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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find

  titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we

  are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent

  of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  AT HIS OFFICE at 123 Bloomsbury Street, Mr. Arthur Crook was discussing with his A.D.C., Bill Parsons, the mystery of the unidentified victim. A recent

  case had set society by the ears, when it became known that a man had, over a period of two years, disposed of some eight victims whose disappearance had never been noticed by anyone.




  “That’s what gets me,” said Bill. “If you or I were to vanish someone would start asking questions pretty soon.”




  “You and me are public characters,” Crook pointed out modestly. “But you examine the case histories of these people. All born murderees, all murdered for the same reason, what

  they possessed.”




  “But they possessed so little,” Bill objected.




  “That’s the point. That’s where Guthrie was so clever. If a rich man or woman disappears, sooner or later someone’s going to notice it, most probably sooner. Rich people

  always have friends, and most of ’em have relatives. That’s one of the laws of nature. But if your sole capital is, say, a hundred pounds—and two of the girls Guthrie put

  underground had less—who’s going to bother with you? There are two kinds of people who can disappear without leaving a ripple behind. Take the case of Bessie Archer. Brought up in an

  orphanage, put into service when she was fifteen, drifts from one job to another, pretty soon from one man to another. At the time of her disappearance she had been working in some third-class

  hotel, had a row with the manager on account of visiting guests in their rooms, sauced him and was given her cards. In wartime he’d have reported that to the Exchange. Now she can walk out

  without anyone asking questions. The other girls with whom she worked don’t know anything—why should they? She was only there six weeks and she’d only been at her last job six

  weeks, too. She’s known to have had men-friends but no steadies. She leaves A and goes to B. A don’t care. He can get another girl any day of the week. Nobody reports her, police

  ain’t notified, no family, nothing. Why should anyone get suspicious? Not until a body’s found, that is, or someone happens to notice, as they did in Guthrie’s case, that his lady

  friends change their identity suspiciously often. It wasn’t Bessie Archer who got Guthrie sent to the little covered shed. It was Guthrie getting careless as sooner or later they always

  do.




  “That’s the explanation of the Alice Hunter mystery. She’s the other kind nobody bothers about. Elderly woman, only child, parents been dead these twenty years. No employer

  because she’s too old and anyway she ain’t trained, lives in one cheap boarding-house, or in this case one cheap furnished room, after another—y’see, there’s no one

  likely to keep tabs on her. She’s not one of these old dears who make friends, gossip in the butcher’s queue, are always looking round for someone to go to the pictures with. She

  don’t go to the pictures or if she does she goes alone. Of course, there are the tradespeople but they wouldn’t notice. There are so many of them and she does nothing to make herself

  noticeable. What’s that bird that can sink into the ground when anyone comes near so it’s practically invisible?”




  “Partridge,” said Bill mechanically.




  “That’s right. Well, landladies may remember her, but once she’s gone they don’t give her another thought. Never sends a post-card or leaves anything behind and has to

  write back for it, it’s simply a case of nobody having a clue.”




  “Local vicar?” asked Bill.




  “Even if she’s one of the church-going lot he’s not likely to pick her out from the others. She don’t take the bag round or become secretary to a missionary association.

  She don’t run accounts at the shops—she’s more or less anonymous. If she ever had any school friends she hasn’t kept up with them, she don’t play

  bridge—she’s simply a body with a label. Body disappears, someone else as like her as one sixpence is like another comes in her place, and even if someone does wonder why they

  don’t see her any more the answer’s easy. She’s moved on, gone to the seaside, gone to another part of London, died maybe. The only hope of tracking her down would be if she had

  her money from a lawyer and her quarterly cheques were returned. But in this case—Miss Hunter—the dividends are paid into the bank and she draws cheques.”




  “Bank might notice she hadn’t drawn one for a long time,” Bill suggested.




  “With all the clients a bank has it’s going to be a precious long time before they start thinking about her. And even if they do, well, she might have got a job, companion to an

  invalid, lady housekeeper living on perks. No, it could be months before anyone started askin’ awkward questions. I reckon the cat that walked alone may have saved itself a heap of trouble

  but it was laying itself wide-open to anyone out for a free skin.” Here the telephone began to ring and he picked up the receiver. “Same like Miss Hunter,” he wound up, and added

  casually, “Poor old girl!”




