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  Chapter One




  IT was on a burning afternoon in July that Janet Scott, domestically stitching new curtains for her house in Hermitage Square, saw at the window

  opposite the terrible, the unforgettable face that was to haunt her for months to come. Outside the pavements blazed in the glare; a dog slept on a baking paving-stone; there was not a breath of

  wind to move the plumes of chestnut and plane that grew in the Gardens across the way. Flowers drooped limply in beds as hard as iron; already the heat was bringing the leaves down from the trees.

  By the big block of flats across the street a man stood in a maroon uniform; he whistled and tipped back his porter’s cap in the hope of getting a little air. In the streets no one moved; an

  occasional tradesman’s cart went by, the driver hatless and wearing a sleeveless shirt open at the neck. A stifling peace lay over this corner of the world.




  Janet stitched and planned menus and dreamed about a summer holiday. She looked at the flats opposite and thought, as she had frequently thought before, how pleasant it must be to have all

  labour-saving devices and to be freed of all personal anxiety about service. Daily women came and went in the little house in Hermitage Square where Janet lived with her husband, and she had long

  ago found that a good deal of the housework was best done by the house’s mistress. There was one flat in particular that she had always regarded with envy; it had long wide windows where

  curtains blew in the draught, beautiful curtains of pale satin material patterned in leaves and cones of blue and green; a white telephone stood on a consol table in the window, and often when

  Janet looked up a woman stood there with the microphone in her hand. She was a woman difficult to forget, tall, golden-skinned, black-haired, with such a wealth of vitality in her face, such fire

  in the dark eyes, such resolution in every line of the spare vibrant body that she could compel attention even in the heart of a crowd. A woman to whom excitements seldom occurred, Janet would

  speculate on some of the interminable conversations carried on by her neighbour over the road. She had sometimes seen the husband enter the flat, a man as dark as his wife, but less notable in

  appearance, yet a man destined to be famous the length and breadth of the countryside.




  On this particular afternoon she chanced to lift her eyes at the end of one of the long seams of the curtain to discover a figure standing at the window, clutching the telephone and apparently

  crying out in such distress that Janet automatically dropped her work and rose to her feet. This woman Janet had never seen before, a pale youthful face with fair hair hanging to the shoulders,

  hair so pale as to be almost colourless, with wide pale blue eyes, and in them, and informing every feature, a terror so indescribable that Janet cried out in her empty room as though that figure

  could hear her. The girl had caught up the microphone, and as she spoke she swayed to and fro, staring down into the street, and then turning her anguished gaze over her shoulder. It seemed to the

  watcher as though the girl did not understand the manner in which the dial telephone worked, for with her free hand she agitated the instrument as though to attract attention. She wore a long gown

  like a negligee and looked as though she had just started up out of some panic-stricken sleep. Before Janet could move a hand came over the girl’s shoulder, a thin brown hand; the figure in

  the window shrank out of sight, and an instant later the curtains that had been the envy of Janet’s housewifely heart for months were jerked across the window with such vehemence that the

  scraping of the rings could be heard across the street.




  Janet was aroused from the kind of mental stupor that overwhelmed her by the ringing of her own telephone bell, At first she was too much removed from reality to understand whence the sound

  came; then she took up the receiver and heard her husband’s voice.




  “That you, Jan? I say, I’m bringing a chap home to dinner. What? Oh, he doesn’t give a tinker’s curse for food, but make sure we’ve got some beer.”




  “How much beer?” asked Janet precisely.




  “Enough to float him. And he weighs about fourteen stone, Don’t change, by the way. I doubt if he’s been inside a dress suit in the last twenty years.”




  At any other time she would have been intrigued, but to-day the memory of the face she had just seen, the scene of which she had been an involuntary beholder, blotted out her thoughts of

  everything else, and though her natural housewifeliness caused her to put her work aside and make adequate arrangements for the visitor—including the ordering of another dozen pints of beer

  (even a man who weighs fourteen stone and likes to wash in beer can’t want more than that, she told herself)—she was still immersed in thoughts and reconstructions of the probable

  tragedy being enacted over the road.




