Some one in the bar of the Horn of Plenty had a cold that night, I remember, and someone else suggested the time-honored cure of hanging a boot on the bedpost and drinking whisky until you saw twins—twin boots, I mean.
From there the talk passed to other things—snakes, prawns, and fiendish shapes, half-beast, half-human, that are miraculously conjured up out of an empty glass.
Everyone knows how the suggestion of a ghost story works on a crowd:
every member has some contribution to make, but nothing very startling turned up to harrow us until Detective Inspector Field began his story of the Following Feet.
 
* * *
 
“It was in Westminster,” he said, “and I was on point duty at the time. I hadn’t got into the plain-clothes branch then, so you can see I was a pretty raw hand, and it was then, right at the start, that a ghost did me a good turn. “It was a misty night, with a narrow, slanting rain stinging your face, and I was keeping a sharp lookout flashing my lantern into the corners, for London wasn’t so well lighted twenty-five years ago, and conditions were a bit different, too. Anyway, it was the kind of night that you look for garroters and sneak-thieves.
“The weather was so wretched that the poor devils who generally huddle on the benches on the Embankment had looked for shelter in doorways, crowded together to try to keep warm. It was cold enough to freeze a brass monkey. I could hardly feel my hands myself.
“There was a certain amount of men on the Embankment, what with trams and taxis and the few people you’ll always find strolling there at any
hour and in any weather. I turned into a cul-de-sac where rows of inferior offices faced one another, tall and narrow, a gift to a criminal if he could entice his victim, and I was examining the locks and windows when I heard the hurried sound of footsteps, and a man almost cannoned into me.
“I couldn’t see him very well in that light, but he was bigger than I was,
with a moustache and an odd-shaped, very prominent scar on the left side of his mouth. He carried a small attaché case, and seemed to be breathing very heavily. When he saw me he stepped back abruptly, with an odd choking sound, as if he were in mortal terror. Then I supposed he recognised my uniform, for he tried to laugh, but it wasn’t much of a success. He caught my arm and put his face close to mine.
“ ‘Look over my shoulder, constable,’ he said, ‘and tell me if he’s turned the corner yet.’
“I thought he was balmy or a bit the worse for drink, but I had to admit he didn’t smell of drink, and though his step was uncertain it wasn’t unsteady. “ ‘There’s no one there,’ I told him soothingly, but he wouldn’t let me go.
“‘He’s coming after me,’ he insisted. ‘Good heavens, officer, how am I to escape him? Is this—persecution’ (and I can’t tell you what he got into that word; it made my blood freeze) to continue to my dying day? And after that? And after that?’
“The poor devil was crazy, and I was a bit puzzled to know what to do with him. This persecution mania isn’t very uncommon, but it’s horribly painful for those who witness it.
“‘He follows me wherever I go,’ the man went on, and wouldn’t be reassured when I told him the place was as clean as a whistle.
“‘What’s the good of trying to fool me?’ he said. ‘You can’t hear him. I know, but he’s there just the same. Like a great cat he is, creeping up on paws like velvet, always waiting to pounce. And the ghastly thing is you never know when he’s going to jump. But he’s always there, just a few paces behind me?’
“You can’t do much with a man with delusions except treat him as if he were normal. To contradict him would madden him, and then he might become dangerous. I didn’t know, you see, what story lay behind this haunting, if it was simply brain-fag or something worse. But I thought it best to humour him. At this moment a taxicab came creeping along, and I suggested that he should drive home in that.
“ ‘Then he can’t catch you,’ I told him comfortingly. ‘And if you’re quick you’ll be in before he’s turned the corner.’
“I’ll never forget the look he turned on me. ‘So you’re against me, too; he said, ‘I wonder why. I’ve never troubled the police. Do you think I’d dare get into that cage’—he pointed to the taxi, that half-halted, not sure if it had been hailed or not—‘and know that if I put out a hand I’ll touch something I can’t see?’
“‘Can’t see?’ I echoed.
“He nodded. ‘He has that power now. You’d think he’d be tired of haunting me. It was an accident, wasn’t it? All’s fair in business, isn’t it? Some go up and some go down, and that’s the way of the world. Was it my fault that I was lucky and he wasn’t? That man would never have made money, never, I tell you. He hadn’t the flair, and he was afraid of risks.
“‘You’ll never get anywhere if you won’t take a chance—and be expected to be safe and do well. I told him you can’t do things like that. I told him to get cut while he could if he wouldn’t face the alternatives. But he hung on; he dogged me wherever I went, and when I began to go uphill and he went down, he said it was my fault. Could I help his temperament? He said I had private knowledge. What if I had? Didn’t I take the trouble to acquire it? Didn’t I pay an expert to tell me how to capture the market? He thought he could do everything by himself and when shares began to fall he blamed me. They did fall, you know.
“He stopped and drew his hand over his forehead. ‘They fell as suddenly as Lucifer from heaven and nearly as far. I had shares, too, thousands of them, but I knew that the luck changes. I knew you couldn’t expect them to stay a hundred per cent above value for ever. Was it my fault that I was thrifty and had something put by?
“‘I did what I could. I bought up his shares when, panic-stricken, he threw them on the market. I gave him the best price he could get. He was a coward, he was a fool, he didn’t understand speculation. He said I’d taken advantage of him. He thought I should have given him a better price. I couldn’t go behind the market. I gave him what his shares were worth.
“Other men suffered as much as he. That’s the luck of the game. You’ve got to have the gambler’s temperament, you’ve got to be far-sighted, you’ve got to be prepared to lose everything and get out. He should have been a clerk, someone paid at so much a month, buying his furniture on the instalment plan: he shouldn’t have come into the biggest gamble in the world if he was going to whine because he couldn’t always win.
 
* * *
 
“ ‘After that,’ he caught my arm again, and his white face strained into the gloom ahead, as if he suspected his enemy of having circled invisibly round us and now to be approaching from the opposite direction, ‘it wasn’t my fault, was it, if the girl he was going to marry couldn’t stand any one so whitelivered, wanted a man who could face to things? He wasn’t right, was he, in calling me a thief and saying I’d ruined him on purpose in order to get Freda? “ ‘He knew I’d always loved her, but when she chose him I didn’t say a word of what I felt for her. She had to make her choice, and if she found out she’d chosen wrong and didn’t want to marry a snivelling little failure on the wrong side of forty, what right had he to write to me saying I was a murderer? None had he?
“ ‘Ah, but it was worse than that,’ he stared up into my face, ‘he tried to make me a murderer. I that never had a thought of killing him. I hadn’t even pushed him out of my path, just stepped over him and gone on. Because after the slump the shares began to rise again. They went up and up like an a eagle to the sun. And he came to me again and demanded his shares back at the price I’d paid for them. Said I’d cheated him. I hadn’t, had I? I’d given him the market price. If he’d held on he could have made money the same as I did, but he was afraid.
“ ‘You always pay for that, and so I told him. He didn’t lose Freda because I stole her but because his fear betrayed him. Then he wanted money from me, money so that he could start again. I couldn’t give him that, could I? I needed my money. I had to go ahead. I couldn’t stay beside him and be a failure, too. So I went on and Freda went on with me, because she chose to. It’s absurd to say I coerced her or bought her, as he did.
“ ‘And then he did this awful thing to me. He came into my room one night and sat down in the chair opposite me. He said, “You’ve taken everything from me that I value—my money, my position, my woman. There’s nothing left but my life, and that’s worth nothing to me. You can have that as well.” And he cut his throat that same night, less than an hour later.
“ ‘The news was in all the papers next day. “Jack-knife Used in Suicide,”— that was one of the headlines. He looked so ghastly with his head fallen back and the blood pouring. It’s pouring still. It’ll never stop.
“ ‘Look here,’ he opened his coat, and I saw a dark mark on his shirt.
‘He did that to me—it’s the brand of Cain, and I’ll never escape. He ruined me, you see; he meant to; those letters of his, those infamous letters to the coroner and to Freda, in which he blamed me for everything. And neither of them would listen to me. The coroner said I had his blood on my hands, and Freda wouldn’t even speak to me. She went away and said she never wanted to see me again.
“There was no doubt in my mind now, the man was cold sober, but he was raving mad, and he might be expected to do himself or some other person a severe injury. Jumping into the river was about the mildest thing he’d attempt, and that wasn’t the kind of night you’d want to go into the water after a lunatic. I began to cast about for the best way of luring the poor maniac to the station. Whoever he was, he mustn’t be allowed to roam about till morning. I thought most probably he’d escaped from some home. I kept him in conversation while I waited for some sign that there was some one near me to give a hand in case he got violent.
“ ‘Didn’t you see her again?’ I asked him feebly.
“ ‘No, I never saw her. But he’s never left me. If I take up one of her letters he leans over my shoulder; if I write a cheque he sidles up and whispers that half that sum would have saved him; if I go out to dinner he tweaks the best bits off my plate; he trips me up in the street, and makes me spill my cocktail over the frock of the woman next to me. He’s driving me mad, always hovering round with that white face on those narrow shoulders. Once he’s done what he meant to do I’ll be in his power for ever. You won’t let him get me, will you?’
“ ‘You trust yourself to me,’ I told him. ‘I’ll take you where he can’t touch you,’ and I tried to persuade him to come along. But he only laughed.
“ ‘You don’t know what you’re up against,’ he said. ‘Look here.’ He pulled a revolver out of his pocket. ‘I bought that. At first I thought I could frighten him, but it was no use. If he wasn’t supernatural I’d have done for him, but this might as well be a child’s pea shooter. And if I put a bullet through my own head, which would please him, I still wouldn’t be free.’
“At this point, to my relief, I heard the sound of footsteps, and I shoved my whistle into my mouth and blew it. It was risky, because I knew it meant frightening him, but you have to take some chances. And my luck stood me in. A man came hurrying round the corner and I explained almost before he reached me. My lunatic had panted, ‘Here he comes. You stay here while I get away,’ and had dived into the darkness of the cul-de-sac. He came out again now, calling shakily, ‘Keep off. I—I’ll shoot you, I’ve warned you. I won’t have you haunting me like this. It was all perfectly fair, but you’ve lost... .’
“ ‘Is he armed?’ muttered the man to me. It was pretty dark here, and I couldn’t see him at all.
“ ‘I’ve got his gun,’ I told him. ‘I slipped it out of his pocket while he stood over me just now. I thought it would be safer.’
“ ‘Tell him, to come on,’ said my companion, gruffly, ‘I don’t want to steal your thunder, Field, and I must say your luck’s dead in. Good heavens, fancy getting Scotland Yard’s wanted man within an hour of the hue and cry. How the devil did you recognize him in that get-up? Had you ever seen him before?’
“ ‘I said no, I didn’t think so. ‘I didn’t try to explain. It was no duty of mine to start an argy-bargy with my superiors.
“ ‘His voice gives him away, that curious lisp,’ my companion continued.
‘It’s an infernal shame we can’t take him for murder. He killed that boy as assuredly as if he’d taken the jackknife in his own hand and drawn it across young Chester’s throat. How in heaven’s name we’re going to tell the father I don’t know.’
“ ‘Who is the boy?’ I asked, trying to find my feet, as we got our man between us, and hailed a taxi to drive us to the Yard.
“ ‘Young fellow called Chester, Barely twenty. Sent to London by a father with more money than brains, told to have a good time. Young fool’s idea of a good time is to mix with the most raffish society of the town and the most conspicuous people. Not that Farrant’s been conspicuous, exactly. Of course, we’ve known for a long time that he ran a gambling-hell, but we haven’t been able to locate it. He covered himself extraordinarily neatly.
“ ‘He made some of his money honestly—by which I mean to say he didn’t get it by cheating—but most of his income came from the pigeons he plucked, pigeons like poor young Chester. He’d strip ’em of every penny and then get their I.O.U.s. Then he could enforce blackmail when they were twenty-one.
For the most part they didn’t want to take the risk of being arrested for illicit gambling at the outset of their careers.
“ ‘When they’d skinned young Chester they got him to forge his father’s name to a cheque, and then thought they could blackmail him for years to come. And Chester, inconsiderate fellow, spoiled their plans by cutting his throat with a jack-knife. In Farrant’s house. That was the end for Farrant, and he knew it. He couldn’t get rid of the body, and even if he could the place was saturated with blood. He knew it meant a stiff sentence for him. There was more than one charge against him. His only hope was to get out of the country before the tragedy was discovered.
“ ‘He went upstairs, hurriedly put on a disguise, and came down with a few things in a case—and then discovered that his manservant had already found the body and was telephoning to the police. He thought it was murder, you see, and didn’t want to be implicated. Farrant knew he’d no time; nothing but the most stupendous luck could save him now. His disguise was his one hope—if he didn’t run across any one who recognised his voice. Now, what happened?’
“ ‘He came dodging into this cul-de-sac,’ I told him. ‘I suppose he was trying to avoid some other bobby—and ran clean into me. It looked suspicious, him dodging into an alley like this, and on the spur of the moment he told me a mad story about being followed by a ghost. He tried to impress me as much as he could with his fake personality, so that I shouldn’t connect him with Farrant.’
“ ‘And how the devil did you?’ Wilson asked. That was Superintendent Wilson who tracked down the Blue Train murder, and died of ’flu the same week as the armistice.
“ ‘There’s some things you can accept,’ I told him calmly, ‘and who am I to say there’s no such thing as a ghost? But when it comes to a ghost having real blood and sprinkling it on another fellow’s shirt-front—that’s too much even for the force.’ ”
 
* * *
 

“And is that all you told him of the story?” asked the man with the whisky cure for colds. “Heavens, how you unromantic chaps miss your dramatic effects!”
“If you can produce a more dramatic effect than the one we were responsible for when we marched into the Yard with our man between us, false moustache and all, I’ll buy it,” Field promised.
“As for being romantic, life looks after that side of things. There you go for months wearing out the London pavements with your great flat feet, then suddenly Fortune picks your name out of the hat for a winner. It’s patience does it, and that’s the truth. All things come to him who waits. Though some things,” he added with dark significance, “are longer coming than they’ve any right to be,” and with a lordly gesture he pushed his empty tankard the width of the bar.
 