  Miss Hunter was sixty-four at the time she started to make history, on a minor scale admittedly, but history just the same. She had been a good daughter to an invalid mother,

  whom she had contrived to keep alive until the old lady was eighty-eight, by which time Alice was nearly sixty. For the first year after the happy release Miss Hunter went about in a daze,

  alternating between great gratitude at being free from what had been civilised slavery—the old lady had had a tongue like vitriol—and a sense of appalling loneliness. After the doctor

  told her the old woman couldn’t last much longer, her imagination, disciplined for so many years, began to peep out of its hole and picture a life that would be perfect freedom.

  “Think,” it murmured to her, “of nights of unbroken rest.” For the old lady was a poor sleeper and liked to be entertained in the small hours. “Think of only having to

  cook for yourself. Think of all the queues you need never stand in again. Think of never being afraid any more.” Such knowledge was too wonderful for her. She couldn’t accept it.




  After the funeral, which was attended by herself and one neighbour who hoped she might perhaps attract the lonely mourner to come and share her house—half-expenses, half-work—Miss

  Hunter recklessly sold all the furniture of the gloomy flat and went down to Westbourne for a change. She had had visions of herself making friends easily, learning to play bridge, making up cinema

  and theatre parties with her contemporaries; but at the hotel nobody else seemed alone. She was given a small room for an enormous weekly charge and she became unpopular because she didn’t

  understand about tipping.




  “A pernicious system!” old Mrs. Hunter had called it. “They’re paid, aren’t they? Then why should they be paid twice?”




  If anyone performed a special service then you might perhaps add a small tip, but only if it was something over and above the duties for which they were remunerated, and very few services were

  crowded out of this category. Mrs. Hunter had been a spoilt beauty in her youth, and she never forgot it. When she looked in the glass she didn’t see the sunken yellow face of old age, she

  saw a laughing girl with a ribbon in her hair and a love-letter in her hand. “A smile’s as good as a shilling any day,” she used to tell Alice. But smiles had lost their value by

  the nineteen-forties, and poor Alice’s timid smile could never have been worth more than threepence in its palmiest days.




  Well, the holiday at Westbourne was a mistake, and a very expensive one at that, but it had taught her one thing, which common sense should have told her long before. If you’re elderly and

  plain and uninteresting and your clothes look as if they’d been picked up at a jumble sale, don’t expect people to pay you any attention—unless, of course, you’re a

  millionaire in disguise. So, at the month’s end, back to London Alice came. She would settle in a little flat, she thought, join one of the Church associations at St. Joachim’s, and go

  to the Missionary Sewing Party, where she would begin the exciting process of making friends. But that didn’t work out either. To begin with she couldn’t get a flat and had to go into

  rooms. And her social efforts were a worse failure than her search for a flat. The truth was she had been so long her Mother’s sole companion and, even more important, Mother had so long been

  hers, that she couldn’t separate their identities. When she met a stranger she was tongue-tied; she simply didn’t know what people talked about. So she talked about Mother. Later in

  desperation she began to go to movies, or occasionally one of the cheaper seats of a theatre, but that didn’t really help.




  One day when she was waiting in rather a long bus queue she heard someone in front whisper, “Don’t look round. That Hunter woman’s behind us and if she sees us she’ll

  want to join up; and if I have to hear any more about what Mother liked or what Mother said I shall scream.”




  Alice Hunter flushed scarlet, then went white, and dived hurriedly into the nearest shop. So that was what they thought of her. Poor Mother! They weren’t a bit interested, which was

  ridiculous of them, she told herself valiantly. Mother had known so many great men, had lived in a more gracious age; Mother had been full of little anecdotes of what the great men had said to

  her—oddly enough there were never any great women—and surely these were interesting still, just as interesting as what the housekeeper or the woman at the chemists had said. But no,

  Mother had had her day. And if she stopped talking about Mother what on earth was poor Alice Hunter to talk about?