  “There’s something wrong there,” she told herself, “something frightful, something no one knows anything about.”




  In vain she reminded herself that other people’s affairs were their own concern. Her husband, a young solicitor, had warned her over and over again of the dangers of interfering in other

  people’s lives, but to-day no such considerations could restrain her thoughts.




  “If I saw a murder being committed I’d interfere, and I’d be censured if I didn’t,” she told herself. “And for all I know this is murder. Anyway something

  terribly wrong is going on in that house.”




  While she made preparations for the entertainment of her guest her mind was busy with questions, suppositions, plans. Who was the girl? How long had she been at the flat? What was she doing

  there? Was it illness or sheer terror that had imprinted so frightful an expression on the colourless face?




  Her husband arrived with his visitor before she had reached any conclusion. Arthur Crook was a man whom it would be difficult to forget, although his features were commonplace enough. He was

  slightly below middle height, with a prominent stomach and small, very brilliant eyes in a massive face. He was a lawyer by profession and there were those who said that his name suited him

  uncommonly well, but he throve in spite of their calumnies.




  “It’s the guilty man who needs defending,” was one of his axioms. “Besides,” and here he would grin shamelessly, “if he’s guilty he’s generally

  ready to pay a higher price to hear himself proved innocent. Your innocent man feels insulted at having to part with good money proving a truth that he considers should be obvious simply from his

  appearance.”




  Crook had spent that day in court, defending a murderer.




  “He’ll swing, though,” he added regretfully. “Not my fault or his—no chap could have attended more closely to details, but the luck was against him. That’s

  the chance all these criminals have to take.”




  “What had he done?” demanded Janet.




  “Strangled his wife.”




  “How horrible.”




  “So now they’re going to strangle him. You’ll be able to read all about it in the papers in the morning.”




  “I shan’t.” Janet shuddered. “I don’t think murder trials ought to be heard in public.”




  “It would be nice for the murderers if they weren’t,” Crook agreed imperturbably.




  “Even if they’re murderers they’re human beings too. Why should they be made a sort of public exhibition? They must be half-mad anyway to kill in the first place.”




  “There’s not much difference between half and whole mad,” Crook assured her, “and mad folk are a danger to those of us who can still persuade the world we’re sane.

  So, all things considered, they’re best out of the way.”




  “Do you fellows want publicity?” asked Gerald Scott, curiously.




  “Depends which side we’re backing. If it hadn’t been for all the publicity I’d have got this chap, Savage, off. As it was, some fellow who buys his food from the

  fried-fish shop happened to read the newspaper in which it was wrapped, and all the fat was in the fire then.”




  “Why?” asked Janet obtusely.




  Crook turned squarely towards her. “Have you ever noticed in murder cases how often it’s some trivial detail that tips the scale? Some flower-seller or some old woman running out to

  the post or a dog getting itself run over at a moment when you couldn’t allow for any of those things happening has brought something to light that changes the whole complexion of a case. In

  this Savage affair the old boy, the type that sells you matches and collects your cigarette ends from the gutter—suddenly realised that he could add something to the evidence. Savage smoked a

  very distinctive cigarette, a natty affair made especially for him and stamped with his initials. Parks, the Crown’s witness, remembered picking up one of these cigarettes outside a certain

  pub a couple of days before. He’d dropped in for half a pint, having had a good day, and he happened to show the stub of the cigarette to the landlord. The landlord could fix the date because

  it was the day his wife had a new baby. Savage had to explain away the cigarette. His alibi was that he hadn’t been in the neighbourhood for forty-eight hours; when they asked him about the

  fag he wouldn’t take my advice and keep his mouth shut. No, he had to tell a long circumstantial yarn that tripped him up absolutely. If he’d said he couldn’t explain it

  he’d probably be a free man to-day. We did what we could, said, of course, it was some other chap to whom he’d given the cigarette but it wasn’t any use. Savage was a mean sort of

  fellow; he kept another brand of smokes for his friends; the Crown showed that no one had been near his private supply for days, the jury was persuaded it was Savage and no one else who dropped the

  cigarette there, one scrap of evidence led to another and the whole makes a very handsome rope.”