 
 
 
Three Living ... And One Dead 
 
When the police arrived in the big dark room where Marcus Moore awaited his victims, they found four people—three living and one dead. The dead member of the party was Moore himself, who lay sprawled over the table that was spattered with his blood. In life he had been a big, arrogant, greedy fellow; in death he was a monstrosity.
The three living were a little chap called Grey, one of those nondescripts to be seen a hundred times a week and instantly forgotten; a woman, young, beautiful, terrified, wearing a fur coat, a wedding ring, and (oddly enough) only one ear-ring, an emerald set in platinum; and another man, taller and older than the first, with a dark, tragic face and a scornful expression.
It was he who had telephoned the police. “I got here about—say—ten or twelve minutes ago, by appointment. The door wasn’t locked, so I walked in, and found these two people and Marcus Moore, as you see him now.”
“Did you know him well?”
“Moore? I’d been coming here on the third of every month for five years, always at the same time and for the same purpose. Apart from that, he didn’t exist for me.
“I used to think he was like some monstrous robot who came to life one day a month to collect his dues, dues he exacted for the blunders (or sins) even society has forgotten. But not Moore. He was the spider and we were the flies who nourished him. As to his real life, where he lived, his work, if he had any, I know nothing. The others will probably tell you the same.”
“I’ll do the questioning,” said the sergeant, drily, “Did you two come together?”
“No,” said Grey. “He was alone when I came in.”
“Did he let you in?”
“In that state? Of course not. The door was on the latch.”
“Was that usual?”
“It had never been unfastened before. I suppose X was afraid of attracting notice by slamming the door.”
“Seeing that this man has been shot—did you hear nothing?”
“No.”
“And see no one?”
 “No. I came by appointment, as usual, and for the usual reason.” “You didn’t telephone us.”
“I didn’t mean anyone to know I’d been here.  I stopped to open the safe. Oh, yes,” as the sergeant’s brows lifted, “that was one of my accomplishments—once.”
“And Moore knew it?”
“He had proof—in that safe. If he’d sent that document to my employers I’d be out on my ear at once. And I’m a married man who loves his wife. As I say, I stopped to open the safe, and the document that brought me here month by month all these years doesn’t exist anymore.” He nodded toward the grate where fragments of ash were scattered. “Then, as I turned to go, I caught sight of this, lying on the rug.”
He opened his hand to display an emerald ear-ring set in platinum. The girl beside him drew a long shuddering breath.
“You identify, it, madam?” said the sergeant.
She nodded. “I was wearing it tonight when I came here. On my way back. I realised it was missing. I had to come back for it.”
“You were sure it was here?”
“No. But—he was putting on the screw. I told him I couldn’t pay more, I couldn’t. I begged him for mercy. How could I ask my husband for money without telling him the truth? He said. ‘Those ear-rings would fetch something, let me see them,’ so I took one off. I suppose in my agitation. I didn’t fasten it securely when I put it on again. Anyway, I came back, and it wasn’t in the passage, it wasn’t on the stairs. I listened and the room was quiet, I thought he was alone, that his next visitor had gone already or perhaps had not arrived—yes, he was expecting someone else, he told me—so I came in, and he was here.” She indicated Grey. “Marcus Moore was dead. But he was alive when I left him. I swear it.”
The sergeant turned to the third visitor, whose name was Paul Whitaker. “And you?”
“I’ve told you my story. I’ve nothing to add. If you want to know what I thought, I was amazed none of us had had the guts to do this before. So three cheers for X, whoever he may be.”
“X?”
“The chap who shot him. Did you notice the weapon’s missing? When we realised that, we decided to telephone you. Because if it’s not here X must have taken it away with him. And we’re all here—and so far as we can see, the gun isn’t. And it can’t have been chucked out of the window because it’s not only shuttered, it’s padlocked. He wasn’t taking any chances he could help. I suppose being a blackmailer is a dangerous profession. Your victims write you threatening letters that for obvious reasons you can’t take to the police. That’s why he got himself a gun ...”
He stopped abruptly and began to laugh in a rather appalling fashion. “You don’t mean he was killed with his own revolver? Oh, no, that would be too rich. A sort of ironic justice.”
Grey broke in eagerly, “If he had a gun of his own, that changes everything, doesn’t it, sergeant? Because if he threatened X, and there was a struggle, then it isn’t murder, but self-defence. And every man has a right to protect himself.”
“This gun didn’t go off in any struggle,” the sergeant assured him, grimly. “Moore was shot the width of the room, probably when he was on his feet. All the signs indicate that.”
“But—say he threatened his visitor and X twisted the gun away from him, and then at the door turned in panic and fired ...”
“You’ve got it all very pat,” said the sergeant. “Mind you, I don’t say you aren’t right. But we haven’t proved—yet—that the gun Moore owned isn’t still on the premises.”
But though they found the intimidating letter, written almost a month before, that had sent the dead man out in a hurry to provide himself with a weapon, and the gunsmith’s receipt dated one day later, of the weapon itself there was no sign.
“So you see, Mr. Grey, you must be right. Mind you, that’s what I thought myself. As for where it is now–the revolver I mean–only one person could tell us that; X, the murderer, who, having shot Marcus Moore, went off to put the weapon in the river or in a rubbish tip or what-have-you, and then came hurrying back here to establish an alibi. Because, you see, if X had a witness to prove that Moore was dead on arrival, that might seem to be a proof of innocence.”
There was a sudden cry of protest, instantly suppressed by the sergeant. “Don’t say anything, any of you. There’ll be time for that later. In the meantime, I must ask you to accompany me to the station.”
And putting out his hand he identified the murderer of Marcus Moore.
 
Solution 
The murderer was Paul Whitaker. He betrayed himself by his admission that he knew of the existence of the threatening letter and of the revolver subsequently bought by Moore to protect himself. But the letter was less than a month old, and Whitaker had stated that he never saw the dead man except on one day in the month. Therefore, he must have been with Moore earlier on the day of his death, and was, in fact, the nameless visitor who came between the woman and the man called Grey. Having disposed of the weapon he came back after watching another victim enter the building, thereby hoping to establish his alibi, and, to this end, insisted on telephoning the police.
 
 
 
 
The Man With The Chestnut Beard 
 
The sensational affair that came to be known colloquially as the Chestnut Beard Murder was quite literally a nine days’ wonder, beginning very dramatically on a certain Tuesday and ending, equally astoundingly, on the Thursday of the following week.
It was on a wet and foggy afternoon that a taxi drew up before the entrance of the Ritz, beneath whose shelter several people were taking refuge, and the driver, descending to open the door, discovered he was carrying a corpse. He was a sturdily-built man, with a square, tanned faced and powerful limbs, but as he drew his head out of the cab and exclaimed, “ ’Strewth! It’s murder!”
his face was an ugly, greenish shade, and his voice sick and shaken. As if he doubted his own senses, and those of the police sergeant who had been among the crowd and was attracted by his exclamation of horror, he put out one hand with a snake tattooed on the wrist and awesomely touched the body.
“No use doing that,” growled the sergeant.
“Dead?” queried the driver starkly.
“As a door-nail. Where d’you pick him up?”
“Bargoed Street. They came rushing out of an office block and shouted to me... .” “They?”
“Yes. There was two of ’em to start with. ’Im—and the other one.” He broke off again and shivered. “Gordamighty. And only yesterday I was saying I’d been driving this blooming cab for nine months and never found so much as a pin in ’er, and the very next day—a corpse.”
The sergeant became important. Producing a notebook, he asked the driver’s name—James Lawrence; address—Fulham Palace Road; number of his cab—XY.99991; then the man broke into his story.
“I was coming down Bargoed Street, steaming pretty slow, knowing it was the sort of day when any gent in a hurry might be glad of a cab, when these two comes rushing out of an office six doors ahead, and the other chap signals to me with a thick cane with a gold head so heavy you’d stove in a fellow’s skull with it. Tall, thin, smiling chap he was, dressed in grey trousers and a tail-coat and a silk hat, as chipper as ever you see—patent shoes and gold spectacles, with the light glinting on ’em. He had a long chestnut-coloured beard, very fine and silky; bit foreign-looking, I thought. This gent.,” he indicated the body, “seemed a bit troubled like, and stumbles getting in, as gents, do when they’re thinking of something unpleasant, and the other laughs and says, “Have a care, Andrew,” and then they slams the door and goes on pretty slow, because of the fog, till we reaches Whitney Square, when the bearded chap calls to me, “Driver, stop here, will you? I have to get out.” So I draws up, and out he gets and goes down the square towards Lumley Street.”
“Walking?” 
“Yes,”
“And then?”
“Well, you see for yourself. I opens the door—and here he is.”
At that moment a young man pushed softly through the crowd and said in a low gentle voice, “I am a doctor. Possibly I can be of assistance.” He pushed a slip of pasteboard into the official’s hand, inscribed “Dr. Leonard Humphreys.” It conveyed nothing to him.
“Perhaps,” suggested the young man gravely an instant later, “we may have the cab opened. In this fog and darkness... .”
The cab was opened and they could all see the hapless occupant, a man,
square and upright, rather more than sixty years of age, with a clean-shaved face, the skin stretched tightly over prominent cheek and chin-bones; the eyes were ice-grey, hard and compelling; the hands were firm and very powerful,
but scarred with manual toil; the clothes betrayed an excellent tailor. His face was turned towards the sergeant and the entrance to the hotel, as though in the act of rising in sudden apprehension he had been struck down and proved his fears an instant too late. In the front of the coat, just above the heart, was a jagged rent, dark and dampish at the edges.
“Stabbed,” said the young doctor, after a few moments, “a rough sort of weapon, like a jack-knife. No dagger did this. Clean through the heart, struck
from above. Any sign of a weapon?”
But no amount of search revealed any sort of clue. “Better take him to the mortuary,” the young doctor suggested, dropping back on to the pavement;
throughout the affair he preserved a remarkably cool front. “You know who he is?”
“Can’t say I do, sir.”
“Andrew Martin.”
The policeman achieved an air of profundity. “Ah! Friend of yours, sir?”
The young man’s face, which was pale and thin, with dark secretive eyes and thin compressed lips and an expression that bordered on a perpetual sneer, now twisted into an odd grimace.
“Hardly that.”
“But you know him?”
“I knew him well.”
Some inexplicable instinct made the sergeant ask unexpectedly, “And liked him well?”
Humphreys smiled and said more softly yet, “Never so well as now.”
The policeman looked suspicious. “If Headquarters was to know you’ve said that... .”
“You are at liberty to inform them, and I will explain when I am asked to do so.”
 
II
He was actually asked for that information two days later, when the coroner’s jury had brought in a verdict of “Wilful murder against some person or persons unknown.”
“That was a strange remark of yours, Dr. Humphreys,” said Detective Inspector Galleon keenly. “Perhaps you will tell us what you meant.”
“He was a despoiler of other men’s goods.”
“I’m afraid I must ask you to be a little more explicit.”
The young man said slowly, with a smile Galleon didn’t like, “There’s a curious illogicality about the Forces under the Crown. You’re going to put the whole machinery of the police in action to hound a man you call a murderer, in order to avenge another who was, in effect, an assassin on a very much larger scale. Everyone knew the sort of man Martin was. He wanted money and power, and he didn’t mind how he got money and power. My father was one of the men who stood in his path. He swept him aside, ruined him out of sheer scoundrelism. I assure you,” he added earnestly, and offered the detective a cigarette, “if I knew the man’s name and you were after him and I could do anything to save him, I would do it. No, I didn’t commit the murder myself. I hadn’t the opportunity, and I daresay if I had I shouldn’t have taken it. I’m more useful alive than dead, even without the money.” His arrogant expression said that if Galleon didn’t know who he was it was his loss.
Since it was manifestly impossible to connect the young man with the crime, Galleon reluctantly let it go at that. So far the search for the mysterious chestnut beard had drawn a complete blank. Neither Martin’s clerks, his son, or his servants had ever heard of him or seen him.
On the day of the murder, said Martin’s confidential secretary, he had been extremely irritable because of his failure to get an interview with one Waters, a South American merchant, who was sailing that night. At about three o’clock there had been a telephone call to the private office, and an instant later Martin had come racing out, shouted to his secretary that he was going down to the Ritz to talk to Waters, and had been seen from the window to enter a taxi and be driven away. At the Ritz, however, whither Galleon next repaired, he learned that Waters had changed his plans at the eleventh hour and had sailed at ten o’clock. It was, therefore, obvious that the telephone message was a trap laid by the chestnut-bearded stranger to get the dead man into his power. But though hotels, boarding-houses, shops, stations, docks, restaurants, taxi-drivers, were particularly warned regarding him, he remained securely hidden.
A search of the dead man’s papers had revealed several anonymous letters written in a characterless upright script, which he had received at irregular periods during the past nine months. They were couched in threatening, rather melodramatic language. “You were very near death to-day. Have you forgotten Fenton’s Bridge?” “This is the anniversary of Pollitt’s death. You were grieved, I remember. But there are compensations.” The fact that Martin had never attempted to take the matter to the police showed that there were certain incidents in the past that he did not wish made public.
The dead man’s son, Gerald, summoned from a fishing holiday in Scotland to attend the inquest, proved singularly unhelpful. He showed, indeed, a strange disinclination to discuss the matter.
“Have you any reason to suppose your father was being blackmailed?” Galleon asked him.
The young man considered for a time. Then he suggested thoughtfully, “I suppose all this is inevitable? All this police enquiry and so forth?”
Galleon stared at him. “Are you suggesting that your father’s murderer should be allowed to go scot free?”
Young Martin played with his cigarette-case. “It’s what he would have wished. It was his gospel that the man who’s out of the running doesn’t count. And if he’d wanted the police to interfere he’d have called them in himself when he got these letters.”
 “In this country,” observed Galleon in his cold dry way, “murder is criminal, and is treated as such. To return to my original question... .”
His companion sighed and resigned himself. “I can do precious little to help you. My father told me nothing of his early life. That he had enemies was self-evident. He was a successful man, and he won his success in a land where the law is identical with a man’s own inclinations. You’ve heard Leonard Humphreys’ story. I don’t doubt he’s one of many.”
“Then you didn’t know he was being blackmailed?” 
“Theoretically, no.”
“But actually?”
“It was obvious there was something on his mind. It was wearing his nerves thin. He became jumpy, couldn’t sleep, developed a habit of glancing furtively round him. And he talked to himself... .”
“Names?” queried Galleon sharply.
“He spoke of a man called Bassett, argued with him, but I never knew who he was.”
Galleon pursued his lips. The name of Bassett had occurred more than once in those strange letters. It seemed to have been an ugly story.
But Gerald Martin had, in fact, no real evidence to give. Nor was Galleon much more successful with the dead man’s lawyer, a thin aristocratic fop called Cowdrey.
“I really know nothing at all of Martin’s early life. He never confided in me. I only know that, as a wealthy man, he was bound to have enemies.”
“How long was he out there?”
“Till he was thirty-two.”
“Then, if Lawrence’s estimate of the bearded fellow’s age is right—he put it at two-and-forty—he couldn’t have been more than ten when Malcolm left the country for good. Yet he calls a man twenty years his senior by his Christian name. Who but a relation does that? And if he’s a relation why hasn’t young Martin seen him?”
“Suppose,” suggested the lawyer slowly, “he is a relation, one Martin was particularly anxious the boy shouldn’t meet?”
“A son or something of that kind? Even so, why murder? And why
‘Andrew’?”
“It’s scarcely likely that the driver misheard him. He didn’t recognise his fare, and he couldn’t conceivably have dreamed the ‘Andrew.’ There’s the question of the weapon, too. Not an ordinary civilised man’s, according to Humphreys. Still, with a sealed history like his, any number of people were probably waiting their chance to knife the fellow.”
“Including Humphreys himself?”
“I fancy his is a hard case. He’s a brilliant young man, with a dream of establishing a cancer clinic for working women. He’s done a lot of research work already, and a few years ago old Humphreys, who’d believe the moon was made of green cheese if you told him so, walked into old Martin’s net. I think there’s no question that there was a bit of sharp practice on Martin’s side. Of course, it damaged the youngster’s prospects and smashed up the old man altogether. And it’s more than likely that there are various Australian Humphreys biding their time. He wasn’t, you know, a very desirable person to have for a father.”
“Possibly not. Well, then, by hook or crook we’ve got to find the bearded gentleman.” But that they proved unable to do.
 
III
The case was seven days old when rumour began to assert that five-and-thirty years ago Martin had had a red-bearded partner who, having mysteriously come to grief, had shot himself, mouthing strange curses on his betrayer, while the son, who should have been a young man of substance, had gone to sea, hating the land, without a penny in his pocket. From that rumour, others sprang; the chestnut-bearded man was, of course, the missing son; spiritualists went further still, and said it was a reincarnation of the ego of the dead man come back to claim vengeance. Gerald Martin, faced with these rumours, said only one thing. He said, “Do you realise that there’s a telephone booth six doors from my father’s office?”
On the ninth day, wearying of the slow and circuitous methods of officialdom, he took the matter into his own hands and put an end to the mingled perplexity, mystery, and excitement by himself producing the criminal and bringing him on his own account to the very doors of Scotland Yard. To accomplish this he rose extremely early in the morning and took a workman’s tram to the Lillie Road district, where he entered a garage, apparently by arrangement, and chartered a small dark-red car with a plainclothes chauffeur. In this he made several curious journeys, going to Hyde Park Corner, to Oxford Street, to Victoria, to Fenchurch Street Station, back to Kensington High Street, always following one trail. At last in the Edgware Road he abandoned the car, sent it back to the depot, and immediately hurried round the corner and picked up a taxi that had just put a passenger down. In this car he drove direct to Scotland Yard, where he was met by Galleon and Cowdrey, to whom he had telephoned earlier in the day.
Galleon looked tired and bored. “May I ask your reason for this extraordinary request?” he snapped as the young man came in.
“I came to propose that, if you have a form of arrest handy, you might like to take my father’s murderer into custody,” returned Gerald Martin mildly.
“You have him here?”
Galleon seemed taken aback, but Cowdrey broke out, “Martin, what in God’s Name does this mean? Are you trying to tell us that you murdered him?”
“I was in Scotland at the time. No, he was murdered by the man who calls himself James Lawrence, a taxi-driver, but in reality James Bassett, son of Arthur Bassett, who shot himself more than thirty years ago on my father’s doorstep.” His face was quite impassive.
 