  She didn’t give up hope at once. She went to a parish party and she wrote—on Mother’s paper—and asked the vicar to tea. But he was too busy to come. She went round to

  decorate the church at Christmas, but the chancel, the font and even the window-ledges belonged to worshippers who had staked their claims years ago. People at St. Joachim’s were like Mother

  in that—or Tennyson’s Brook that went on for ever. She put up a gallant fight, but it was no good. There were too many like her; you could pass her in the street any day and never know

  her next time you met her. Indeed, again and again people stopped her in the street and addressed her as Amy or Edna or Jane, and then laughed a little and said they were sorry it was a mistake. .

  . .




  She even tried to learn bridge but that was hopeless, and when she went to a whist drive she trumped her partner’s ace, and his expression frightened her so much the shameful tears came

  pricking through her eyelids. After that she realised that of all sad words of tongue or pen the saddest are these “it might have been,” and drew into her shell and stayed there. On an

  average she changed her address every six months. No matter how hopefully she settled down in new quarters there was always something—a noisy wireless or someone overhead banging a typewriter

  or a sewing machine, and once it was someone practising to be a pianist, or the landlady found that, thanks to a further increase in rates, she’d simply got to raise the rent. So Alice would

  put her belongings into her old-fashioned black dome trunk and depart for pastures new, that proved just as arid as the ones she had just left. The trunk itself—without which Mother had never

  travelled, and had red tape strappings on the under side of the lid for all the flotsam and jetsam without which old Mrs. Hunter’s generation never appear to have left home—was always a

  bone of contention with the landladies, who objected to it on the score of size the moment they set eyes on it, and made it perfectly clear that if they had known that accepting Miss Hunter meant

  accepting that sort of monstrosity she would have found a “Full Up” notice on the door. The room was furnished and not very large—these rooms all appeared to have been turned out

  to a single pattern—and so, it seemed, had the landladies who reiterated one and all that no, the landing was not available, the L.C.C. would object in case of fire. Usually poor Alice

  squeezed it into a corner and covered it with one of the late Mrs. Hunter’s more dressy occasional tablecloths, the one in white and purple satin with an elephant embroidered in gold thread,

  howdah and all, and, since she was an inveterate hoarder, it was invaluable for concealing all those bits and pieces, all worthless in themselves, that she couldn’t bring herself to part

  with, just in case one day—you never knew. She and the trunk had been at eight addresses in five years, and her identity card had scarcely room for all the information that had to be crowded

  on to it.




  It was when she was at Ennismore Avenue that she learned of the Legacy.




  At first she couldn’t believe it. Of late years she had amused herself by day-dreams. When she got into a bus to go to Kensington High Street she would make-believe she was en route for

  the docks to sail to darkest Africa or China or New York; when a plane flew overhead she would start pretending that next week she was going to Paris—by air. She used to collect coloured

  folders for journeys she had never made and now never would. Or she dreamed she was popular, she had a telephone that rang so often she had to tell the exchange to stop incoming calls. “We

  must have Alice Hunter,” the non-existent hostesses remarked to one another, “she’s so amusing, such a sport.” “Do you suppose we could get Alice?” she pictured

  them inquiring one of the other. “It’s short notice—but—it would make all the difference if she were there.” At other times a house caught fire or a child threatened

  to fall from a balcony. The street was filled with white-faced people all staring upwards; eyes glazed, voices were hushed in sheer terror. At the window the stricken victim stood wreathed in

  flame. Would the engine never come? Ah, not in time. But see, what is this, whose is that fearless form bounding through the flames, now standing at the window, leaning out to cry in ringing tones,

  “Spread the blanket. We’re coming down”? “Who’d have thought it?” marvelled the neighbours. “It only shows you never can tell.” Alice Hunter,

  interviewed by a string of eager reporters, said quietly, “It was nothing. Anyone would have done the same. My hands? Oh, no, they’re not really painful. Nothing that time won’t

  cure.”




  Some element of common sense triumphing over loneliness had prevented her ever indulging in a fantasy about a legacy. Only too often she and dear Mother had gone over the family tree, prepared

  in 1906 by Great Aunt Penelope. Mother remembered quite a lot of the relations. Oddly enough, they’d all had a kink or a weakness—the men drank or were failures or in some way

  unsatisfactory—three or four, Alice was assured, had proposed, but Mother didn’t believe in cousins intermarrying. As for the women—the percentage of spinsters was extremely high.