  During dinner the discussion continued on similar lines. “Do you often get help like that?” Gerald Scott wanted to know.




  “Not as often as we should. The majority of people go about blind and deaf. Hardly one could describe the man or woman sitting next to ’em in a bus or a tube, though they may have

  been touching elbows for half an hour. They don’t know anything, the men and women in the street. Ask ’em how tall a fellow was and they’ll say feebly, ‘Oh, pretty

  tall,’ but if you say, ‘Six foot? Five foot ten?’ they won’t be able to help. Most of ’em imagine that a woman of five foot six is dumpy, whereas actually it’s a

  very normal height. All the same it’s by bits of luck like this that men win cases. Some fellow selling flowers or some chap singing in the gutter does remember a detail that puts the kybosh

  on the criminal’s hopes. If ever you want to commit a crime, Mrs. Scott, you remember it isn’t enough to be clever and cool-headed, it isn’t even enough to keep your mouth shut.

  You’ve got to be prepared for the luck to go against you. Only gamblers ought to commit murder, whereas half the time it’s done by men who wouldn’t risk sixpence on a card or a

  horse.” He sighed and plunged his face into a tankard of beer.




  “I’ll tell you something queer that I noticed to-day,” said Janet slowly. And she repeated the story of the face at the window.




  “Who lives in that flat?” demanded Crook.




  “I don’t know. We don’t know any of the people in the flats.”




  “You had no reason to want to till this afternoon. But that’s just an illustration of what I’ve been saying. How long have you lived here?”




  “Two years.”




  “How long have they been here?”




  “About a year, I think. I’m not sure.”




  “And you don’t know who they are or what they do or how long they’re staying. You don’t know what their household consists of, if the woman with the face lives with the

  other two, if she’s a visitor or what. Well, well, it isn’t every one’s business to be nosy. But if anything should happen you might remember what you saw. You’ll remember

  the date easily enough, because it’s the day I dined here.”




  





  Chapter Two




  THE next day Janet did all her orders by telephone, cancelled a tea-party and spent practically the whole time sitting unobtrusively in the window with

  her eyes on the flat opposite. There was nothing unusual about it now, no startled face appeared at the window, the curtains fluttered lightly in the breeze, the white telephone remained

  undisturbed. Yesterday’s momentary occurrence seemed as transient as a nightmare. Nevertheless Janet’s sense of peril persisted. An austere upbringing assured her that other

  people’s affairs are peculiarly their own and you have no more right to interfere in them than you have to pick another fellow’s pocket; but she could not rid herself of a feeling of

  responsibility.




  “That man last night was right. I ought to know something about them. It’s no use being fastidious or haughty. Instinct does count for a lot and instinct warns me that something is

  quite wrong in that flat.”




  Taking up a letter that she had written earlier in the day she went across the street.




  The porter now on duty was a little white-moustached man with whom she generally exchanged greetings as he passed, and to-day she paused to agree that it was wonderful weather, and that when

  the leaves were beginning to turn gold they were, if anything, more lovely than when they were green. While she was speaking Janet observed a small plate on the walls of the building to the effect

  that there was a flat to be let.




  “I thought nothing was ever to be got here,” she remarked, grasping at the opening such a subject presented. “Which flat is it that’s vacant?”




  “It’s one on the top floor, madam. Nice little flat—suit a married couple.”




  “Oh, I’m not thinking of taking it. My husband hates flats. He loves stairs.”




  “Doesn’t have to keep ’em,” suggested the porter, whose name was Benson.




  “I’ve often thought how much easier things must be in a flat,” continued Janet guilelessly. “There’s one flat here I really do covet. The one on the second floor,

  that has the lovely view over the gardens.”