IV
 
“It’s extremely simple,” he explained to Cowdrey that evening at dinner, “it occurred to me when the bearded man didn’t materialize there was probably an excellent reason—that he couldn’t. It was a significant feature that no one had ever heard of or seen him, and except for Lawrence’s evidence there was nothing to show there’d been a second man in the taxi at the time of the murder. The more I thought of that the more likely it seemed that there wasn’t. For consider. My father was seen to rush down the office stairs and to leap into a taxi, but not one of his clerks spoke of a fair-bearded man, or recalled one after the story leaked out. Clearly, he must have joined him later, or been in the cab already. But Lawrence, as we’ll continue to call him, swore they got in together. That was disturbing, but there were other minor points that helped to convince me. How should he, for instance, on a foggy day, see the sort of shoes he wore, or notice the light flash on gold glasses? How could he have noticed so meticulously what the fellow wore? Was it conceivable that on such a day any man would wear such clothes without a mackintosh? And would a man so sprucely dressed use such a primitive weapon as a blunt knife? Then came the story of Bassett, and Bassett’s son, who had run away to sea; I remembered the snake tattooed on this fellow’s wrist: and then I realised that the weapon was probably a seaman’s knife. Of course, it was simple enough for him to lean through the door as if asking the way, flash out the knife—you remember the wound was inflicted from above, whereas if it had been a man sitting next to him it would be struck under the heart and run upwards; and he’d put the knife back in his pocket, where no policeman would think of looking for it. He played his cards very well, but he couldn’t guess Waters was going to change his plans at the last moment. There was another point. My father’s life had only been threatened during the past nine months; Lawrence offered the information that he’d been driving a cab for just that period.”
“And the telephone-box, on which you laid such stress?”
“It began to seem very odd that there should be a taxi at the door of my
father’s office at the precise moment that he emerged. You see, I knew that call was faked, and it flashed on me that nothing could be easier than for the driver to have sent the message, nipped back to his cab, and come driving past the door just as my father appeared. He’d probably tried half a hundred times to maneuver my father into some such position, and at last luck was with him.”
He was silent for a very long time.
“What a tragedy!” murmured Cowdrey after that pause, “why don’t you get away for a bit till it’s blown over?”
“This sort of tragedy,” said the young man somberly, “can never die.”
“You mean, the shock of his death... .”
“No. The real tragedy was that, at the end of sixty years’ fighting, he’d nothing worth keeping to lose.”
Very soon afterwards Cowdrey went away and left him alone, a dark, sad young man plunged in the welter of his lonely thoughts in that dark and lonely house.
 
 
 
 
Over My Dead Body
 
 
“Nurse,” called Mrs. Farren, in her fretful voice. “Nurse, where are you?” “Coming,” called Nurse Anstruther, and a moment later she bustled into the room, a brisk, trim little woman, as hard as nails,
Mrs. Farren complained. “What is it now?”
“My pillows,” moaned Mrs. Farren. “And I think I have a temperature.”
Nurse shook up the pillows and took her patient’s temperature, which, as she expected, was normal, and said she’d just been down for a cup of tea.
“Tea’s poison to me,” moaned Mrs. Farren.  “Isn’t it time for my medicine?”
“Not till three o’clock.”
“Time goes so slowly when you’re laid aside. Isn’t Joy back yet?”
“Your daughter went out to lunch, Mrs. Farren. She’s lunching with Captain Waterhouse, you know.”
“I don’t know.” Mrs. Farren forgot her languor. “Did she tell you?”
Nurse Anstruther laughed. “Who else does she ever lunch with these days? I expect they’re making their final plans.”
“Plans for what?”
“Well a blind man could see they’re head over ears in love. He practically lives on your doorstep.”
“Nurse you must be out of your mind. Thank heaven Captain Waterhouse goes back to his cannibals and Hottentots next month. What’s so funny?
“There aren’t any cannibals or Hottentots in Kenya where Joy will be going. My sister’s there and ...”
Mrs. Farren brushed Nurse’s sister aside. “Joy’s certainly not going out to Kenya. I shouldn’t hear of it.”
“I fancy she’ll go just the same. You don’t want her to be an old maid, do you? You’ve had her a long time. Now, it’s time you had your medicine. Shall I pour it out for you?”
“You know I always take my own; I prefer it. My life has made me very careful. People are so careless, unscrupulous even and I don’t want any chance of getting the bottles mixed so that I get the wrong dose.”
Mrs. Farren put out her hand and took a tall round bottle off the table beside her. This was “my medicine” to be taken every six hours. She had another bottle of quite different shape that contained her sleeping-mixture.
The two mixtures looked so much alike that Dr. Sampson made a point of putting them up in bottles impossible to confuse, and in addition each was conspicuously labelled. Nurse watched Mrs. Farren measure out a careful dose, and recork the bottle.
“Now you can make my coffee on the gas ring.” She said “About Joy you’ll find you’re quite wrong. She’s very young for her age, but not so young she’d be taken in by that adventurer.”
At that moment a door downstairs crashed. “That’ll be her back,” remarked nurse. “You can ask her for yourself.”
Joy Farren was a tall, fair girl, with brilliant eyes and a face bright with happiness. She must have been lovely ten years ago, and now that she was in love youth had flowed back to her face.
“How late you are, darling; I’ve been so worried. Couldn’t you have telephoned or something?”
“It’s only just three. We had so much to arrange the time absolutely flew.”
“We?”
“Guy and I. He’s just heard he’s to sail next month and he wants us to get married immediately, so that I can go out with him. Oh, mother. I never thought I’d be as happy as this again.”
Mrs. Farren raised herself on one elbow. “Are you mad, Joy? There can’t be any question of your marrying Captain Waterhouse.”
“But I am. I am. Oh, mother, isn’t it wonderful ...?”
“It’s preposterous,” said Mrs. Farren shortly. “The fact is you’ve let yourself get carried away, and quite lost your head. He’s not the sort of man I intend you to marry. And how you can talk in this heartless fashion about leaving me ...”
“I must marry Guy,” said Joy. “If I stay this time it’ll be too late.”
“If he’s as fickle as that ...”
“It’s not a question of being fickle. But—I haven’t forgotten Alan Pearce and Maurice after him, and ... The truth is, you don’t mean me to marry at all.”
“I should have thought you owed our mother something. Nurse, what are you gaping there for? I shan’t want you for the next hour. My daughter and I have important matters to discuss.”
As she passed Joy, Nurse Anstruther whispered “Good luck,” but her heart was heavy. Mrs. Farren was an expert at getting her own way and she’d run Joy ragged for years. The row had started when she closed the front door, and it was still going on when she returned an hour later. Now it was clear that Mrs. Farren was going all out for victory.
“Over my dead body,” she was saying as Nurse came in. “I’m sure you don’t want my death on your conscience. Later you’ll be grateful to me for saving you from yourself.”
 
* * *
 
During the days that followed it became increasingly clear that Joy and her lover would be defeated. Mrs. Farren refused to discuss the matter further.
Nurse Anstruther came to a decision “Over my dead body.” Mrs. Farren had said, and “So be it” decided Nurse. Her plan was simplicity itself. She merely proposed to change the contents of the medicine bottles so that when Mrs. Farren took her six o’clock draught she would, in fact, be taking a fatal dose of sleeping-mixture. She always liked to be left alone between six and seven, and by that time it would be too late to do anything about it.
When the truth was discovered, it would be assumed she’d made a mistake (for Nurse would put the mixtures back again before calling the doctor), or even deliberately taken an overdose to make it impossible for Joy to marry Captain Waterhouse.
On the day the nurse resolved to put it into action Mrs. Farren had a visitor, a Mrs. Christie. Mrs. Farren spent the whole visit bemoaning her daughter’s attitude. “It’s a miserable thing to grow old and know you’re unwanted,” she said. “My life’s a burden and I shall be thankful when I can lay it down.”
When Nurse let Mrs. Christie out the latter said: “Dear me, she is in the dumps. I suppose it’s all right her having that sleeping mixture beside the bed? I should keep an eye on her if I were you. In her present mood she might do anything.”
“I hadn’t thought of that,” murmured Nurse Anstruther, truthfully. “But thanks for the tip.”
She looked in on Mrs. Farren on her way up; her patient was lying back against the pillows with closed eyes. “I don’t want to be disturbed, Nurse,” she said. “Mrs. Christie’s quite worn me out. I shall try to get some sleep.”
 
* * *
 
For about an hour the house was perfectly quiet. Then, at a quarter to six, Mrs. Farren’s bell rang and her voice could be heard imperiously demanding the attendance of everyone in the household. When she had them all—Joy. Nurse and the cook, Mrs. Palmer—lined up at the foot of the bed, she told them: “I want you all to hear what I have to say. Then you can alibi each other. And, Joy, you’re going to get your own way after all. I only hope you won’t regret it.”
“You mean, you’re going to agree to our marriage?” Joy couldn’t believe her ears.
“I mean, I shan’t be here to disagree. It seemed to me the only way out. I’m a burden and so—and so I’ve taken a double dose of my sleeping-mixture. It’s no good looking like that, Joy. It’s too late to do anything. Enjoy your marriage. It’s cost me my life.”
Joy looked as if she would faint. Mrs. Palmer cried. “The doctor, nurse, get the doctor.”
Mrs. Farren repeated triumphantly. “It’s too late.”
Only Nurse Anstruther remained composed. “Now don’t take on anyone,” she said. “There’s no harm done. Mrs. Farren, you haven’t taken a fatal dose at all. All you’ve had is a double helping of your ordinary medicine which wouldn’t hurt a fly.
“You see,” she explained to the others, “when Mrs. Christie warned me Mrs. Farren was in one of her moods, just to be on the safe side I changed over the bottles; so when”—she turned to Mrs. Farren— “you took two spoonfuls out of the one marked sleeping mixture, you were just taking two spoonfuls of tonic, like I said. Why, Mrs. Farren, what is it?”
For her patient had suddenly pulled herself erect and her face was ghastly with fear. “Is—that—true?” she whispered.
“Of course it’s true. Now, Mrs. Farren, let’s have no more of these theatricals ...”
But the woman pushed away her restraining hand. “Don’t touch me, you—you murdering fool,” she panted. “Do you know what you’ve done? How was I to guess you’d play a trick like that? I meant to give you all a fright—that was all—and so before I took the dose I changed the bottles back—do you understand? —I changed them back.”
 
* * *
 
A coroner’s jury absolved Nurse Anstruther from blame, the coroner remarking that she had taken a somewhat unconventional step to prevent possible tragedy. He did not hold her in any way responsible for Mrs. Farren’s death.
But Nurse Anstruther is still not sure whether she was a murderess or not.
 
 
 
 
The Funeral of Dendy Watt 
 
Dendy Watt, an old reprobate, was found hanging in a disused shed three days before Christmas, leaving neither note, relatives, nor money to tidy up his earthly affairs. After the inquest, the body was passed to the Matthews Funeral Parlor for disposal; Mortimer Matthews was a busy little man who buried paupers at a cut rate in return for recommendations from the Councillors when more profitable interments were in question. That was the year of the big snow, and Death was as busy as the proverbial bee. Some ministers were conducting funerals in triplicate, and burying in triplicate, too, where there was no one to accept responsibility for the deceased.
On Christmas Eve old Mort Matthews had his hands full with the funeral of the Honorable Mrs. Grubb, who was going to meet her maker in the full panoply of embroidered pall, silk-hatted attendants, a special anthem, and a diatribe from the Reverend Cartwright. It wasn’t feasible to keep Dendy Watt in cold storage till after the holiday—Christmas was always good for the trade, with old gentlemen over-indulging and old ladies falling off ladders trying to hang the unwanted mistletoe. “We’ll have coffins queuing up at the gate,” Mort told his driver, Tig Wilson. “Mr. Cartwright can’t fit in another service before Christmas, so I’ve arranged with the Reverend Graves at Ullerton— good name that for a minister, don’t you agree?—to include Dendy with two old gents from the local almshouses who went out together, got in the way of a car—shocking thing really.” (The coroner had brought in a benign verdict that permitted Dendy Watt to be buried in consecrated ground.)
“And in death they were not divided,” quoted Tig, and Mr. Matthews smiled his approval.
“A very philosophic spirit, Mr. Wilson. The funeral’s fixed for 2:30 the day of Christmas Eve, but Mr. Graves says he’d postpone it for fifteen minutes, but no longer.”
Tig Wilson frowned. “It can’t be done, Mr. Matthews. There’s the Honorable Mrs. Grubb at 12:00—that’ll take an hour, coming and going; then there’s my lunch, and you did agree I should get off after that. My boy’s expecting me—I always go there Christmas Eve to help decorate the place—I told him I’d be there at four o’clock. Dendy can’t expect to upset everybody’s plans.”
 “Mr. Wilson!” Mort sounded shocked. “Where’s your respect for the dead? Putting your personal convenience in the foreground? You know our motto— ‘Death works all round the clock and. so do we.’ Anyway, Ullerton’s not so far out of your way and you can finish the journey in the van.”
The van was the plain hearse—the posh one was reserved for Mrs. Grubb and such; poor chaps like Dendy Watt wouldn’t appreciate elegant fittings and silver rails. The van looked so like an ordinary plain truck—no name on it, of course, you can’t advertise trading in corpses; so most people thought that was what it looked like—an ordinary truck.
“It’s a nuisance,” Mort was continuing smoothly. “Such short notice. He was a little man, was Dendy, and right now I don’t have a coffin his size. That means using one of the larger ones—always keep a few in stock for precisely this sort of emergency—a great waste of good wood, I call it.” He shook his head. “And no one to appreciate it. I don’t like waste, Mr. Wilson, but we mustn’t grudge a fellow creature the last service we can afford him.”
Tig raced back from the Grubb interment, unnecessarily prolonged, in his opinion, by an obsequious rector. He stopped at a local café for a cup of coffee and a sandwich and was agreeably surprised on his return to the funeral parlor to find that Mr. Matthews, perhaps experiencing a qualm of conscience over stealing his driver’s Christmas Eve, had everything prepared for him. The plain van stood by the side entrance, as usual; the coffin had the handsomest bed Dendy had occupied, for years, with just his name and a date on the lid.
Mr. Wilson looked round for a pall to cover the ceremonial box, but Mort said easily, “You won’t need that, Mr. Wilson. One thing this hearse does provide is complete privacy, and Mr. Graves is sure to have a spare pall. We wouldn’t want any harm to come to this one—children, you know.”
“My grandsons won’t be playing with a hearse,” said Tig stiffly. “No attendants, sir?” For the two mutes who had presumably helped to hoist the coffin into the van were putting on their coats and saying, “Happy Christmas.”
“There will be attendants for Dendy’s companions,” smiled Mort. “At this festive season they will hardly grudge him a share of their—accoutrements. Be sure to remember me to your son. I wonder if you realize your good fortune, Mr. Wilson—a son and one so devoted to his father. Not all of us are so blessed.”
Mr. Wilson felt embarrassed. Everyone knew that Mort’s only surviving relative was a nephew, first cousin in roguery to the dead Mr. Watt, and at this very moment, if rumor could be believed, the police were interested in his whereabouts. It was good of the old man, really, to go on bothering about his nephew; it was difficult to see what Mort got out of it.
 