  And by now, Mother would add dryly, giving her daughter one of her piercing looks, it must be higher.




  “If I’d married,” said Alice once, “what would have become of you?” For Mrs. Hunter wasn’t one of these independent women who believe that if you want a thing

  done well you should do it yourself. She knew that the best managers supervise someone else doing it.




  “If you’d married, my dear, supposing you’d ever been able to attract a man, I should have taken Potty Bellenger,” said Mother, who came of a generation when nicknames

  were the order of the day. “Naturally, he didn’t want a grown-up stepdaughter. . . .”




  “But, Mother, you never even hinted—”




  “I hope I know better than to cast off my own child,” said Mother.




  “I could have got a job, learnt shorthand or something.”




  “Shorthand? My dear Alice, have you no sense of what’s owing to your mother?”




  Sometimes she wondered whether, supposing she had got married, would Potty Bellenger really have proposed? He seemed to get along so remarkably well without marriage. “If I’d been a

  man,” Alice reflected, “I wouldn’t marry anyone. I’d flit like a bee from flower to flower.”




  Anyway, what it all added up to was that there wasn’t a relation who would leave them a stiver. Most of them were dead anyway, and those who weren’t dead had gone to live abroad and

  were dead in another sense. The only one living was Miss Agatha Wells, who was practically as old as Mrs. Hunter, and had been in a nursing home for years.




  “Poor Agatha!” Mother used to say. “She was never quite compos mentis.”




  “Didn’t she have a disappointment of the heart?” asked kind Alice. “Someone who died on the way out to India?”




  “When we were young,” said Mother, “all gels of good feeling who hadn’t got themselves a husband by the time they were thirty had someone who died on the way out to

  India. You’re more fortunate. You can say it was the war—the 1914 war, of course.”




  “Of course,” agreed Alice, grateful that Mother hadn’t said the Boer War, as she might have done in some of her moods.




  And now it appeared that Miss Wells had died at last, and in her will left her money to Mother or, should she have predeceased her, to Mother’s daughter, Alice. She had died in Bath, and

  it was from Bath that the lawyer, Mr. Finnemore, wrote to say that he would be glad to have Miss Hunter’s instructions, either through her own man of affairs or direct. Alice sat for a long

  time staring at the paper as if she feared that the mere act of lifting her eyes would cause it to disappear. After a time she laid it deliberately on the table and went over to the window. She

  stared out while she counted 500. Then she turned her head quickly. The letter was still there and it still said the same thing. Now that she could accept the legacy as a fact Miss Hunter’s

  heart began to beat like a piston. Faster and faster it went till she felt dizzy. She was reminded of the occasion—oh, years and years ago, when she really had been quite a gel, and she had

  been lent a bicycle and began to descend a hill. The machine went faster and faster and she knew that presently it was going to turn over and she would perhaps be killed. Afterwards, when it had

  turned over, though she wasn’t killed, only ruined a pair of stockings and torn a great rent in her coat, Mrs. Hunter had said, “Why not test the brakes before starting downhill?”

  and Alice had dropped her eyes, not daring to confess she had forgotten the brakes’ existence. Well, that’s how it was now, only this time there really weren’t any brakes. She

  felt so dizzy she had to sit down, her eyes still on the letter and when she looked up she found her landlady, Mrs. Brownlow, on the threshold.




  “Is anything wrong, Miss Hunter?” asked Mrs. Brownlow crisply. “You don’t feel faint or anything? I’ve often wondered if you suffer from high blood

  pressure.”




  “Oh, no,” said Alice Hunter faintly. “No, I’m sure I don’t. It’s just—”




  Then she noticed the letter in her hand and made a futile attempt to conceal it.




  But a hawk had nothing on Mrs. Brownlow when it came to seeing things that would much rather remain invisible.




  “Not bad news, I trust.”




  “No, no. No, of course not.” She rose spasmodically and jerked over to the window. “They’re making a lot of noise rebuilding those houses opposite,” she suggested.

  She hadn’t noticed the noise really, but she had to say something to distract her landlady’s attention.