  “They all get a view over the gardens,” returned the porter indulgently.




  “But this one has such lovely large rooms—at least, so far as one can judge from the outside. I mean the one with the white telephone in the window.”




  “That’s Mrs. Berry’s flat. There’s just a chance that may be on the market soon. Mr. Berry thinks he may have to go abroad again very sudden. Something to do with

  business, I believe. He’s in the coffee trade. It ’ud be a pity, because they had a lot done when they moved in a year ago, but of course, there wouldn’t be any trouble about

  letting it, not a lovely flat like that.”




  Janet considered. “Would they be letting it furnished?”




  “I couldn’t tell you, madam.”




  “I was just thinking it might do for some friends of mine who are coming over from India quite shortly,” improvised Janet with surprising glibness. “But I suppose they’d

  want to let it for the rest of the lease.”




  Then a car came round the corner and the driver hailed Benson and asked where Cambridge Crescent was, and Janet went back to sit demurely in the window, and brood on what she had just been

  told.




  “They’ve only just begun to talk about going,” she decided. “I wonder if it has anything to do with that girl. And how could I find out?”




  With the soft obstinacy that characterises so many unobtrusive women she had, without knowing the instant that the decision had been made, resolved to await her opportunity and then deliberately

  involve herself in an affair that common sense told her was not her concern and with which it might prove dangerous to meddle. To put the matter out of her mind had become impossible to her, and

  she was only following her instinct in believing that in some way she could not as yet understand she had already been involved by some power or pattern she could not name. The opportunity came

  sooner than she had expected. At about three o’clock from her position by the window—she sat in a low chair so that, although she could watch the window, only the top of her brown head

  was visible to passers-by—a shabby blue car drew up at the door of the flats, and a man got out, carrying a small bag. Janet could not see his face, but she knew that this must be a doctor,

  and she confidently expected that he was visiting No. 28, the Berrys’ flat.




  “Could I find out who he is and pretend I had a temperature and call him in?” she reflected. “Do doctors gossip? They aren’t supposed to, but nor are lawyers or curates

  or any kind of Christians, or cabinet ministers or wives, but they all do.”




  Presently there was a movement of the satin-patterned curtains; they were drawn back a little and Mrs. Berry appeared at the window. She had her back to the road, and a minute or two later her

  companion’s face could be clearly seen. It was the thin ruin of a face that had once been handsome; now the bony nose gave it character, but the lips were thinned by more than a common share

  of anxiety and there was about it such an air of unrest and distress that Janet’s attention was momentarily deflected from the girl whom she had seen once and not again to consideration of

  the chain of circumstances that could imprint on a human countenance such indelible despair. It was not possible to hear what was being said, yet the economical gestures of the woman, the definite

  movements of the man, increased Janet’s mistrust. Presently the doctor went away in the old blue car, backfiring all down the square, and Mrs. Berry stood at the window, looking after it yet

  not seeing it. She was joined a little later by her husband, a tall dark man with a foreign-looking face and large finely-built hands. The two stood between the curtains, talking with a restrained

  eagerness and their faces, viewed in profile, expressed a resolution and a ruthlessness that reminded Janet of a pair of eagles she had once seen in the Zoo. The woman did most of the talking, and

  the man asked questions. Suddenly he seemed to acquiesce, and the pair moved away. A few minutes later they emerged from the main entrance of the flats, entered a taxi and were driven off. As the

  vehicle turned the corner of the square Janet laid aside her curtains and stood up, as resolute and prepared if necessary to be as unscrupulous as either of the mysterious pair.




  “I don’t like the look of that doctor,” she told herself. “I don’t like Mrs. Berry and I don’t like him. I don’t like what I saw of the girl, and I

  simply hate what I think may be happening less than a hundred yards away.”




  Her heart was beating furiously; her hands shook as she powdered her nose, lifted her hat from its box and drew on her gloves. This was her chance, while these two were out. That terrified

  creature would now be alone in the flat. Hermitage Court were sevice flats and no private maids were employed. In few of the flats could one have been accommodated.