* * *
 
It appeared to Tig that all the world and his wife had chosen that afternoon to start the Christmas holiday. The sky, that had been lowering when he started, soon sank, like a huge dingy cloth loaded with old washing. He’d reached Faiths Cross when the snow began again. If progress had been decorous even by funeral standards up to this point, it now dwindled to a virtual standstill. Innumerable learner-drivers seemed to be abroad, all struggling for the middle of the road and refusing to be budged, presumably because they feared to be crushed against the sidewalk.
Tig looked ever and anon at his watch: Mr. Matthews had failed to explain what he was to do with his burden if he didn’t reach the churchyard in time. He doubted if the minister would allow him to park the coffin in an outbuilding, and he certainly didn’t propose to take Dendy to his son’s house as an uninvited guest. There were limits even to Christmas hospitality.
When it became obvious he wasn’t going to reach his objective anywhere near the right time Tig decided on what his employer later described as “a madman’s decision.” Struggling out of the muddle of trailing cars he turned the hearse into a side road and, started to career at a most unseemly pace over the Downs. He knew this part of the country—he was a birdwatcher in his spare time—and there were landmarks that would warn him when he should rejoin the main road. What he hadn’t allowed for was the obvious fact that Downs have a disconcerting way of looking alike when snow-covered, and landmarks simply go to ground like homing moles. Still, Tig blundered on until suddenly he felt a sickening lurch, nearly fell out of his seat, and realized that the wheels of the van had plunged into a ditch.
“Hup there!” he said impatiently, gunning the engine. But all that happened was that the wheels, after a whirl or two, stopped dead. Tig hopped out to investigate. He was shocked to find the hearse canted at a most unreasonable angle. The snow was considerably thicker than he’d appreciated and they were stuck as tight as a fly in a spider’s web. Moreover, a furious wind had sprung up, threatening to turn him into a snowman if he didn’t get under shelter soon. Thoughtfully he unbolted the back door of the hearse and climbed in, dragging his driver’s rug with him.
“You won’t object to a bit of company, I daresay,” he observed peaceably, hauling out a pack of cigarettes. Mr. Matthews didn’t permit his drivers to smoke on duty—disrespect to the dead, he called it. Besides, future corpses might notice and leave instructions for their future interment with a rival firm.
“You can’t let up for a moment when you’re in business, Mr. Wilson,” Mort always said.
Still, the circumstances were unusual and Dendy was unlikely to object to a whiff of the weed. More likely to put his head out of the coffin and demand his share, decided Tig Wilson. He stopped thinking about Dendy and concentrated on his own dilemma. First, there was no chance of his reaching Ullerton in time for his charge to make a third in the churchyard. The only landmark he’d been able to distinguish was a faint giant finger against the snow-filled sky, that he identified as the spire of St. Anselms, the Parbury Parish Church. If he was right that meant he had twenty miles to go and approximately thirty minutes in which to achieve them—a not impossible task on good country roads in normal weather, but isolated in a snow-field, with the hearse stationary and with no likelihood of rescue, it looked rather as though he and Dendy were going to spend  Christmas together.
Suddenly Tig felt enormously sorry for himself. “Have to make trouble even from the grave, don’t you?” he demanded of the corpse. He got up and looked out of the door. Now he was sure it was Parbury in the distance, a very go-ahead place, warming up for Christmas since the beginning of the month. You saw the ads everywhere.
 
Come to the Grand Hotel, Parbury, for the best Christmas you ever had, including a visit to the famous Milton Circus. Lions-Seals-Elephants.
 
Mr. Wilson didn’t approve. Animals should be considered the same as humans, and who likes being made to look silly?
He came back and seated himself on the coffin. There was really nowhere else to sit. A minute later he was aware of a knocking and he sprang up hopefully, anticipating some other lost soul marooned in the snow. He’d even have welcomed the kind of person Dendy Watt had been in life. But there was no one outside, no one in sight. Me imagining things, Tig decided, closing the door against the bitter wind.
The knocking, continued.
Suddenly Tig’s heart fell into his boots, because now he realized that the knocking came from inside the hearse, and, knowing its scanty furnishings there was only one place from which it could emanate.
Mr. Wilson had never believed in ghosts—people did a hard enough stint in life, let ’em rest afterwards. So it didn’t occur to him that it might be Dendy’s ghost come to keep him company. Similarly, he knew it couldn’t be Dendy in the flesh, not the way he’d been when they found him and a Coroner’s Jury sitting on him after that.
So there remained only one explanation. Mr. Matthews, that model of propriety and self-protection, had for once in his life confused two coffins. Dendy must have been buried in St. Peters Churchyard with all the panoply of wealth and respectful patronage, and the occupant of this coffin—at that instant the frozen snow was no colder than the blood freezing in Mr. Wilson’s veins. Because it so happened there’d been only one other funeral from the Matthews Parlor that morning, that of the Honorable (and ineffably haughty) Mrs. Grubb.
“Coming, madam,” said Mr. Wilson humbly, falling off the coffin as if it had been a hot seat and going to look for the chisel he always carried in a corner of the hearse. All his life this had been his private dread—that one day they would seal up a cataleptic; and should such a thing happen when he was in charge he liked to know he could find a quick way out—for himself as well as the corpse.
The knocking increased in vigor. Still whispering incoherencies Tig dropped to his knees. The coffin must have been fastened in a devil of a hurry, screws just jammed in any way and not even tightened. Mr. Wilson’s meticulous soul was shocked. Even if it was a pauper’s funeral and there wasn’t much profit to be made out of it, these affairs should be done decently and properly. Still, it helped him now. He had removed most of the screws when a thick unrecognizable voice inquired, “Blast you, why are you taking so long? Do you want me to suffocate?”—which caused the little man to think he’d prefer the company of a vampire bat to this old battle-ax in her eternal nightie.
“Very sorry, madam,” he mouthed and heaved up the lid. And almost dropped it again. Because it wasn’t the Honorable Mrs. Grubb at all, but a man he had never seen before in his life, a big redhead, with a wicked brown eye and hands big enough to choke a little chap who chanced to put a foot wrong. The corpse put out an immense arm and knocked the coffin lid to one side.
“You deaf or something?” he demanded.
Mr. Wilson, his brain numbed by the snow, the vigil, and sheer terror, could find nothing better to say than, “What are you doing in that box?”
 “Getting out,” retorted the other. Here, give me a hand.” He caught Mr. Wilson by the shoulder, almost compressing him up like a concertina. “You’ve got no consideration,” he went on accusingly “It’s bad enough being boxed up without some idiot parking himself over my air holes.”
Startled, Tig looked down at the lid and there, right enough, was a row of small holes clearly designed to enable the occupant to breathe. Oh, no wonder Mr. Matthews had put the coffin into the van before he let his driver see it! If the mutes hadn’t been in such an all-fired hurry they would have noticed something odd.
“I don’t understand,” Tig stammered. “Mr. Matthews—”
And then suddenly the penny dropped. “I know who you are—you’re Mr. Matthews’ nephew.” And that seemed to complete the horror. If it had been bad to be penned up with Dendy Watt, deceased, it was Paradise compared with finding yourself in a cramped space with a murderer—because that’s how the police had been describing him.
And even through the horror Tig knew a pang of admiration at the mind that had conjured up such a plot, The police might be on the lookout for the fugitive, but even they wouldn’t think to open every coffin that left the Parlor. Particularly as Mr. Matthews had never made any secret of the fact that he had no use at all for his sole surviving relative.
“Why did he do it?” Tig asked, having one of those simple minds that can only consider one problem at a time. “Your uncle, I mean.” Because it stood to reason that Mort had been in the plot.
“Ever hear of the Achilles’ heel?” demanded Stanley Matthews. “Here,
give me one of those cigarettes. You’re a hell of a good host, I must say. Well,
most people have them and Uncle Mort’s no exception. There are one or two activities of his he wouldn’t want the police to know about.”
“Blackmail!” stammered Mr. Wilson.
“That’s a harsh word. I prefer to call it mutual assistance.”
“But, look here,” protested Mr. Wilson, “how did you think it was going to work? You couldn’t guess I should come over the Downs.”
“And why the hell did you?” growled Stanley.
“No need to adopt that tone,” exclaimed Tig, plucking up courage. “It’s lucky for you I did. If I’d kept my appointment on time”—he glanced at the watch on his wrist, a nice one, Billy’s Christmas present last year— “you’d be in the churchyard by now.”
“Not me, little man,” said Stanley soothingly. “Not me.”
Tig shook a reproving head. “It doesn’t work, Mr. Matthews. I know about the films where a coffin filled with rocks, but that’s strictly for the birds. The bearers always know if there isn’t a body on board. Don’t ask me how. Instinct maybe.”
“You’ve got me wrong,” Stanley told him in gentle tones. “There would have been a body in the coffin, of course.”
The penny hadn’t only dropped by now, it was rolling about like a mad thing. Stanley’s meaning was unmistakable. There would be a body in the coffin and it wouldn’t be Dendy Watt’s. It would be Tig’s.
“But that’s murder,” Tig stammered.
“You do believe in calling a spade a spade, don’t you, Mr. Wilson? I prefer to call it expediency. As for coming over the Downs, if it’s any consolation to you you’ve made a howling mess of my plans.”
“What were they?” Tig inquired. Not that he cared, but anything that delayed the moment when he’d be lying in the box was all to the good.
“Christmas is the season of good will,” Stanley explained. “Say you were bowling along and some chap hailed you, said there’d been a fearful accident, no telephone, must get a doctor, how about a lift—”
“Mr. Matthews doesn’t allow his drivers to give lifts.”
“Not even on Christmas Eve?”
“And there’d be other cars.”
“Not where my friends ’ud be waiting for you. In any case, there’s something called moral suasion.” He had shrugged himself out of an enormous shroud and revealed a suit of loud tweeds and suede shoes to match. He patted his pocket impressively. “Ever felt the nose of a gun in your ribs, Mr.
Wilson? That’s what I call moral suasion. Well, in those circumstances, if a chap says, ‘Turn right,’ you’d turn.”
“I wouldn’t, you know,” said Mr. Wilson.
“A man of principle,” gibed Stanley. “That’s what my uncle said. You’ll be safe with Mr. Wilson, he said, you can always rely on him.”
“Won’t your friends be annoyed when you don’t keep the appointment?”
Mr. Wilson asked.
“Too right they will. Lucky for you, really, you won’t be able to hear them.”
“You’re going to have your work cut out explaining to my boy, Billy, what’s happened to me,” Tig warned him. “He was expecting me at four o’clock.
He doesn’t know about this extra job, so when I don’t show up he’ll start getting anxious.”
 “And he’ll ring the old man and find out you took a diversion by way of Ullerton, and are on your way.”
“He’ll know that if I was going to be much later than promised I’d ring him and explain.”
“Then maybe the lines will be down, with all this snow.”
“You don’t know Billy,” said Mr. Wilson simply. “He’ll come out looking for me himself. When he finds no trace of the van on the road he’ll recall that I know the Downs better than many people know their own streets, and even in a snowstorm he won’t overlook something as big as a hearse.”
“So he finds the hearse?” Stanley still sounded untroubled, “He’ll take a peek inside and there’ll be the locked box with Dendy Watt’s name on it—it won’t bother you to be buried under the wrong moniker, will it? It’s not as though it makes any difference in the long run. And he’ll think—everyone will think—the driver knew he couldn’t shift it unaided, so he went out to look for help.”
Stanley continued, “Stands to reason there won’t be any footprints to guide them, and when they don’t find anyone they’ll remember the big bomb crater left by a dropped egg during the war—some of them go nearly
as far down as Australia, I’ve heard. Too bad, poor Mr. Wilson, such a reliable chap, but it happens to all of us. Uncle Mort will write to your son—a great loss, died in the execution of his duty, and how can man die better; and whatever name’s on the coffin you’ll have the satisfaction of knowing you’re lying in consecrated ground—sods crumbled, words of commendation, the whole lot. Mind you, I don’t say it’s not bad luck, but then it’s bad luck when a noncombatant in a war gets wiped out.”
Stanley pulled a bottle out of his pocket and offered it courteously to his companion. Mr. Wilson shook his head. “I’m teetotal.”
“The best whiskey, too.” He took a slug himself to prove his own words.
“Come now,” he urged, “I don’t suppose life with Uncle Mort is such a ball of fire. Probably won’t find the grave much different.”
“It’s my boy I’m thinking of. It won’t be the same thing not spending Christmas with him. And the children. I had a new animal imitation to show them,” Tig added in regretful tones. “That’s my sideline—a private entertainer, I call myself. No credit to me, of course, just a gift. Like this.”
A dog barked shrilly, a cat shrieked. Stanley Matthews nearly dropped the whiskey bottle. “Was that you?” he demanded.
 “An old lady living next door came in one year and said she was going to report me to the Cruelty to Animals crowd, ill-treating a cat like that.”
“I can see you’re going to be missed, Mr. Wilson. Too bad. What was that new imitation you were following?”
“Well, a wolf call, a coyote really. I’d been practising for a long time.” He threw back his head and a loud bloodcurdling cry filled the air.
“You do that once more and you’ll get yourself roughed up before you go into the box,” Stanley warned him. “Enough to make your blood run cold.” “You wouldn’t believe the trouble I was at,” persisted Tig shyly. “One week-end I even went to the London Zoo—you have to do things right for children or they see right through you, you know. It’s not very easy to make wolves howl, but I managed it a time or two. Quite a bit of unpleasantness with the keeper, but it was all in a good cause, you know.”
“Started a riot, I shouldn’t wonder. Now make a noise like a giraffe.”
“They don’t make any sound,” Tig explained. “Dumb, they call them.”
“I see you’ve got the message.” Stanley took another pull at his bottle. “No sense hanging about,” he observed briskly. “I did hope you might be reasonable. I brought some pills—take them in a swig of whiskey and you’d be out for the count before you could say Jack Robinson. In your own best interests, really.”
Mr. Wilson began to pray for a miracle; he knew pretty well where they
were. Even apart from holidays and snow you wouldn’t expect to encounter any people out here. It was grazing land, good for birdwatching in season—he’d hoped he might glimpse a long-tailed Barbary snipe in the spring.
There’d been rumours. Angels were all very well in their way, but he had a sneaking preference for the snipe.
Stanley took a gun out of his pocket and waved it purposefully toward the open coffin. “My, you’re going to rattle,” he observed; “still there’s always the shroud.” He stooped to lift it and at that moment a wild roar filled the van.
He swung round pale with fury. “I warned you,” he said. “Stop those damn tricks, I told you! It’s about time you did go underground.”
“But that wasn’t me,” protested Mr. Wilson. “I can only do domestic animals, except for the coyote, and had to work for weeks on that.”
“Green grow the grasses-oh!” entered Stanley, “I suppose you’d have me believe there’s a real lion out there.”
“I don’t know what else,” murdered Tig. “No, Mr. Matthews, don’t open the door. I’d sooner have the pills and whiskey. I never did fancy being mauled about by a lion.”
 “And you so fond of animals! Well, I always had a fancy to meet a lion.” He laughed and opened the back door of the van, what a joke!”
Only this joke backfired, because there really was a lion there.
“Here’s your, opportunity,” murmured Tig courteously, giving him a shove. He slammed the door behind Stanley and bolted it.
 
* * *
 
Sometime later, when everything seemed quiet again, he gingerly unfastened the door. There was no sign of any lion, and except for what remained of Mr. Matthews, Tig might have wondered if he’d dreamed the whole affair. He hesitated a moment, then picked up the half-empty bottle. He thought the taste nauseating, but at least the spirits gave him the strength and courage to roll the wreckage of Stanley Matthews in the massive shroud and somehow lug it inside the van. Tig was a deft man at his job, accustomed to turning his hand at any bit of work required of him.
He covered the remains, folding the material neatly, replaced the coffin lid, and screwed it down tight. The Recording Angel might have a job getting that off, he reflected. The snow that had stopped for a while now started again in a half-hearted sort of way and soon covered the traces of Stanley’s encounter with the king of beasts. Tig had no fear of the lion returning. Even wild specimens—and it stood to reason this one couldn’t be wild—only attack when they’re hungry, and this particular lion had just made a devilish good meal.
After that he supposed he must have slept for a while—a second tot of whiskey must have accounted for his unusual drowsiness; certainly, when the job was finished, he was surprised to find the bottle empty, so he threw that into the snow—it would never do for an empty whiskey bottle to be found in Mort Matthews’ hearse.
Then he thought he must be dreaming when he heard the voices singing a carol, the one they always sang at home on Christmas afternoon. Groggily he moved to the door and saw a string of lights bobbing along by the hedge. It was Billy and some of the neighbors come to look for him, just as his father had predicted.
“Rang Mr. Mathews,” Billy explained, “and he told me about this extra duty. Rang Ullerton and learned you’d never got there, so we thought—hearse has broken down, and no wonder.”
“How did you get here?” inquired Tig.
 “Borrowed a jeep,” said Billy airily. “Nothing less would have got us up here. Luckily a chap in a pub remembered seeing Mr. Matthews’ hearse making for the Downs. We’d best be going,” he added. “Jo will be worrying. Can’t do much for him, I’m afraid.” He jerked a thumb at the coffin. “Still, no one’s going to run away with him and from all accounts he won’t be any lonelier here than he was in life.”
Mr. Wilson draped the rug over the coffin, pall-wise, “I’ll come and get him myself after the holiday,” he promised.
“Lucky you didn’t run across the lion that escaped from the Milton Circus in Parbury,” Billy told him on the way back. “Whole place is ringing with the story. A new acquisition and not quite settled down, by all accounts. Keeper opened the cage to give him his food and the lion bolted. Still, no harm done. He seems to have padded back docilely enough after having a snuff round. Great big world seems to have been too much for him and he went right off to sleep. Didn’t even want his grub.”
Later that evening, when Mr. Wilson had had his grub, and had won golden opinions for his imitations of a coyote—no, be explained, he couldn’t do a lion—he rang up Mr. Matthews to explain about the hearse, “Not to worry, sir,” he said. “He’ll be all right up there. I did notice the screws were a bit loose, but I tightened them all up and covered the box with the rug, sort of respectful, see? He won’t give any trouble.”
“I’m sure he won’t, Mr. Wilson,” said Mr. Matthews smoothly. If he was surprised to hear his driver’s voice no one would have guessed. “I knew I could rely on you not to let me down.”
He hung up the receiver. “I guessed he’d notice those screws,” he told himself. “A great stickler for the right thing, Mr. Wilson is. The rug, too—a very happy thought. And he’d hardly notice the air holes—hardly notice ’em.”
Mortimer Matthews poured himself a glass of cowslip wine. “Goodbye, Stanley,” he said. “I always warned you that your slug-a-bed habits would prove your downfall. You have to be up very early—very early indeed—to catch this downy old bird napping.”
 