  Mrs. Brownlow had drawn her own conclusions. Poor old so-and-so, she looked properly upset, and seeing it couldn’t be anything to do with a man it stood to reason it must be money. She had

  caught a glimpse of the letter, an official sheet, no doubt from a lawyer. Everybody’s income was shrinking and nothing was paying like it should; but Mrs. Brownlow had no intention of

  letting her lodger add herself to the list of non-payers. Oh, she hadn’t a doubt what had happened. The old geezer, whoever he might be, who looked after Miss Hunter’s affairs, had

  written to tell her of a drop in income; and drops in income generally meant delay in payments, and after all everybody’s human and no one’s in the business for their health. So she

  said composedly, “That’s a good thing, isn’t it? As a matter of fact, I came up to say I find myself in a bit of a tight place.”




  Up came Miss Hunter’s head; her eyes widened with alarm. Was it possible that Mrs. Brownlow had somehow managed to open the letter and scan the contents and then reseal it so skilfully

  that she, Alice Hunter, hadn’t noticed? Or had she witch-like qualities (quite a number of landladies had, in Alice’s experience) and knew about the legacy and meant to try and borrow

  something—bite her ear, as that amusing major Mother had met at Bournemouth used to say? He’d seemed quite taken till he realised Mother lived on an annuity, and the only

  “real” money was Alice’s from a dead-and-gone godmother—but that was irrelevant.




  “The fact is,” Mrs. Brownlow continued, her sharp little eyes taking in every change in poor Alice’s expression, and, as it happened, misinterpreting them all, “my

  sister’s eldest girl, the sister that lives in the north that is, is coming to London to work and my sister’s written to know if I can have her here. Well, you don’t like to

  refuse your sister, but, of course, the house is full, and—well, the long and the short of it is I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you for this room, Miss Hunter. Deirdre, that’s

  my sister’s girl, is coming at the week-end, so if you could make it convenient to go then . . .”




  “Well, of course,” said Miss Hunter, “I’ll probably be going to-morrow. This news—”




  She wondered why she hadn’t thought of it at once. Naturally she wouldn’t want to stay here when she was an heiress. In fact, she wouldn’t stay in London at all. She’d go

  to Bath and see Mr. Finnemore, and she’d start a new life in new surroundings. She hated London, had always hated it for that matter, and now she’d make a clean sweep.

  “Yes,” she repeated, standing up. “It will be perfectly convenient.” And, with a courage she’d never have had in the ordinary way, she pointed out a few of the

  room’s defections—some paper peeling from the ceiling, a weak place in the carpet, a cracked window-pane. Mrs. Brownlow was furious.




  “If you wasn’t satisfied I wonder you stayed,” she said.




  “No,” agreed Alice with a courage that staggered her. “I wasn’t satisfied, but till to-day I couldn’t afford anything better.”




  Mrs. Brownlow began to think that perhaps she was mistaken. The letter had contained good news.




  “I’m sure,” said she in a sycophantic voice, “I’m glad of your change of fortune.”




  But to Alice Mrs. Brownlow already belonged to the past. She remembered how years ago, during her High Church phase, she had learned to pray for a happy death. It was like that now. A happy

  death to past humiliations, to poverty, to a sense of being superfluous to life. An heiress, as she saw herself to be, could never be superfluous.




  After Mrs. Brownlow had reluctantly left her, she began to hurry round the room making mental notes of what she would take with her. This happened every time she moved house. She would spend

  hours, literally hours, wondering if this time she shouldn’t dispense with this or that ornament, that garment she hadn’t worn literally for years, a little cushion, a pair of slippers.