  “I can say I want to see the flat,” Janet told herself, opening her front door. “If the girl herself answers the bell and she looks normal then I can put her out of my mind.

  But if I don’t see her looking like a human being she’ll haunt me to my dying day.”




  To her discomfiture the door of the flat was opened, after a rather long interval, by a woman in the uniform of a nurse.




  Janet gulped. “Mrs. Berry? I understood. . . .”




  The nurse was brisk and informative. “Mrs. Berry’s out. I couldn’t say when she’ll be in. Would you like to leave a name?”




  Her manner was a cheerful blend of impertinence and humour. “Of course I oughtn’t to be answering doors at all,” it seemed to say, “but just as a favour . . .” She

  stood, a big woman in the early forties, casually swinging the door to and fro with big capable hands.




  “Oh, it doesn’t matter in the least,” said Janet quickly, “it’s just that I understood this flat might be to let, and I thought as I was on the spot I would

  inquire.”




  “Oh, I expect you mean the flat upstairs. This one isn’t to let.”




  “Is that to let furnished, do you know?” Janet’s brain worked as quickly as it was able. The presence of the nurse was in some ways reassuring. Yet should any face have worn

  that look of horror, of unspeakable dread? Janet recalled stories heard in nurseries and third-class railway carriages, stories of nurses who tormented or neglected their patients, and her

  susceptible heart was wrung by the thought of the complete powerlessness of the sick, as moving as the powerlessness of a child to alter his own circumstances.




  “I couldn’t say. Captain Berry was talking of giving up the flat, but of course, this trouble . . .” She jerked her head backwards significantly.




  “I’m afraid you’ve some one ill here,” stammered Janet. “I oughtn’t to be keeping you.”




  The nurse, however, seemed to be in no hurry. “She’s sleeping now, thank goodness. The only time I get any rest is when she’s asleep. It’s the most wearing kind of case

  there is.”




  Janet looked sympathetic. “Is she—dangerously ill?”




  “It’s a dangerous sort of illness. Of course, I never think they ought to keep her kind in a place like this. I mean, there aren’t any of the conveniences.”




  Janet grasped her courage in both hands. “What’s wrong? Is she . . . ?” She hesitated.




  “She’s pretty bad,” said the nurse more aloofly. “Well, I’m sorry I can’t tell you about the flat.”




  “I’m sorry to have come at such a bad time. I do hope I haven’t disturbed your patient. You couldn’t even tell me how many rooms there are, I suppose in this flat, I

  mean.”




  “Well, there’s the dining-room and the drawing-room—that’s the best room in the house, a big room for a flat, and—let’s see—bedrooms.” She began

  to count. Then suddenly she seemed to make up her mind to something. “I don’t see why you shouldn’t come in for a minute or two. It isn’t as though you’d disturb Miss

  Fairfax and you’ve come a long way, I dare say. Makes a bit of company for me, too,” she added candidly, stepping back and inviting Janet into the hall. “Goodness knows this

  isn’t what you’d call a cheerful case. Some houses, you know,” she opened a door on the right, saying, “Come in here, dear. This is the dining-room,—they treat you like

  one of the family, make you feel ever so comfy. I always say that’s how you can tell a real lady. Mrs. Berry, now, she worked herself before she married. Doctor’s assistant she was, and

  to hear her talk you’d suppose she had degrees and all the rest of it. Sit down a minute, dear, and I’ll get us a cup of tea. I was just going to have one myself anyhow. Nice room,

  this, isn’t it? Gets the afternoon sun.” She moved towards an electric kettle and plugged it in. Her voice was loud and cheerful. Janet had moved softly, but the nurse made no attempt

  to lessen the sounds of her sturdy footsteps.




  “You don’t think I shall disturb your patient?” suggested Janet, looking round the pleasant room.