 
 
 
Horseshoes for Luck
 
 
“Luck?” said the stranger on my left. “tell that to the Marines. There’s no such thing. It’s nothing but superstition, and any sensible man will tell you the same. Look at these people that won’t see the new moon through glass, throw salt over their left shoulder, won’t walk under a ladder or sit down thirteen at table—are they any luckier than anyone else? You bet they aren’t. I had a pal once, full of ideas about one thing being lucky and something else being fatal. He bought a pub, a free house it was, and he called it the ‘Three Horseshoes.’ Full of what he was going to do with it, make it into a regular hotel, with a garage and a bowling green. Bound to be lucky with a name like that, he thought. But the first week some loafer smashed up the bar, and the second week his wife skipped off with a commercial traveller, who hadn’t even paid his account, and the week after that the barmaid helped herself to the till.”
“He should ha’ nailed three horseshoes over the door,” said someone else. “You got to do these things right.”
“That wouldn’t ha’ made a scrap of difference,” said my companion scornfully. “There’s no such thing as luck. What do you say?” and he turned expectantly to Inspector Field, who sat close by.
Field was ready for him. We used to discuss sometimes whether any man could have worked so many apposite cases as he seemed to have done, but if he hadn’t, then he was the best novelist lost to the world since Edgar Wallace.
“Anyone can have horseshoes for me,” he said promptly. “They’re like that other superstition, that a man that’s a gambler must be a good sportsman. It doesn’t follow. Ever heard of Cheesehampton?”
Two or three men nodded. “They’ve got some very fine stables down there.”
“It’s because of those very stables I ever went down there. It was a hotbed of racing folk. The time I was there was just before Goodwood, and I was there because one racing man wasn’t quite the sportsman you might expect. “The day before I started we’d heard from the local police that the people at Cheesehampton were being bothered with anonymous letters. You keep getting outbreaks in various parts of the country and sometimes they’re dangerous and sometimes not. Mostly they’re the work of lunatics. All sorts of quite ridiculous people were getting them, people who had no more reason to fear the police than an archangel. It wasn’t so much that the letters constituted blackmail—mostly they were too silly for that—but some folk were getting upset and it was felt generally that the thing should be stopped. Whoever was responsible didn’t ask for money: he’d put his meaning something like this:
 
‘You think no one knows what happened at Brighton on the 4th June last. But I do. Beware.’
 
It was like a story in a kids’ magazine, but there must have been some truth in some of the suggestions, because people were jumpy. Even people who hadn’t had letters were getting that way. Guilty conscience, I suppose. Quite often, of course, the man who got the letter didn’t pay any attention; sometimes he thought it was a maniac, because what the letter contained meant nothing at all. But there were others, as I’ve said, who took it more seriously.
“Well, this had been going on for some time when the writer overstepped his mark. There was a big man there called Bayliss, a rabid racegoer with his own stables. Apart from horses he really hadn’t any life at all. He wasn’t married, never opened a book, never heard a note of music. It was horses with him all the time. I’d been at Cheesehampton only a few hours when he came in waving one of these silly sheets, in a state of great agitation.
“ ‘Look here,’ he shouted, ‘I’ll tell you who this fellow is. Read this.’
“So I read it. It was the usual thing, written on the same kind of paper in the same obviously faked hand. It said:
 
‘If you do not withdraw Bluebeard from the race for the——Cup, the whole world shall hear the truth about A.’
 
“ ‘Who’s A?’ I said, and he told me Alcock, his jockey, who was going to ride Bluebeard for the Cup.
“ ‘What’s this chap talking about?’ I went on, and Bayliss looked murder and said: ‘About a year ago I had a couple of horses running in a big race,
and biggish odds on both. I backed one heavily myself, and wouldn’t say anything definite about the other. She was a mare and very temperamental, particularly in wet weather, as mares often are. That was a drenching summer, and though she could make a very good pace if conditions suited her, she was no use unless she was pleased. Alcock was up that day, and if anyone could have coaxed a spurt out of her he was the man, but she was sulky, and even he could do nothing. A neighbour of mine, another racing man called Grey, whose property marches with mine, had a lot of money on her; he’d seen Alcock exercising her and knew she could make a fine pace. Of course, I didn’t tell him not to put money on her—what man would? Anyway, I’m superstitious enough to believe that if you start warning people against your horse it’ll get the inevitable reaction. The result was that Grey backed her heavily and lost a packet; afterwards he came round breathing death and swore that Alcock had pulled the beast. It was so vilely untrue that I was tempted to take action. I told him, anyhow, he could go to the stewards, but naturally he wasn’t going to chance being run in for libel, and the damages would have been pretty heavy. I’m well-known round here and so is Alcock, and Grey hadn’t a leg to stand on, and knew it. Still, he did what he could by dropping hints here and there, nothing definite enough to take up, but damned unpleasant for me, and galling as hell for Alcock. Fortunately, from my point of view, he’s not a very popular chap, and no one paid much attention. But what I am afraid of is that if the yarn goes round often enough he may shake Alcock’s confidence. The boy’s got nothing to fear, actually, but if he gets the notion that anyone believes this ridiculous yarn it’ll shake him to pieces, and he’ll be no use to me or anyone else. And Grey knows that. Naturally, I’m inclined to back my own stable, but I’m not the only man hereabouts that knows that Bluebeard, with Alcock up, will sweep the field next week.’
“I hung around picking up scraps of local talk, and I was told that Bayliss hadn’t overstated the case. One man said: ‘If Alcock were on a rocking-horse he’d get somewhere,’ which might be intended as a compliment, but made the story Grey was spreading sound a bit more likely than before.
“Bayliss told me he hadn’t any intention of taking any notice of the threats, but all the same he wanted some assurance that no harm should befall his jockey. I asked him what proof he had that Grey had actually written the letters, and he had to admit that there was none.
“ ‘Still,’ he urged, ‘no one else has a motive, while Grey’s reeks to Heaven. He’s running a horse of his own, and he backed him some time ago at very heavy odds. He’s not a bad horse, either, but he won’t stand a chance with Bluebeard and both of us know it. Grey’s in desperately low water, and everything depends on his beast winning the race.’
“It appeared that Grey’s horse was second favourite, but there didn’t seem much doubt in the minds of those best qualified to know that Bluebeard would beat him, though it might be a close thing. I found out, too, that Bayliss’s story of Grey being very deeply dipped was no more than the truth. So the position was pretty ticklish.
“ ‘He’d get me warned off, if he could, but since he can’t, he’ll stop at nothing to put Bluebeard or Alcock or both where they can’t threaten his security.’
“You can see for yourselves it wasn’t a very easy position. I couldn’t accuse Grey of being the author of the anonymous letters, but it didn’t seem to me any harm going round to see him. After all, he might have had one himself. Grey was a laconic sort of fellow; no, he said, he hadn’t been pestered; people with nothing to hide generally weren’t, which shows you how much he knew about human nature, or life, for that matter. I must say I didn’t take to him, a big swaggering sort of chap, too well dressed for me. I like tailor’s dummies in a window, but nowhere else. Besides, his manner irritated me. You could see him putting a policeman in his place every time he opened his mouth. I came away feeling a good deal of sympathy for Bayliss, but reminding myself that a man isn’t a bad hat because you don’t take a fancy to him.
“Coming through the village I ran against Bayliss again, a lot more agitated than he’d been up to now.
“ ‘Look here, Inspector,’ he said, ‘I’ve had another of these damned things;
it’s just come, and this time it’s deadly serious.’
“The new letter read:
 
‘You had better withdraw your horse while you have the chance. Alcock will never ride him.’
 
“ ‘That’s tantamount to a threat of murder,’ said Bayliss excitedly, but, of course, I couldn’t allow that.
“ ‘Threat of bodily harm perhaps,’ I agreed, ‘or it might just mean there’s some monkey trick on foot to keep him out of the way till after the race. You’d better keep an eye on him.’
“I wasn’t able to get any definite evidence against Grey, but I thought I’d feel a lot more comfortable when the race had been run. Going back, I thought it all sounded a bit silly; this is England, not Chicago, and you don’t kidnap men in broad daylight. But it didn’t sound so silly twenty-four hours later when a man as white as paper came to find me and said: ‘If you please, sir, there’s been an accident. It’s Alcock. They’ve just found him in a clump of bushes over by Milton Heath.’
 “ ‘What’s wrong with him?’ I asked sharply, and though I think by this time I expected the answer I got, I felt a bit sick when the fellow said: ‘He’s dead all right. Been dead for some hours. Mr. Bayliss is half crazy.’
“ ‘Thrown?’ I asked, and the chap looked sick in his turn and told me: ‘Must have been. And Bluebeard lost his head—he was always an excitable brute; no one but Alcock could ride him—and trampled on him. His head’s smashed... .’
“I went along. They hadn’t moved the body, because Bayliss, as soon as he heard, swore it was foul play, though it was as clear a case of a man being kicked by a horse as ever I’d seen. Alcock must have gone clean over the beast’s head, we decided. Bluebeard had pitched him alongside a bracken clump, and the horse, either frightened by the accident or hurt itself, had done the rest.
“ ‘It looks as though he saw Bluebeard meant trouble,’ said Bayliss, who, I believe, was upset about the boy for his own sake, quite apart from losing the race. ‘Look at the grass here; he must have tried to drag himself out of the horse’s way. It’s all crushed and trampled.’
“ ‘Did he know this part of the country?’ I asked, and was told that he brought the horse here every day.
“ ‘Of course, I never supposed he’d come to grief, riding, and you can say what you like, Inspector, this isn’t a natural death. Someone scared the horse crazy. He wouldn’t have lashed out at his jockey if he hadn’t been terrified out of his wits.’
“I suggested the usual things—a sudden shot, though who’d be shooting there I couldn’t suggest—a piece of paper blowing under Bluebeard’s nose, though there was no sign of any—but Bayliss wasn’t satisfied. Bluebeard, he said, wouldn’t have stampeded his jockey for a mere spasm of fright.
“All the same, it was difficult to see what else could have happened. The doctor said there could be no doubt about cause of death. Evidence showed that the upper part of the head had been crushed by a horse’s hoof. He was a pretty grisly sight, and I was sorry for the boy’s mother, who would have to attend the inquest.
“ ‘Are there any marks of ill-usage on the horse?’ I asked, and Bayliss said he was all right except for a pair of cut knees, but naturally he wouldn’t be able to run in the race forty-eight hours hence. That was when I began to think that, after all, there might be something fishy about the whole affair.
A fall on turf and bracken doesn’t result in cut knees. Grazing and scraping—yes—but cuts—no. When I saw the horse I got more suspicious still; I’m handier with a motor cycle, I confess, when it comes to getting about, but even I know a bad cut when I see one. The place where the accident had happened was just over a slope where a few trees grew, and as I thought about it a new idea came to me. I walked up to the trees and began to examine them, and I found, as I’d half begun to expect, marks on the trunks of two of them, where the bark had been rasped very recently.
“ ‘What’s the matter?’ Bayliss demanded, and he sounded as though I might have had a hand in the affair.
“ ‘Just what I want to know,’ I told him, and I began to hunt on the ground. I was remembering Bayliss’s comment that the grass round the place where Alcock lay had been badly trampled. Well, I found the same condition here.
Half a dozen men might have been stamping on it. Alcock hadn’t threshed about much—the doctor was of opinion that he must have been killed outright by the blow—because there were no blood-stains anywhere, and in any case he had pitched several yards away from the trees. That looked as though it might have been trodden on purpose, and the purpose was to conceal footprints. You couldn’t get the smallest trace from that mess. Presently, after about forty minutes, during which I thought Bayliss was going to break a blood-vessel—I found what I was looking for—two or three little chips of wire snipped clean at the edges.”
“You mean, someone had stretched wire across the path to make the lad take a toss?” That was my neighbour who had talked about luck.
“Exactly. And it must have been someone who knew that Alcock would be coming hell-for-leather down that stretch. Well, that accounted for the cuts on the horse’s legs, and whoever was responsible must have slipped out after wards and cut the wire with a pair of tweezers. That got us on a certain way, proved that Bayliss was right when he spoke of foul play; but it didn’t mean that Grey was the man responsible. Even when we found the wire that had been used, pitched in a pond near-by, it didn’t help us. It was common or garden wire and anyone might have bought it, or had it.
“Bayliss nearly drove me off my head following me round and saying: ‘It’s murder, I tell you, murder. Bluebeard wouldn’t trample his own jockey if he hadn’t been frantic.’
“Someone suggested he might have had his back to the jockey and so didn’t know what he was doing, but that wouldn’t work either. The position in which the lad was lying showed that. The queer thing was that, if Bluebeard had been in a state of frenzy, he shouldn’t have smashed in the whole head. It looked as though there had been just one blow and that he’d cantered back to his stable.
“Well, I thought of this and that, tested a theory and turned it down, and then I asked to see the horse. He’d come back all right on his own account, so it didn’t look as though there had been a plot to kill him. I wasn’t even convinced yet that whoever was responsible had intended to kill the jockey. After all, there was no need to do that, and murder’s an ugly game, with ugly consequences for the murderer.
“At the stables the grooms were looking a bit askance at Bluebeard. Nobody likes a horse that kills its jockey; besides, he was known to have a queer temper at the best of times. I said I wanted to see his feet. For a minute no one moved, then Bayliss came shoving past me in a cursing rage and lifted the great feet, one after the other, for me to examine. As he stood back, saying: ‘Well?’ I felt myself sweating.
“ ‘You’re right, sir,’ I told him. ‘There’s more than a toss to this. It’s murder or I’m a Dutchman.’
“You see, there wasn’t a trace of blood on any of those four hoofs. And yet Alcock had been killed by a blow from a horse, and the wound was too deep,too frightful, for no trace to be left on the shoe.
“Bayliss was still shouting that Grey was behind this, and I went off to inquire into Grey’s movements, though I had to handle the affair pretty carefully. I hadn’t an iota of evidence against the fellow. I asked him whether he’d been in the neighbourhood of Milton Heath that morning, and if so, if he’d seen anyone hanging about, but he told me he’d spent his time at the golf club, going round on his own.
“ ‘I don’t want to find myself one of these fellows who turns up beaming to find that every other chap is unfortunately paired off, or is feeling groggy and not up to play,’ he told me, ‘and it seemed to me my eye wasn’t quite as straight as it used to be.’
“Several people remembered seeing Grey at the club, and one man agreed that he had lunched with him. I asked if he’d employed a caddie, but it appeared he hadn’t. He felt he might foozle half his shots, he explained, and he’d feel less of a fool if he were by himself. Well, that was reasonable enough. Few men are heroes to their caddies. I inquired about Grey’s stable,
but it appeared none of his horses had been out that morning, and he hadn’t hired a hack. Besides, he’d been on the golf course, and a man can’t be in two places at the same time. The only thing I did discover that might conceivably help was that the course ran quite close to the place where Alcock had been found.
“I thought and I thought. Suppose he’d timed himself to be at this particular spot at the time when Alcock would probably be passing? Even so, how could he have been responsible for the jockey’s death? He’d been carrying golf-clubs, certainly, but Alcock hadn’t been killed by a golf-club, but by a blow from a horse’s hoof.
“And then, suddenly, I knew what had happened. Don’t ask me how. If it wasn’t for these gleams of inspiration the life of a policeman would be harder than it is, and it’s hard enough, heaven knows, what with criminals being so unsporting and detective writers giving them so many hints. I went down to see the village blacksmith.
“ ‘Shod any horses for Mr. Grey lately?’ I asked him. “ ‘One,’ he told me. ‘A mare. About a week ago.’
“ ‘Going a bit lame, wasn’t she?’
“ ‘Well, no, not that I could see. Don’t know what he wanted her shod for, come to that.’
“But I knew. Grey had come down himself, which was a bit unusual, for he was one of these high and mighty chaps, who think themselves a cut above the rest of the world. After that I went up to Mr. Grey’s house, choosing a time when he wasn’t there, and told the servant that I was expected and I’d wait. They put me in the library and I routed among his books and found what I’d expected. Mind you, in a way I don’t know that I wanted to find it,
because even a policeman doesn’t like to think of what humanity is capable of. But I was right. I even got the weapon in due course, as ugly an object as ever I’ve seen.” He took a pencil out of his pocket and began to draw something on the back of an envelope. “Know what this is?” he asked us.
Well, there wasn’t much question as to that. It was a stick like a club, with a horseshoe on one end. When we began to understand, we knew what he meant when he said he’d half-hoped he wouldn’t find it. There was a famous Continental criminal called The Spider, who’d liked making use of it. Paris was his happy hunting-ground, till they ran him down at last. His method was to get a couple of horseshoes and fasten them on to a wooden club, and you had as murderous an implement as any criminal could desire. Grey had read his story, and seen in it a fine chance to put Alcock out and secure his own future. He must have waited till the boy came past, took a toss over the wire, and then walked in and deliberately murdered him.
 “But was that necessary?” we asked. “Wouldn’t it have been enough if he’d incapacitated Bluebeard? Why risk his neck in that foolhardly fashion?”
“He couldn’t afford not to put the jockey out of the way,” Field told us, with a shade of contempt for our slower intellects. “Alcock would know the horse hadn’t come down by himself. And Grey had got to clear the wire before anyone discovered his share in the plot. He literally didn’t dare let Alcock live. And I suppose he thought he was safe enough. Any doctor would have sworn death was caused by the kick of a horse. There’d been a horse on the spot, a queer-tempered horse at that. Grey thought Bluebeard would get the blame, and he’d save his own skin. He was steeped in debt and worse; if he couldn’t put up a considerable sum of money he’d have got five years, and I suppose he thought it was worth risking his life. He planned it all pretty carefully; the anonymous letters began arriving long before any hint of danger threatened Bayliss and his jockey. A more feeble criminal would have sent one to himself, but he didn’t make that mistake. But it’s a fact that no criminal ever remembers everything, and what Grey forgot was that there would be no blood on Bluebeard’s hoofs. Or perhaps he thought no one else would think of that. And so,” he wound up, passing his tankard to be refilled for the third time, “when I hear about horseshoes being lucky, I remember two men who were killed by them, as you might say, and it’s not the kind of luck I’d appreciate, even if it came my way.”
 