  . . . But in the end she always took them on the ground that they might come in useful. The fact was, she was so poor she couldn’t bear to part with anything; and she had no great

  intellectual treasures to compensate her for the mean way in which she was compelled to live. To-day, however, she felt as though a door had opened in front of her. Recklessly she discarded the Box

  of Buttons—for years and years she had never thrown any garment away without first removing the buttons; the odds and ends of wool belonging to dead and gone jumpers (One day I may have

  another jumper just this shade, she would argue with herself, returning the little twist to her work-box), the collection of Christmas cards also going back for years and years that she was always

  going to make into scrap-books for the poor when she had time—and a scrap-book—and a pot of paste. There were old letters and receipts older still; there were picture postcards and

  envelopes that could be patched up and used again; there were odd stockings that might in an emergency be paired together and worn “in the house”; there were little glass bottles that

  had held aspirin and cascara sagrada tablets and sodamint that she could never quite bring herself to throw away; and little cardboard boxes and bits of brown paper and ends of string. What

  she’d have done without the trunk one simply can’t imagine. She had a magnificent turn-out, recklessly scrapping everything, as if with all this flotsam and jetsam she severed the links

  binding her to the drab, uneventful past. (As for what the dustman would say when he called on Monday and found these boxes and rubbish that would fortunately be Mrs. Brownlow’s concern.)




  When she had the room looking like a salvage dump she found a cheap writing-pad and a pencil and sat down to make notes. She was a great note-taker; she never went out without first
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  or whatever trifles she intended to purchase—on a bit of paper. Now her list grew under her shaking fingers. She was so afraid she might forget something, though how she

  could do this when she had only the one room—comfortable divan room, bathroom on same floor—(she’d never risen to h. & c. basin)—cooking facilities (a gas

  ring)—was difficult to understand. Still, it gave her a sense of confidence. And to-day in addition it gave her a sense of delight. The list completed, she began systematically to empty her

  drawers and cupboards, laying everything out on the bed, and putting a tick against each article or garment as it was brought from its hiding-place. She was about half-way through when it occurred

  to her—and really, what a wool-gatherer she was becoming, Anno Domini she chaffed herself, happily—that she hadn’t yet answered the lawyer’s letter, so she put the

  list down and routed out the typewriter she had bought through an advertisement after Mother’s death, day-dreaming of surprising the world with a wonderful novel, (My dear, have you read

  Love Lies Bleeding by A. Hunter? So penetrating! So witty! How that author knows the human heart!)—and wrote to Mr. Finnemore that she had received his letter, and proposed to come

  to Bath in person (underlined); that, having previously had no affairs, she had not acquired anyone to look after them, that she was sure they—meaning he and she—could manage everything

  perfectly between them, that she was giving up her London apartments, and perhaps he could recommend an hotel. She proposed to settle in Bath, having, she assured him sedately, no London ties. She

  added that she would bring all the requisite documents, birth certificates, self and mother, baptismal certificate (self), burial certificate and copy of death certificate (mother), identity card,

  Post Office Savings Book, ration book and cheque book (all, naturally, for self), and her mother’s prayerbook, which would, she concluded blissfully, settle the matter of identity. (When Mr.

  Finnemore received this letter, he not unnaturally remarked, “Old Miss Wells wasn’t the only one who was non compos mentis, it seems. Must be a family failing.”)




  Then she signed and sealed the letter, and went down to the post with it, carefully locking her door and taking the key with her. Landladies and servants, Mother used to say, are Never To Be

  Trusted. And it is wrong to Put Temptation In Their Way. Mother had a habit of speaking in capitals that was impressive till you got used to it, when it became a whale of a bore, and she certainly

  lived up to her beliefs. You might have expected landladies and servants to detest her in consequence, but they were far more respectful to her than to kindhearted, frightened, would-be friendly

  Miss Hunter. “What’s she trying to nose out?” was their reaction when she assumed interest in them and their lives. The pillar-box was at the corner, so she was soon back again,

  and went on ticking off the items on her list. This carried her on till the evening when she had a boiled egg (and HOW fortunate she had kept it, it seemed to set the seal on this exciting day).

  When she had eaten it and cleared away the debris and decided she wouldn’t have the wireless to-night—a programme about Central Europe and then someone speaking on recent developments

  in science, which was very clever and no doubt reflected credit on the scientists but somehow always seemed to add one more factor to the insecurity of existence—she decided to go to bed. Of

  course, before she could do this she had to clear the coverlet of the piles of clothes, etc., she had amassed, so she had a nice time putting them all back in their original drawers and cupboards

  and when the room was as neat as the proverbial New Pin she got into bed with a teacupful of warm milk and lay awake for hours and hours dreaming of a future that should compensate utterly for all

  the dreary, unrewarding past.