  “She’s asleep,” repeated the nurse. “It’s the only time I get any peace. I’ve had enough trouble on this case to last me a lifetime. Yes,” she clattered

  some cups. “She’s mental, poor thing. Thinks everybody’s her enemy and wants her out of the way. Then she says she’d be better if she went and you have to watch her like a

  cat at a mouse-hole. Of course, it isn’t a case for a private nurse at all, really. It gives me the shivers and I don’t mind who knows it.”




  While the kettle boiled she took the stranger over the flat, only passing one door with a casual, “Better not take you in there. That’s one of the smaller rooms. That’s where

  my patient is.”




  Janet was outraged by her manner. “She’s never seen me before,” she told herself, “I might be a thief or a lunatic. I might have homicidal mania. She’s supposed to

  be in charge of the flat and the poor thing in there and she’s got less sense of responsibility than a child.” They returned to the dining-room. The nurse was still talking to her

  patient. “No one thinks we nurses have feelings,” she said, “but I tell you,” she looked hopefully at Janet to see if she were going to supply a name but Janet said nothing,

  “Well, I don’t mind telling you I’ve cried my eyes out over this. It’s too much strain and that’s the truth. It isn’t as though things were easy for me other

  ways, either. It’s her people are sorry for, but they wouldn’t be if they knew a bit more about it. If you ask me, she doesn’t understand enough to be happy or unhappy.”




  At these cheerful words there flashed before Janet’s mind a sudden vision of that distraught face. She shuddered and the cup in her hand shook. The nurse put a reassuring hand on her arm.

  “Don’t take on so, dear. If you’d seen half as much as I have you’d think differently. It isn’t as if they know anything. They’re out of their minds, you

  know.”




  “Yes,” agreed Janet slowly. “But what exactly does that mean? They’re somewhere, aren’t they? Nobody knows how much they feel or see—things that don’t

  exist for us. If you could think of them as machines it would be easier. But aren’t they like people who’re always in the dark? And don’t you suppose in that darkness there

  are—ghosts, personalities—I don’t know. It’s natural to be afraid of the dark.”




  “Not for people with nothing on their conscience,” said the nurse robustly.




  “But these aren’t like us. What are they going to do with her?” she asked abruptly.




  “Well, if they take my advice they’ll get her into a home of some kind. They can’t go on like this. After all, Mrs. Berry isn’t a nurse. . . .”




  “But they’ve got you.”




  “Ah, but I’m not here at night, am I, and it’s at night that these people are likely to do themselves damage.”




  “Does Mrs. Berry look after her at night, then?” Janet was astounded at what seemed to her the nurse’s completely unprofessional confidence, but she was resolved to glean from

  this conversation every iota of information that she could.




  “She does at present but, as I say, that can’t go on. I know what the strain’s like. I was with an old lady once, she was the same, always believed she was a millionairess

  really and that every one was after her money. She’d be forever sending for a lawyer to make a fresh will. Forty thousand pounds she had, so she said, and she wanted to leave it right. If she

  made one will she made twenty. And all the time she hadn’t enough to pay her lawyers’ fees. It was charity, between you and me, that paid my salary. After a bit the family got cleverer.

  They would get some friend of theirs who was in the plot to come in and then she could dictate a will to her heart’s content and of course it didn’t mean anything. I’ve had many a

  laugh thinking of that old woman leaving thousands here and thousands there and wondering why her relations weren’t a bit more attentive.” The memory of it made her chuckle

  appreciatively.




  Repelled by an attitude she found it impossible to understand, Janet sipped her tea. Only resolution and a conviction that this affair was not so straightforward as the nurse intended it to

  appear made her remain in the flat.




  “It must be awful for them,” she muttered.




  “It’s not exactly cheerful for us. Of course, my old mother always says, ‘Look on the bright side, Gertie. It all makes for employment.’ A great one for silver linings,

  my mother is. But this Miss Fairfax—she gets ideas in her head and tries to telephone the police and say they’re going to murder her. I don’t mean, of course, the police ’ud

  pay any attention, but it isn’t the kind of think you’d like to have happen, is it?”