 
 
 
He Found Out Too Late Just How Good an Artist Mabel Was 
 
At 6:30 that evening the telephone in the flat below mine began to ring and 15 minutes later Herbert Barry emerged, carrying an overnight case. Later he assured the police that at that time his wife, Mabel, was alive and well.
At 9 o’clock I was conning a letter I’d collected on my way up when my doorbell rang. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. Jones,” said Barry, tall, pale, worried as a hen. “But have you heard any sounds during the past hour or so?” These old houses are like sound boxes, you can hear everything.
I told him no, and what was wrong? Well, it seemed he couldn’t open the door of his flat, the lock seemed to have been tampered with, and though he’d rung several times there was no answer.
“It’s so mysterious,” he went on in agitated tones. “There was this telephone call at 6:30... .”
“That’s right,” I said. “I heard it.”
“Someone asked me to go at once to Mouseley Green Hospital where my brother was dangerously ill. I know the call came from Mouseley Green, because it’s one of the few remaining exchanges where you have to get the number through an operator, but when I got there they’d never heard of Syd. And now I can’t get in. I wish you’d come down with me.”
“You can’t imagine someone broke in and murdered Mrs. Barry,” I joked.
Though I could think of a number of more improbable things. Mabel Barry was a tough, smart cookie, as inquisitive as a cow. She operated behind halfclosed doors, and drawn window curtains.
After I found her tampering with my mail I made a point of collecting it as soon as it arrived. She had a job as part-time receptionist at a hotel, so you never knew when she might be around and when the flat was empty.
He was right about the lock; I forced an entry through a window. Mrs. Barry hadn’t gone out, she was in the back room, sprawled on the couch, her heard lolling at an unnatural angle, her face an unnatural colour. The drawer of a bureau had been forced and papers were scattered.
“It doesn’t make sense,” pleaded Barry—he seemed in a daze— “all she kept there were letters and accounts.”
But when the police arrived and started ferreting they found most of the letters worth their weight in gold-dust. Her job at a cosmopolitan hotel had given Mrs. B more than adequate scope to employ her talents. And the accounts consisted mainly of a bank book whose contents were proof that Mabel had had a very good sense of values.
Barry denied all knowledge of his wife’s side-line activities, but the police, who’ve heard ’em all, know that when a wife dies suddenly and violently, the obvious suspect is the husband. If I hadn’t been able to confirm Barry’s story of the phone-call things might have been even worse for him. They were bad enough as it was.
Since X could be presumed to have removed any document incriminating him there was no clue to his identity, and nothing to show that the busted drawer wasn’t part of a phoney set-up.
No one could be traced to show that Mabel Barry was alive after 6:45, the time when her husband insisted he’d left the premises. They couldn’t trace the call, which had obviously been made from a call-box, and it turned out that Barry was the sole legatee.
Murder’s been done for a lot less than she’d got stashed away, and though he continued to swear he knew nothing about it, you didn’t have to believe him. However, a coroner’s jury grudgingly gave him the benefit of the doubt, and he left the court to be regarded as another chap who’d got away with murder.
After Mabel’s funeral he came to see me, to tell me he was leaving London at once, going back to Norfolk to live by a river and watch birds.
“Nice work if you can get it.” I said. And he answered smoothly he thought he could.
“There’s my wife’s savings and I’m almost due for the pension. And with a little help from you ...”
“From me?”
“One good turn deserves another. I understand you get a heavy sentence for perjury. Suppose I were to tell the police, Mr. Jones, that I know you can’t have heard that ’phone ring from your flat, because you weren’t at home that evening—not by 6:30, that is—what would they do?”
“Ask for proof,” I told him.
He smiled. “Ever since you’ve discovered my late wife’s skill with a stream kettle—and what an artist that woman was! I bet you didn’t know she’d opened your letter till you found a copy of the original inside, said original going to join her collection in the bureau drawer—ever since then you’ve always dashed down to get your mail before she could say knife! But when I left the house at 6:45 that Tuesday evening there was a letter for you in your box, which proves you weren’t back by 6:45, or you’d have collected it. And you weren’t back because you were in Mouseley Green making that call (a local box would have given you away).”
“You call that proof?” I cried. “I could have been at the pictures, drinking with a friend ...”
“You’re forgetting the letter,” he said, “the one Mabel collected from your box about four months ago, the one signed Cynthia. The police would have been very interested in that letter, only when they examined the drawer it wasn’t there.
“They were never happy about Colonel Heath’s death, suicide seemed so improbable. Much more likely that Cynthia Heath and an unknown lover had plotted to get him out of the way.
“It must have been a shock to learn that all the lovely lolly for which you’d got rid of the old man went to good causes if she re-married. Tell me, do you think she knew about the will and simply wanted a sucker to rid herself of a tiresome elderly husband?”
“You must be mad.” I said. “My name was never mentioned. And seeing there is no letter ...”
He chuckled. “I wouldn’t be too certain of that. Still, it’s beside the point, because you’re going to bring my income up to subsistence level, aren’t you? You won’t find me grasping, I’m too grateful for that. I’d never have dared.
“But, before we start discussing terms, let me give you one piece of advice. If you should contemplate a third murder, do your homework more thoroughly this time. If you’d checked at Mouseley Green before you made that call, you’d have realised I’d know it was a phoney from the start, because Syd had taken off for Majorca that morning.
“Pity! That was one of the few things Mabel didn’t know.”
He laughed. How he laughed. “The letter killeth,” he quoted. “It was that that put me on to you from the start.”
“Stop that,” I shouted.
But he wouldn’t.
So I had to make him.
 
 
 