  







  Chapter Two




  DURING THE NEXT twenty-four hours Miss Hunter contrived to avoid a tête-à-tête with the landlady, who was devoured by curiosity and

  wondering how she could undo the harm she had wrought and keep this erstwhile boring elderly woman under her roof. For there could be no doubt about it, the news in the mysterious letter had been

  good, not bad. She had a pass key and even stooped to entering Miss Hunter’s room when the tenant was out, and looking quickly round for a trace of the communication, but Miss Hunter had

  thought of this possibility and she carried the letter, together with a carbon copy of her own reply, which she had made to prove that she was a good business woman and so impress Mr. Finnemore

  with her potentialities, everywhere she went. She thought Mr. Finnemore would answer by return of post but, of course, lawyers don’t do that kind of thing, and by the time his reply was

  typed, signed and posted, urging the legatee to make no rash move, warning her that Bath was very full and assuring her that all their business could very well be carried out by letter, she had

  opened her grizzled wings and flown.




  Mrs. Brownlow, realising that she had meant what she said, was in constant attendance. Perhaps, she suggested, she could help in some way—labels now. Had Miss Hunter got any labels? There

  should be stick-ons as well as tie-ons, everybody knew how careless the railways were nowadays—she had some labels downstairs that would be the very thing—but Miss Hunter said she had

  all the labels she needed, thank you.




  “I’ll send the girl for a taxi,” said Mrs. Brownlow, showing her Bevans in a broad white grin. But Miss Hunter said she had arranged for a car to collect her

  things—drivers of hired cars never made trouble over luggage as taxi-drivers did. Why, they (taxi-drivers) had been known to refuse to handle baggage on the ground that, should they sustain

  any injury in consequence, they wouldn’t be liable for industrial injury payments. Drivers of hired cars, explained Miss Hunter, as though she hired such cars every week of her life, expected

  to help.




  When the time for the car arrived Mrs. Brownlow pointed out anxiously that the trunk was still unlabelled.




  “You can’t take that in the carriage with you,” she said.




  “I have the labels in my bag,” returned Alice quickly, “I shall tie them on when I reach the station. I think that is safest.”




  Mrs. Brownlow realised that she had lost. “I’m sure,” said she, drawing herself erect and looking for all the world like a long black needle with a little billiard-ball trimmed

  with straight iron-grey hair atop, “I’m sure I was never one to be curious. All the same, it does seem to me sinister when a person can’t even let it be known where

  she’s going. I mean—”




  Miss Hunter’s patience, which had been brittle for some days, here snapped completely.




  “I am not in the least interested in what you mean, Mrs. Brownlow. I never have been. As for not being curious—all I can say is you know remarkably little about yourself if you

  really believe that. I have never known anyone more so. In fact”—here her imagination took full control and rushed her on like a runaway horse—“one of the reasons why I have

  had so few letters during my stay here is that I don’t care to have my correspondence examined in detail by a third party before I receive it.”




  Mrs. Brownlow blew up. She said she’d a good mind to call the police, there was a law of libel, wasn’t there? As for herself, it was only her kindness of heart that had made her keep

  Miss Hunter as long as she had. Other people—ladies insisted Mrs. Brownlow significantly—had been satisfied enough. And people with nothing to hide didn’t go having their

  letters sent to accommodation addresses. “We all know what that means,” flared Mrs. Brownlow. Alice, a little afraid of the storm she had called up, nevertheless stuck gallantly to her

  guns.




  “If I should be asked,” she stated, “I shall NOT say I have been comfortable here. Nor is the service at all satisfactory. Two of my teacups have been broken, and I

  have missed some of my sugar—”




  Here fortunately the car arrived and Miss Hunter went into the hall to meet the driver and warn him that there would be some heavy luggage; she looked a little apprehensive but he made no ado at

  all about the trunk, and got it down the stairs and into the car without any help or fuss. As Mrs. Brownlow’s girl had chosen that day to walk out of her job without notice and hitch-hike to

  the seaside with a friendly lorry-driver, this saved a lot of trouble. And though the landlady, looking pointedly in the opposite direction, tried to hear where the car was going she didn’t

  succeed. So that, so far as Miss Hunter was concerned, she might have been setting out for the North Pole.