  Janet agreed that it was not. “She hasn’t been here very long?” she ventured.




  “She’s only just come to England. It’s like a tale. She wrote to Captain Berry that he was her only living relative and she was making the trip and hoped she’d see him.

  So he brought her here and she’s been ill ever since.”




  “But—is she going to get better?”




  Nurse shrugged her shoulders. “I couldn’t say, dear. If Captain Berry took my advice he’d put her where he wouldn’t be responsible. It’s not a very nice position

  for him, if you come to think of it. And him wanting to go abroad, too.”




  “Surely, she’d be better anywhere than here,” thought Janet in a very fever of apprehension.




  “A good mental home is the only place for her. Between you and me I wouldn’t mind guessing she’s more than a bit responsible for her own condition. You know what they say about

  the mills of God. Her food’s another trouble,” she went on. “Doesn’t fancy this, doesn’t fancy that. . . . Like a child she is and often has to be treated like

  one.”




  “What does that mean?” questioned Janet’s appalled heart. “Do they ill-treat her, starve her, force her to eat food that sickens her? Oh, why don’t they send her to

  a home? But even then—who cares about poor creatures like that, once they’ve got them out of sight?” She felt frantic. She looked round her as though by some tremendous effort of

  will she could force the walls to go back, could free that helpless prisoner, insist on justice being done. And yet, she told herself, she had nothing to go on but her own instinct that something

  was grievously wrong. She might be maligning them all. Manifestly it was unfair to judge the Berrys because she personally found the nurse they employed an unpleasing and an unsympathetic

  figure.




  As quietly as she could she asked, “And the doctor? What does he say?”




  The nurse shrugged. “Well, dear, between you and me,” she began, and at that instant the telephone bell pealed through the flat. The nurse appeared to be expecting this. She stood up

  again saying, “Must just answer that. Shan’t be a sec. You take another bit of cake.”




  Janet heard her cross the passage and shut herself securely into the room. She thought at lightning speed, “The telephone’s by the window. That’s quite a long room. It’ll

  take a minute to cross it and get back.” She got up, her heart beating like a hammer. Noiselessly she stole into the passage. Two doors away was the room upon whose door the nurse had lightly

  tapped, saying, “That’s my patient’s room.” Nurse had left the door of this room ajar. If she moved softly she would be unheard. Janet crept up to it, opened it without a

  sound and peered in. Her ear was alert for the click of the receiver being returned to its hook, but as she listened she could hear the nurse’s voice—a fine robust current of sound,

  pealing from the drawing-room. At first her eyes saw nothing; the room was in darkness, the blinds drawn, curtains pulled over the windows. She listened again. The nurse’s voice still

  sounded, fainter but jocular as ever, behind the closed door. Janet went a further step into the room. Now she could make out the outlines of furniture, a cupboard, a bed, something on the bed. She

  stooped fearfully, aware of a peril never hitherto experienced. What inhabited the creature that writhed so unnaturally upon its mattress as though it were in bonds? Casting discretion to the winds

  she went close to the bedside. “I shall say I heard her cry out,” she told herself defiantly. Her own hands were clasped in a very paroxysm of fear. Now, bending down, she could see the

  face, dreadful, unconscious, colourless; it was scarcely the face of a human creature, yet, in health, it must have had a certain beauty. Horror possessed her: A sense of evil seemed to inhabit

  this room. She felt her own helplessness like a physical disability. She put out a hand, then withdrew it as the creature moaned. She was standing thus, indecisive, appalled, when she heard the

  click of the telephone, and realising the danger of being discovered here, instantly glided out of the room, and had somehow contrived to close the door and be standing beside the open door of the

  dining-room when the nurse re-emerged.




  “Oh, nurse,” she broke out before the other could express her surprise. “I couldn’t make out where you were. Some one cried out. It—it alarmed me. I thought your

  patient might have waked up. . . .”