 
A Day of Encounters 
 
I noticed the woman the minute she came into the clinic—St. Barnabas’ Eye Clinic where I go every six weeks about a little trouble I have. I’m Martita Browne and you’ve probably seen my books all over the place. Eggheads despise them, but I consider myself a benefactress. Even in the Affluent Society lots of women lead pretty dreary lives. So my books are like a magic mirror that reflects them as they see themselves, not as they appear to husbands or families—beautiful, loyal, courageous, even though they may scream at the sight of a mouse, and above all irresistible to men; and, naturally, only to be had at the cost of a wedding ring. Services like that are worth paying for, and, to do my readers justice, they pay at the rate of substantial royalties to me every year.
This newcomer—I realized at once I’d never seen her before, you get to know the regulars—didn’t resemble my heroines in any way. For one thing, she was past forty, not good looking, though she had a lively face that was somehow demure, too, which wasn’t without attraction. But though her clothes were good—her crocodile bag alone had set someone back about sixty pounds, her scarf was pure heavy silk, and her shoes handmade—she lacked something, a kind of vitality perhaps. There was a man with her, presumably her husband, a fair, quiet sort of fellow, but not living on the breadline—far from it.
An expensive house in the suburbs, I thought, with central heating, a double garage, storm windows, at least one trip abroad every year, and not a package tour at that.
I usually sit in a sort of alcove that holds only three or four chairs, and hardly anyone else ever chooses them. The patients have an idea that if they sit in the middle of the room they’ll be seen sooner, but, of course, it doesn’t help; it’s all poppycock—you’re seen when the doctor’s ready for you and not before. I’d brought the proofs of my new book with me—Not Wooed but Won— and I thought I might get quite a lot of work done while I waited. I could see it was going to be a busy clinic this afternoon.
I was a bit surprised when the newcomer came to sit beside me. “Is it always as crowded as this?” she asked. “Willy said he’d be back in an hour and he does hate waiting.” Then before I could reply she saw the proofs on my lap—I hadn’t begun, so the title page was on top. “Are you Martita Browne?” she asked. “Did you write that?”
I knew what was coming, of course. She’d always longed to write, but there’d never been time; her life story would make a wonderful plot, and since she’d never use it—and of course I’d disguise the n a m e s . I f I ’ v e heard that once, I’ve heard it a hundred times. I was wondering how I could suggest that none of my readers would be interested in a woman in her forties when she gushed on, “People say that sometimes your heroes are too good to be true, but of course that’s nonsense. I know because—well, you might say I married one of them. You might have taken Victor for your model.”
“I thought you said his name was Willy,” I murmured.
“Victor was my first husband. Willy’s as different as chalk from cheese. Victor had everything—good looks, a marvelous figure, tall, dark, alluring—it wasn’t surprising all the women were after him. I’m sure they must all have gasped when they heard it was me he was going to marry. I wasn’t even young—twenty-eight—you’d never have a heroine of twenty-eight, would you, Miss Browne?”
Well, she knew I wouldn’t. My readers never see themselves as more than twenty-five at the very most.
“I wasn’t in the least like one of your heroines,” the voice babbled on. “My father—he was a minister with a great sense of fun—everyone said so—used to call me Miss Brains-Before-Beauty. Count your blessings, he’d say. Brains are often a better investment. And I put mine out to usury like that man in the Bible, whose ten talents turned into twenty talents. I never really thought I’d get married.”
“But there was Victor?” I remarked.
“Yes. He came into this office where I was working—actually, it was my own business—and it was like the sun coming in. He was a bit younger than me, but he said he preferred mature women. Girls never had any conversation except hairdos and what he called ‘parish pump’ subjects.”
“What was his job?” I asked. It was quite automatic. I couldn’t have even a minor character in a story without knowing his background, and obviously Victor wasn’t going to be minor.
“Oh!” For the first time she sounded evasive. “He was a sales representative—went round to the big industrial houses.”
“A success?” I bored on. You might say it was none of my business, but the woman had thrust herself on me and I had a right to some return. Anyway,
you can never be sure where you’ll find plot and character ideas.
“You’d have thought with those looks and that charm he couldn’t fail,
though he always warned me it was cutthroat competition, and I suppose he wasn’t ruthless enough. Still, at first everything went all right, and then he started going ‘on the road.’ You know what that means? The firms—and they weren’t always the same firms—sent him to the outlying districts. He made a joke of it. Someone’s got to carry news to the heathen, he’d say, but—oh, Miss Browne, it was like playing Shaftesbury Avenue and then finding yourself sent out with a second class repertory company. Luckily I wasn’t called Miss Brains-Before-Beauty for nothing. I’d sold my business when I got married, so I had a nice little nest egg put by, and believe me, it came in very useful.” Candidly, I didn’t think this was getting me anywhere. A plain woman had been married for her money—that’s what it amounted to. But of course there had to be a third party, otherwise there was no story at all. And even I couldn’t believe she would turn up with a lover. “So what happened?” I encouraged.
Her reply startled me. “Oh, he died.” 
“Victor died?”
“Yes. It was a bit sudden.”
I had a fresh idea.  “Sudden enough to attract the attention of the police?”
She took off her handsome gloves and folded them carefully on her knee.
Her rings would have paid my rent for a year.
“Anyone could tell you are a writer. You know all the answers.”
But did I? There’d been an odd note in her voice when she said, “Oh, he died.” Not grief, not relief either, but a sort of lack of confidence, as if she couldn’t be certain. But that was nonsense. You either know your husband’s dead or you don’t. Or perhaps she knows he wasn’t, and he was blackmailing her. It seemed pretty obvious she’d struck it rich in her second marriage.
I was so deep in calculations that I missed the next few sentences, but what I did hear nearly blew me out of my chair.
“You couldn’t call it murder, could you?” the voice pleaded. “I’ve waited eight years to hear someone say that, only there was never anyone to tell.
I don’t even have a sister.”
And wouldn’t tell her if you had, I thought grimly. Not if you’ve got the sense you were born with.
I realized now, of course, that she had no doubts about dear Victor’s death—a posh funeral and wreaths three-foot deep, most likely. No, it was the way of it that worried her. But—murder? I hadn’t time to think straight.
“What did the police make of it?” I asked. “I mean, who mentioned murder?”
 “There were only three alternatives—accident, suicide, or murder—and no one could believe it was an accident.”
“Why should it be a suicide?”
“Well, there was this girl—Elizabeth Sinclair.”
Inwardly I heaved a sigh of relief. So we’d got to the heart of the story at last—the third side of the triangle, without which there’s no story at all.
“People used to ask me sometimes—aren’t you afraid of someone trying to steal your handsome husband now that he’s away from home so much? But I wasn’t. Oh, there might be incidents, but a sensible wife shuts her eyes to them. He was away three or four days on end sometimes. Frankly, I didn’t see how he could afford to leave me. It’s a cruel thing to say about a dead man, Miss Browne, but—well, charm’s like anything else: it gets tarnished, and thirty-six is different from twenty-four, which was his age when we married. It appeared he’d met this girl—she was barely twenty-one—and it had been love at first sight for both of them.”
“I thought you said he couldn’t afford to keep a wife. Or did Elizabeth have money?”
“She was the only daughter of a very rich man—the only child—and she’d get everything.”
“Unless Daddy married again.” I took for granted he was a widower.
Her mouth hardened. “You didn’t know Victor. He’d have insisted on a prenuptial settlement—and he’d have got it. I don’t say Daddy would have approved, but Elizabeth was the kind no man can resist. Now, there was a heroine for you, Miss Browne. Dark and slender and—glowing. You remember Shelley’s moon-maiden, with white fire laden? She made me think of that. I only saw her the once, you know.”
“You mean he brought her?” Victor was proving himself less and less like one of my heroes.
“She brought herself. ‘I thought if I came in person, perhaps you’d understand,’ she said. ‘Oh, how can you want to hold onto him when you know it’s me he loves? Why won’t you divorce him, Mrs. Hughes? You’ve had twelve years—’
“And, of course, Victor could live another thirty. But not with this girl, I decided. If I’d been tempted to yield before, I was iron-hard now.
“ ‘Surely she made you see—’ That was Victor talking, when he came home.
 “ ‘So it was your idea?’ I said. ‘I might have guessed it. You must be mad if you think I’d make it possible for you to ruin that girl’s life,’ I said warmly.
‘She’s made for better than secondhand goods.’ “ ‘I won’t give her up,’ Victor said.
“ ‘There’s no law to stop your setting up house,’ I agreed. ‘But would Daddy like that?’ He raged, but he didn’t move me. ‘You’ll only marry her over my dead body,’ I said. Have you ever noticed, Miss Browne, how often clichés come home to roost?”
“But it was Victor’s dead body,” I pointed out. “Yes.”
“And there was talk of murder.”
“It’s what the police would have liked to believe,” she said bitterly. “I suppose you can hardly blame them. You don’t get promotion by arresting motorists for illegal parking.”
“You want to be careful,” I advised her sharply, “You never know who may be sitting next to you in a place like this. There’s an ex-Superintendent Humbolt who comes here sometimes.” He was one of the few useful contacts I’d made at the clinic; he’d helped me out of knotty problems once or twice when my heroines had been more feather-brained than usual. I knew what he’d say about Victor. Never trust charm, it’s the most powerful weapon in the devil’s armory. I’ve heard him say that more than once. “But why should anyone think it was murder?”
She went off at a bit of a tangent. “If you saw someone who’d cheated you sitting on a balcony, say, and a chimney pot started to topple, and you knew it would hit him and you didn’t yell out, would that make you a murderer?”
It wasn’t the sort of problem I’ve ever been called on to solve. Murder’s taboo in my kind of tale. “Accessory before the fact?” I hazarded.
“Ah, but whose accessory? You can’t be accessory to a force of nature—but what else caused the chimney pot to fall?”
“A good question,” I agreed. I wondered what the pious would say. An Act of God? Not very complimentary to God, of course. Not that I supposed a chimney pot had actually played any part in this story. And of course it turned out to be just an analogy.
But talk about clichés! The truth was almost as incredible—the truth as she told it, that is.
It seems that it was Victor’s custom to make their after-dinner coffee.
“And you let him do it, even after you’d refused him a divorce?” My most addle-pated heroine would have had more sense than that.
 “If he’d meant to—to do away with me—he’d never have chosen anything so obvious.”
“Sometimes the most obvious thing is also the most subtle.”
“Anyway, that night—it was a few days after our conversation about Elizabeth and I thought he was accepting the situation—he’d just brought in the coffeepot and tray when the phone rang. I went to answer it, expecting it to be for me. But it was for Victor. When I came in he’d just poured out the coffee. ‘Well, that was quick,’ he said. ‘Or was it a wrong number?’ ‘It’s for you,’ I told him.
“ ‘Chaps do choose the most inconvenient times,’ he grumbled, looking at his coffee. ‘He might have waited another five minutes.’
“ ‘It’ll take five minutes to cool—or are you afraid I might lace it with arsenic while you’re out of the room?’ I said.
“He stared. ‘That’s a nice thing for a wife to say to her husband.’ He jammed the cup down. ‘Don’t let yours grow cold. I poured it out’—and he went off, shutting the door behind him. It’s funny, Miss Browne, how trifles can hold your attention. I hadn’t thought anything about his pouring out both cups till he called my attention to it, and it made me wonder. You see,
he knows—knew—I love everything piping hot, and if it had been Leila Hope on the phone—the call I’d expected—well, it’s always ten minutes before she hangs up.
“I’d picked up my cup, but now I put it down and crept over and opened the door. The telephone was in an alcove in the hall, so that I could hear without being seen. Victor was laughing and joking, then suddenly his voice changed. ‘I’m very anxious about her,’ he said. ‘She gets these moods, you can’t reason with her, and she’s inclined to be morbid. I can neither laugh nor argue her out of it.’
“I shut the door and came back to my chair. So that was his game, I thought.
I was to be represented as being eccentric, so that anything might be expected of me. Automatically I picked up the coffee, and then the notion came to me.
I’m not a writer, Miss Browne, though I’m quite a reader. And being alone so much I’d had time to think. And I wondered why he’d been so anxious that I drink my coffee hot. It wasn’t like him to worry about things like that. And then his saying I was morbid.”
I interrupted rather brutally. “So you decided he’d poisoned the coffee and then gone off to telephone. But how did he know it was going to ring then?”
 “He could have arranged it, knowing I’d probably answer. Oh, I didn’t think he intended murder. He knew the surviving partner would be the first suspect, and there was no one but ourselves in the house. But don’t you see, that meant he could tell any story he liked! I thought he’d put in enough of whatever it was to make it necessary to call a doctor, who’d say it was attempted suicide, and then later, if, for instance, I fell under a subway train or something—I don’t drive a car—everyone would remember the first time.” “Why didn’t you pour the coffee out of the window?”  I suggested sensibly.
“I didn’t think of that, only of upsetting the table, and that would have meant breaking the cups; but then I’m not clumsy, so I’d have aroused his suspicions at once. Besides, I didn’t see why he shouldn’t be—what’s the phrase?”
“Hoist on his own petard?”
“That’s it. Biter bit. So—oh, Miss Browne, I switched the cups. I thought it would serve a dual purpose—make him uncomfortable and let him see I knew what he was up to. I thought of it as a self-protective measure.”
“And when he came back?”
“I’d finished my cup, and he drank his—well, mine really. Then we each had a refill, and soon after he said he was tired and how about bed? Happy
dreams, he said. Those were the last words I ever heard from him. When I went in next morning with a cup of tea—we had separate rooms by then,
since I’d found out about Elizabeth—oh, it was clear he wasn’t going to be interested in tea any longer.
“The doctor said he must have been dead for quite some time; and he couldn’t give a death certificate, he’d have to inform the coroner. That’s when the horror suddenly became real. You’re very clever, Miss Browne, not to have crimes in your books. People who like violence can get it in the newspapers. The police were in and out of that house like—like mites in a cheese.”
“What was it he’d taken?”
“One of the barbiturates. I don’t understand about medicine—I’m never ill, neither of us ever was. I hardly take an aspirin six times a year. Of course,
they searched everything, almost took the paper off the walls, but they
couldn’t find even an empty vial. And seeing that I practically never went to a doctor they couldn’t have traced the stuff to me, however much they’d wanted to.”
“Where did they think he got it from?”
 “No one knows, but he did travel for a firm of pharmaceutical chemists at one time. He could easily have got it that way, though I’ve heard you can get hold of drugs even without a doctor’s prescription. But that was only the beginning. Accident was ruled out—which left suicide or murder. Everyone said he wouldn’t have committed suicide, and I didn’t think he would myself.”
She paused, but I wasn’t letting her stop there. It’s not often an hourand-a-half wait in a clinic can bring you a plum like this. “So it had to be murder?”
“Only it couldn’t be. What advantage did I gain from his death, I asked them. I didn’t inherit a penny—in fact, after the funeral I had to pay a large tailor’s bill—he was very dandified about his clothes. If I’d wanted to be rid of him I had only to walk out. I had my own means, you know.”
“You didn’t think of telling them the simple truth?”
Her eyes stared at me, as round as pennies. “Well, naturally I thought of it; and naturally I held my tongue. There was no proof and if I let them know I had a suspicion—well, there was only my word for it that I hadn’t doped the coffee. They wouldn’t have got a conviction, I know that, but the mud would have stuck to me for life. Anyway, the verdict was death from barbiturate poisoning, with insufficient evidence to show how it had been administered.
“But that was bad enough. I was conscious of very odd looks wherever I went, and people in shops suddenly and mysteriously didn’t have the things I wanted. A little later I changed back from Ruth Hughes to Ruth White— they’re neither of them conspicuous names, are they?—and I came south. In London they might never have heard of Victor Hughes and quite likely they hadn’t. Anyway, it’s like that hymn you learn at school. ‘They fly forgotten as a dream—’ ”
“And in London you met Willy?”
“Well, that was three years ago. I still had my capital and I went into partnership with a woman who ran an agency. I supplied the competence and she supplied the charm, which seemed to me quite a fair division of labor.
When I met Willy—he was so different from Victor they might hardly have belonged to the same species.”
“And yet they say that when people marry again, they always choose the same type,” I reminded her.
“I suppose there has to be an exception to every rule. Victor had been so popular, but Willy seemed so—so neglected. He’d been a widower for years, had a bookshop, and was the studious type. The shop had great potentialities, but, oh, Miss Browne, the confusion in it, everything so hugger-mugger it would take a week to find anything a customer wanted. Willy lived—very uncomfortably—in two rooms above the shop. The first time I invited him back to my apartment for a meal he said, ‘This is what I call a home. I’ve seen nothing like it since Edna died fifteen years ago.’
“He was so vague—if he’d been in Victor’s shoes the police wouldn’t have found any trouble at all in believing he’d taken the stuff himself thinking it was saccharine. I had a sense of responsibility towards him. That was the start. Of course, it was never like Victor, but I was forty-five by then, an age when your ardor has cooled off. And then, when once you’ve been married— even if it hadn’t worked out too well—well, it seems unnatural to be living alone.
“Anyway, we got married. I kept up my interest in the business—Willy had the shop, you see, and it wasn’t as though we were likely to have a family—and weekends we worked among the books. I tell you, Miss Browne, you wouldn’t recognize the place now. It’s got quite a reputation. We can tell customers right away if we’ve got what they want in stock, and, if not, where we can get it and how long they must wait. A few months ago we put in a manager, a very capable fellow of about forty-five—sometimes I say to Willy, I don’t know how we’d get on without Mr. Brett. It means Willy isn’t tied down so much, he can go to book sales, have a bit of private life. Mr. Brett’s a bachelor—it doesn’t seem to matter to him how long hours he works.”
I only had time for one more question before her name was called. “Did you tell Willy about Victor?”
She looked astounded, as though her eyes would drop out of her head. “Of course not! All that happened to Mrs. Victor Hughes, and to me at least she’s as dead as her husband. Nothing whatever to do with Willy.” Then her name was called and she jumped up with the eagerness of all new patients. I saw that she’d left her umbrella leaning against the chair, but I supposed she’d come back for it. I got down to my proofs at last; a while later I heard a creak as some heavy body descended alongside mine.
A voice said, “Well, Miss Browne, still at it, I see?”
I looked up and there was my old friend, ex-Superintendent Humbolt,
though he doesn’t insist on his former title any more. Pulling rank, he calls it.
“This is a day of encounters,” I said. “I haven’t seen you for a long time.” “Come for my semiannual checkup,” he told me. Fact is, my sight’s not what it used to be. There’s one disease none of the doctors can cure, and that’s Anno Domini. And a good thing for the race it can’t. We’d all be living in trees like chimps—there wouldn’t be anywhere else to live.”
“Oh, come on,” I jollied him. “You’re not that old. I was wondering if you could give me some advice.”
“I knew it,” he said mournfully. “All you ever want of me is a chance to pick my brains.”
“It’s a point arising from a story,” I explained, carefully not saying it was one of mine. “If you’d been married to a man who tried to murder you, and later on you decided to marry again, would you tell Husband Number Two about Number One?”
“I’d never put the notion of murder in any husband’s mind,” he replied promptly.
“That solves my problem,” I told him, and then he shook out his newspaper and I got to work.
A bit later a rather diffident voice said, “I was looking for my wife, and I believe this is her umbrella.” And I looked up to see the rather vague-looking man who’d come with the “late” Mrs. Victor Hughes.
“It’s quite a relief,” he told me. “I thought I’d lost her.”
An odd sound, like a bear chuckling to itself in a sardonic sort of way,
came from behind the open newspaper.
“You want to be careful you don’t make a habit of it, Willy.” The newspaper was lowered. Ex-Superintendent Humbolt might appear to be grinning but his voice was the voice of Jehovah. “This ’ud be the third, wouldn’t it?
It never pays to overdo things. People get such strange ideas. Funny, you know.”
“I don’t call that very funny,” said Willy. “I’m surprised at you, Mr. Humbolt.”
“Your wife’s seeing one of the doctors,” I intervened quickly. “I don’t suppose she’ll be long.”
“Don’t want to get caught up in the rush hour on the underground,” Humbolt went on, and Willy said, “I’ve got the car. We live out at Sheepshot now, and Ruth doesn’t drive. Still, it’s a nice house and a big garden. My wife enjoys gardening.”
“Nothing wrong with gardening so long as you don’t dig too deep.” I had never thought that Humbolt could be so malicious. And then she came hurrying back, saying, “Oh, Willy, did I keep you long? I had to wait, and the doctor thinks I should come again in six weeks.”
“It’ll be Harley Street for you next time, my dear,” said Willy.
 “You must meet Miss Browne, Martita Browne, the famous writer. You know.” She didn’t pay any attention to Humbolt. After all, she’d never set eyes on him before.
 
* * *
 
“Why did you say that, about losing wives?” I demanded, as soon as the couple was out of earshot. I simply had to know. If an angel had summoned me with a trumpet at that moment, I wouldn’t have heard.
“The object of the police is to try and prevent crime,” Humbolt said in his deceptively quiet way. “Poor Willy! He’s lost a couple of wives already. Such a careless fellow—or could I be wrong? I mean, no doctors, no deathbeds. Number One was drowned in the South of France. They’d only been married two years. Something went wrong, the boat overturned, he kept swimming round and diving for her; they saw him from the shore, but he couldn’t find her. She was under the boat, and they said she must have hit her head on something that knocked her out.
“Then about three years later he married again. It was the Costa Brava this time, and he was miles away, sunbathing. She’d taken the car—she brought that and some other very nice bits of goods you’d not turn your nose up at, Miss Browne, to the marriage—and had gone to visit friends. When she didn’t come back he got anxious, phoned the friends’ house, but she’d never arrived. Then he called the authorities, but you know how it is in Spain. Mañana!” He looked at me questioningly.
“I understand,” I assured him. “Never do today what you can put off till tomorrow.”
“She’d been dead for hours when they found her, under the wreck of the car. One of the Spanish police said, ‘What a waste! Such a beautiful motor!’ Nothing about the lady, but I daresay when they found her she wasn’t so beautiful.”
“What did they think had happened?”
“No one could tell for sure, the car being in the state it was—something gone wrong with the steering, perhaps. Only—she had been proud of that car, had had it completely overhauled only the week before, when they’d left England. Still, there were no witnesses and a car can’t talk. The advantage of coming to a sticky end in a warm foreign climate is you can’t hang about waiting for relatives—”
“You mean, she was buried in Spain?”
 “Both wives were buried abroad. Good sense really. The authorities make a lot of hoo-ha about shipping a corpse home—much less trouble and, of course, much more economical to have it buried on the spot. Wonder if the new Mrs. Willy likes to travel.”
“I don’t think she said. Just that she’d met him by way of business. Gone to his shop to buy a book, I suppose.” That surprised me. She looked the sort who would expect to get her reading from the Public Library.
Humbolt shook his head. “They met at her place of business, not his.” “She said she ran some sort of agency with another woman.”
“That’s right. Marriage bureau. Fact, Miss Browne. They’ll tell you there’s one born every minute, and you don’t have to be a policeman to know it’s true. Convenient for chaps like Willy: you get all the statistics about the lady, age, looks—they have to supply a photograph and not one taken twenty years ago at that—financial position—the agency does all your homework for you. It’s my belief if a chimp walked into one of those places they’d match him up with a woman chimp.”
He thought a moment, then went on, “I suppose it occurred to Willy he could hardly do better than to marry the boss. To my way of thinking he’s no matinee idol, but somehow he gets the women. That quality called charm, I suppose. She kept on with her interest in the agency, and he had the shop— got a very good name now, I understand, quite a little gold mine.”
“I thought you were retired,” I remarked maliciously.
“Once a copper always a copper. I’ll retire when they start ringing the church bell for me. Still, as you say, no skin off my nose.”
“It proves one thing,” I said. “Women do always go for the same type.
Willy may not look remotely like Victor, but they’re chips from the same block.”
I saw I’d really got his attention now. “Who’s Victor?”
“Victor Hughes—her first husband.”
“First time I heard she had one before she married Willy. Sure she’s not pulling your leg?”
“After he died—”
“How was that?”
“You could call it a sort of accident.”
“With or without wifely assistance?” The Day of Judgment will hold no shocks for that man.
“Let’s say that she took a chance and it came off.” I told him in detail about her switching the cups. “And if you don’t believe me,” I said, “there’s bound to be a record. I’m not sure where it happened, but somewhere up north.”
He shook his head. “Not me, Miss Browne. You’ve just reminded me, I’m retired and if there wasn’t a trial—or was there?”
“There wasn’t enough evidence to charge her. They never seemed to think of the fourth alternative—that he might have been the one with the murderous impulse.”
“You bet they thought of it, but the police can’t go on feminine intuition, not the way ladies do. No witnesses, no proof she’d ever handled a barbiturate in her life, and, like she said, no motive. Anyway, it wasn’t my manor and the Chief Constable wouldn’t thank me for raking up an old case. I’ve no fresh evidence. You might say it’s a good thing she knows how to take care of herself, seeing who she’s married to now.”
“But you can’t leave it at that,” I exclaimed. “She could be in danger this very minute.”
Humbolt has one of those India-rubber faces that can change under your eyes. Now he looked like a bloodhound—sad, a bit bloodshot, long drooping jowls. “You don’t have to worry about her, Miss Browne, now that Willy knows we’ve met her. Even he ’ud be hard put to it to explain a third tragedy. Of course, if I was to drop dead, or you—but you take it from me, there’ll be no need to search the newspapers for her name this side of Christmas.”
 