  “Crying out in her sleep, I expect,” said the nurse indulgently. “You don’t have to fret, dear.” Her telephone conversation had clearly been a pleasant one.

  “It often happens with these cases. But I’ll just have a peep.”




  She opened the white door and went in; Janet hovered in the passage, ears astrain for possible sounds.




  “If she does anything, I shall hear,” she thought. “Oh, but—could any one be so inhuman? It would be like tormenting a child.” But she remembered that there are

  those who, in their lack of imagination, are capable even of this. She remained immobile. To awaken suspicion in this woman’s breast meant the removal of this poor creature’s last

  hope.




  The nurse came out again, still smiling. “Must have been dreaming,” she said, shutting the door with a decisive click. “Sleeping beautiful now. Let’s hope it goes on. The

  longer she sleeps the better for us all. . . .”




  She sat down and poured herself out another cup of tea. Now she did not desire to speak of her patient; her telephone call had come from a friend of hers, a man.




  “Regular pest that fellow is,” she told Janet. “Followed me from Liverpool to London, always the same story. Marry, marry, marry. I don’t want to be married, I tell him,

  I’ve seen enough of marriage in my profession. A woman that can earn her own living doesn’t need a man. But will he take no? How he finds out where I’m working beats me, but he

  always does. It’s my shape gets him,” he says.




  She was a buxom woman, with a fine, clear complexion and a tantalising eye. Janet thought, “How men can! Her tongue would drive you crazy in a week.” She tried to make another

  opening to ask about the doctor, but the nurse obviously had lost interest in her patient, and a few minutes later Janet got up to go.




  “It’s been very kind of you letting me see the flat,” she said. “You don’t know if they want to let it furnished?”




  “I couldn’t say. Did you want it furnished?”




  “It isn’t for me, it’s for friends who’re coming home next week. They might be prepared to buy the furniture at a valuation. I couldn’t say.”




  “Well, I suppose they’ll put it in the agent’s hands when they’re ready,” remarked the other carelessly. “Ta-ta, dear. Been ever so nice seeing you. I expect

  Mrs. Berry’ll be back soon. Shall I tell her who came?”




  “I don’t think I’d bother, not till I’ve actually seen my friends. They may have made some other arrangement, or they may not want to live in this neighbourhood. Besides,

  with all this trouble on her hands, even if you are here . . .”




  “Perhaps you’re right,” agreed the nurse. “Pity every one isn’t so considerate. Well, I must get this tray cleared away or there’ll be more trouble. You

  don’t know what we nurses are expected to put up with.”




  Janet heard her large feet tramping cheerfully round the dining-room as she slowly drew the door to behind her. Her ears strained for a sound from the sick girl’s room, but none came. As

  she went down the steps she paused aghast, wondering, “Was she gagged, too? Is that why she was so quiet? Or is she drugged? That woman wouldn’t stop at anything to save herself

  trouble.”




  So great was her distress that evening that even her husband was made aware of it. When he had heard what she had done he was appalled, but not for the same reason.




  “You can’t go breaking into people’s private houses like that,” he expostulated. “Suppose you’d been recognised?”




  “I wasn’t, so why suppose anything so silly. Anyway, you have to take chances whatever you do. I’ve always heard you say so.”




  He argued with her for some minutes without avail. At last he exclaimed, “Well, if you won’t take my word for it, just ask Crook what he thinks. He’s a gambler if you like, but

  even he would advise you to keep out of another woman’s house.”




  He stopped. Janet was staring at him with shining eyes. “Crook!” she exclaimed. “What an inspiration! I shall go and see Mr. Crook.”




  





  Chapter Three




  “I MIGHT have known it,” Janet told herself bitterly twenty-four hours later, moving about her own house as though she disliked it, and

  preparing food for her husband as though she wished she could add a pinch of arsenic to every dish. “Men always hang together, husbands in particular and lawyers more than them all. I’m

  not so surprised at Gerald—I’ve always known Respectability was his middle name—but I did think there was a bit of the gambler in Mr. Crook.”
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