* * *
 
Only the ex-superintendent was wrong. About four months later I picked up my Morning Argus—the posh papers are no good to writers like me—and there he was on the front page: Well-Known Bookseller Falls to His Death. It was in France—that was true to type, I thought—they’d been staying in one of these big old-fashioned hotels with a balcony and steps leading to a courtyard, a fountain, flowers, that sort of thing.
There was a gate in the trellis you could unbolt if you wanted to go down. The widow said they’d been talking and she went back into the bedroom for a cigarette, and the next minute she heard a scream and a sort of muffled crash and the trellis gate was swinging. It was two stories to the courtyard and Willy never recovered consciousness.
Everyone in the hotel was shocked—such an affectionate couple! Only they changed their tune when some busybody dug up the story of his previous wives. Then they started to talk about the mills of God grinding slowly, Providence seeing to it that he’d fallen into the pit he’d dug—meaning he’d opened the gate intending to give her a fatal shove, and then forgotten he’d opened it.
Her story was they’d been in the courtyard earlier, looking at the fish in the fountain, and he must have forgotten to bolt the gate after them. No, there was no family tomb, and burial on the spot, she was sure, was what he’d have preferred.
 
* * *
 
A few weeks ago I happened to be passing the bookshop. It was just about closing time, and Ruth came out with a tall dressy sort of fellow—forty-five or forty-six, I’d say.
When she saw me Ruth said, “Fancy meeting you again! Do you still go to that eye clinic? Do you remember me telling you about Mr. Brett? You did read about Willy, I expect? Wasn’t it terrible? But he was always so absentminded. I don’t know what I’d have done without Malcolm.”
It was easy to see who Malcolm was—easy, too, to realize she probably wasn’t going to have to do without him.
I haven’t seen Mr. Humbolt since—perhaps he doesn’t come to the clinic any more. Of course, I’m only a writer of romantic tales, not works of logic or mystical speculation; but I do sometimes wonder, if there really is a Hereafter, what Victor and Willy are thinking now.
 
 
 
 
Sequel to Murder 
 
I committed the folly of spending my holidays last year with a cousin at a place called Farmers’ Green, and while I was there an old woman named Mrs. Masters was found dead in her cottage.
It was a tumbledown affair, a relic of the Middle Ages apparently, and Mrs. Masters suited it to perfection. She and her husband had been evacuated to Farmers’ Green from Bermondsey in 1940, and he’d died the following year. There had been a son, but he came to grief early—a little matter of making off with his employer’s office cash. He got four years and died in prison before he could serve out his term. Mrs. Masters was not in the habit of talking about him.
The old woman’s only living relative, as far as anyone knew, was a nephew, a salesman for a firm of chemists, whose business brought him to the neighbourhood once a week. Every Friday he called at the cottage and the old witch gave him a cup of tea. According to local gossip she lived entirely on biscuits and cheese and tea that she made syrupy with sugar.
Local opinion was divided about the nephew—Brewer was his name—some saying that the old woman was a miser and that he was buying his inheritance by instalments, and others that he probably had to contribute to her support, though to judge by her penurious way of living she could hardly have spent her pension every week.
“A lot of people think she’s a witch as well as a miser,” my cousin told me. “She never speaks to a soul, and hasn’t received a letter in five years. What is even more incredible, she never takes a newspaper, hasn’t even got a radio. About once a month she comes out of the cottage, carrying a brown-paper parcel, and takes the bus into Ellerby. About two hours later she returns with another brown-paper parcel, not having exchanged a single word with her fellow passengers on the bus. She apparently never draws her pension in the village. If it wasn’t for Percy we’d have no way of knowing whether she’s alive or dead.”
Percy was the local redhead who delivered the milk. Every day he left Mrs. Masters a pint—her sole luxury—and collected yesterday’s empty bottle from the front porch. Every Friday he found a sealed envelope on top of the bottle, containing payment for seven pints at fivepence a pint. She hadn’t spoken to him once in five years.
On that particular Friday when Percy called he said, “I can’t understand it at all. For the first time since I’ve known her there’s no bottle on the step and no money.”
We were his next port of call, and we could see the cottage quite clearly from the front garden. By the way, this was Friday, July the twenty-second. The date’s important.
Millie said, “Oh well, this is the nephew’s visiting day. Suppose we let him do the worrying.” But I noticed that when the little black car drew up at the gate she was hanging about in the front garden.
As far as anyone knew, no one but Brewer had ever been admitted to the house. If anyone else rang the bell Mrs. Masters would open the window and shout, “Not at home.” Once she even sent the vicar away with a flea in his ear.
We watched Brewer ring the bell, but nothing happened. Millie said, “I’m going to see what it’s all about,” and I decided to accompany her.
We found Brewer looking a bit apprehensive, and when he saw us he called out, “Do you know if anything’s wrong? I can’t get any reply.”
Millie said, “Why, she hasn’t taken in today’s milk,” and it was obvious that she hadn’t.
Brewer suggested going round to the back, and because he looked really agitated now Millie needed no urging. The back door was locked, but we could see through the kitchen window a tray laid out with two cups and plates. But there was no sign of anything to eat on the kitchen sideboard, or either of the two tables.
“She must be expecting you,” I said.
But Millie was quick to observe that it was very odd indeed that Mrs. Masters should have set out plates and saucers and neglected to take in the milk. Well, the long and short of it was that we had to break down the back door, and then we no longer had to wonder why Mrs. Masters hadn’t answered the bell. She was lying hunched up on a chair in the parlour, stone cold dead.
There was some knitting on the floor beside her, and the instant she saw it Millie exclaimed, “What on earth was she making baby clothes for?”
Then she looked intently at Brewer, but he shook his head and said, “No, Mrs. Brewer wasn’t expecting an heir. She was delicate, and the doctor had warned her not to even think of having children.”
Well, Millie offered to stay while he went to summon help. After he’d gone she remarked to me that the old woman had probably died of starvation. The cottage was bleak, and wretchedly furnished. The chair wouldn’t have fetched a half-crown at an auction, and the carpet was worn threadbare. The rest of the stuff was made out of orange-boxes, and in poor condition at that.
“She must have sold everything after the husband died,” Millie said. “Well, it looks as though the stories about her being a miser did not spring solely from local gossip, malicious or otherwise.”
Then Brewer came back with Dr. Carver, a muddling old gentleman who couldn’t have distinguished a migraine from a fatal meningitis after four in the afternoon. He affirmed at once she’d died of heart failure, probably due to undernourishment and old age, and made haste to add that there would be no need for a post-mortem. Brewer could go ahead with the arrangements for the funeral as soon as he pleased.
Between us we got the dead woman upstairs and into the bedroom, which was as wretched as the parlour. There weren’t even any sheets on the bed.
Almost instantly the eyes of all three of us went to a japanned deed-box that stood on the floor a few feet from the bed’s splintered baseboard. The nephew said his aunt had told him that if she ever passed away suddenly he was to open it. She’d told him where she kept the key, and he asked if we’d stay as witnesses to what it contained.
Of course we needed no urging. But, as might have been expected, the contents were a shock to us all. There was money there all right, but only a few pound notes. Accompanying them was a memorandum in the old woman’s scratchy hand-writing to the effect that they were the property of a Mr. Grant of London. The other papers in the box proved to be receipts, all from the same Mr. Grant.
It turned out he was the man her son had defrauded, and that all these years she’d been starving and scrimping to make good the lad’s criminal indebtedness. That’s why she’d sold the furniture, and the husband’s insurance money had been sacrificed in the same good cause.
I happened to catch Brewer’s expression when we realized this. His jaw had fallen open, and his lips were deathly white. Oh, and we got the explanation of the brown-paper parcels. There was a box full of knitted garments under the bed. It appeared she worked for a shop in Ellerby—worked day and night, to judge by what she earned—and once a month she took the completed work to that retail outlet and came back with new supplies of wool. She’d almost wiped out the debt when death caught up with her.
Of course, the story spread, as such stories will, and down came the reporters by bus and by train, mystery widow makes reparations —you know how inane such headlines can become.
Just as we were leaving I said, “I thought you told me she never read a newspaper. What’s that copy of the Evening Sun doing in the kitchen?”
It was the issue for July the twenty-first—you remember I said the date was important—and my simple observation changed everything. Because, you see, Farmers’ Green is so small it isn’t on most maps, and it doesn’t get its evening papers until the next day. And that delay of twenty-four hours gave us an alternative explanation for the tea-tray. Instead of being made ready for Friday’s visitor, it could just as easily have been washed up after Thursday’s.
Speculation ran riot. The nephew said he couldn’t imagine who the visitor could have been. He would have liked to deny the unknown’s existence, but there was the newspaper to prove beyond dispute that someone had been there. Unfortunately for the village, there had been a fair the previous afternoon, and everyone—barring Mrs. Masters—had turned out. And that meant that anyone could have come and gone unnoticed.
It’s ironic to reflect that if Brewer had simply said, “I came over yesterday because I wasn’t sure I could make it today, and I came again, after all, because I thought she was seriously ill,” he’d probably be alive now. But he denied it so vehemently, and at the same time was so cagey when he was asked as a matter of form where he had spent the afternoon, that the police took a hand and stopped the funeral for a post-mortem.
And then the balloon went up. It appeared that Mrs. Masters hadn’t died of undernourishment or old age, but of a lethal dose of poison, presumably administered in a cup of tea. The drug used was one which could be procured only by doctor’s prescription—and as far as the old lady was concerned, the prescription didn’t exist.
Brewer was asked if he ever took drugs, and he replied heatedly that he didn’t; he further declared that he didn’t approve of them at all, and was always telling his wife what a dangerous habit even the taking of sleeping tablets could become. That, naturally, sent the police post-haste to his home to see Mrs. Brewer.
She was a delicate, trailing sort of woman a few years older than her husband, and she said she did take drugs occasionally. But her husband had frowned on the practice, and she was co-operating.
“I haven’t touched my last supply,” she said proudly.
And when Inspector Crewe, who was in charge of the inquiry, asked the name of the drug, you won’t be surprised to hear it was the same drug that had killed Mrs. Masters. He then asked her to show him the bottle, and when she opened a drawer he managed to get hold of it before she could, grasping it carefully by the cap.
Mrs. Brewer fluttered around, explaining that there was a fortnight’s supply at the rate of one tablet a day. Two would be dangerous and three quite fatal.
Then Crewe sprang his mine by saying, “Look here, you must have made a mistake about not taking any of these. If you are telling the truth there should be fourteen tablets in the bottle, and there are only eleven.”
Well, she swore she hadn’t taken any, and Crewe carried the phial away and had it tested for fingerprints. Naturally hers were on it, and—as you’ve no doubt by this time suspected—Brewer’s were there as well.
He tried to get out of that by saying he’d removed the bottle from her one evening when she’d wanted to take a tablet, but unfortunately the allegation didn’t square with her evidence. It’s always advisable for husbands and wives to tell the same truth.
The evidence of the newspaper went against him, too. It was established that he always took the Evening Sun home, but, when Crewe inquired, Mrs. Brewer couldn’t find Thursday’s issue anywhere about the house. She aggrievedly affirmed that she must have thrown it away if it wasn’t on the paper rack. But Crewe quickly discovered that the dustbin had gone un-emptied for a week, and, of course, you don’t have fires in July.
Well, she asked, on the verge of tears, was it so important? Most likely her husband had left it somewhere, possibly on a bus. He was so worried these days. About money—she admitted under pressure. They were in debt all over the place. She hoped he hadn’t been betting on the horses—he was such an unlucky chap.
He was, indeed. It turned out that Brewer had been backing a dark horse for at least three years in Punnetts Green, and there was an illegitimate child called Johnny to whose support he was committed by law. He was behindhand with his payments there, too, and the woman—a Mrs. Castle—had written, demanding the money and suggesting a visit on Thursday.
“And that’s where you were?” asked Crewe.
Brewer said, “Yes.” But actually he hadn’t arrived until six, though the letter had established four as the time of the rendezvous. He had the usual story of a puncture, but no witnesses to support it. And when the police asked to see the letter he fumbled about in his briefcase and then gave the belated, feeble excuse that he’d destroyed it to keep it from falling into his wife’s hands. Mrs. Castle backed him up, but she wasn’t regarded as a very reliable witness, and the upshot of it was that Brewer was arrested for murder and subsequently found guilty.
He’d been right about one thing. When the story broke, his wife changed her tune with a vengeance. You’d have thought she wanted to see him hanged. She even let out that they’d been counting on what the old woman would leave them, knowing she couldn’t last much longer. She wouldn’t even go to see Brewer in prison the night before he was hanged.
“She’d murder him herself if she could,” said Millie. “It’s enough to make you feel sorry for him, whatever he’s done.”
And now here’s the sequel. On the day following her husband’s execution Daisy Brewer put the house and its contents in the hands of a local auctioneer, and on the way home she was knocked down by a bus and killed on the spot. At the subsequent auction sale I bought a rather attractive little chest she’d had in her room. I was planning to get married, and I thought Anne might like it if she didn’t suspect where it came from.
I asked Millie to keep it for me, and just before the wedding I took it home and polished it up. I opened one of the drawers, which were all paper-lined and quite hard to open, and I found a small manila envelope wedged in the back.
When I pried it loose I saw it was addressed to Brewer. Inside was the letter from Mrs. Castle that might have saved his life. After that I wasn’t surprised to discover that the newspaper used for the lining was an Evening Sun dated July 21, 1955.
So there I was, with evidence that Mrs. Brewer had deliberately lied away her husband’s life.
Well—what would you have done?
I know what I did. I took all the evidence and dumped it on the fire. What was the sense in reopening the case when they were all three dead? I suppose I’m the only man who knows the identity of Mrs. Masters’ visitor on that fatal Thursday.
She’d planned it well, knowing Brewer would be on the other side of the county, and naturally the old woman wouldn’t refuse to admit her nephew’s wife. The fair’s being that day made it that much easier, and the sugar in the tea would disguise the taste of the tablets—if they had any.
“She’d murder him herself if she could,” Millie had said. Well—she had.
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