  That very morning Miss Hunter had endured agonies of apprehension. The car would forget to come, there would be trouble over the trunk, the car, if it did come, would break down, the driver

  would be insolent, she would open her bag and find she had left her purse behind, she would lose her tickets, miss her train, find there were no seats available. But none of these things happened.

  Everything went like clockwork; the car arrived at Paddington a good twenty minutes before the train went out, porters were affable and reassuring, everyone seemed satisfied with the tips she

  distributed, she got a corner seat in an empty carriage, the sun came out—and as the train drew away from the station, taking her and the trunk that was practically decorated with labels,

  Alice Hunter’s heart rose like a bird, and she knew that her whole life was going to change from this very day.




  And how right she was!




  She had congratulated herself too soon. The train had only just drawn clear of the platform when her privacy was invaded. The intruder came marching resolutely up the corridor,

  slid the door open and walked in. If people are made in pairs you might have said this was Miss Hunter’s vis-à-vis. Not that they were particularly alike in appearance, except

  that to the casual eye most elderly women look pretty similar. But Miss Hunter knew her at once; she had seen her like in a dozen boarding and lodging houses. A utility suit, a little creased and

  bulged by the shape of the wearer, a sensible anonymous hat, black shoes and lightish rayon stockings, dark fabric gloves. You saw such people everywhere; St. Joachim’s Guild had been full of

  them, and their history was much the same as hers.




  The stranger seated herself opposite Miss Hunter. She wore a utility dark-grey costume (they both called it costume), a blue hat with a little wing—Miss Hunter’s had a

  ribbon—black lace shoes—Alice’s were brown but they looked much the same—she carried The Daily Sketch where Alice carried the Mail, she had the same

  sensible sort of handbag, the same sort of face innocent of anything but a dab of powder. She even spoke in much the same voice.




  The first thing she said startled Alice. “You don’t mind me coming in, I hope?”




  Alice felt herself turn crimson. The fact was she did mind, thinking, Surely there are plenty of other carriages—and most of them, as she had seen, were empty.




  She said untruthfully, “No, no,” in agitated tones, and the newcomer explained, “Never like travelling quite alone. Sounds absurd, of course, but the things you hear nowadays .

  . . You’re not safe, at any age, and though they point out there’s a communication cord how can you be sure you’d be able to reach it?”




  “Dear me,” said Miss Hunter, who had never visualised anything so dramatic. “I hadn’t thought . . . But surely one would never attract attention—I mean, train

  brigands would look for people in fur coats and—and crocodile shoes. (Crocodile shoes, they’d told her at Burtons, where she always went for hers, were nineteen pounds, one shilling;

  they blamed it on to purchase tax.)




  “You can never be sure,” said her companion. “When I was with Lady Rivers—she had a thing about travelling—we kept a scrap-book of assaults on women, and it was

  surprising how often they weren’t rich or young or beautiful.” She laughed dryly. “Rum Old Girls, Lady Rivers used to call them. She said there’s a preponderance of lunatics

  in the country these days—in the world generally, come to that.”




  Miss Hunter agreed. “All this atom bomb mania!” Meaning that only lunatics would have wanted to discover or invent or whatever the right word was anything so dangerous and inhuman as

  an atom bomb.




  “Quite. What Lady Rivers meant was that you can’t expect lunatics to act logically. Suppose you have a homicidal mania.” She looked at Miss Hunter intently as though she might

  even suspect her of possessing this horrid trait. “What you want is blood, isn’t it? It doesn’t have to be blue blood or young blood or hot blood—just blood. Well, you and I

  have blood just like anybody else.”




  Involuntarily Miss Hunter glanced up at the communication cord. The stranger was right. For someone on the dumpy side, with short arms, it might be difficult to snatch it at the requisite

  moment.




  “So,” wound up her companion placidly, “I always walk through a train till I see a carriage with someone else in it. Now,” she continued, warming to her task,

  “suppose Someone Doubtful got in and Trouble Ensued, one of us could pull the cord while the other engaged the villain. A sound argument, don’t you think?”




  “Very sound,” agreed Alice. “I never thought—”




  “Perhaps you don’t travel a great deal.”




  “As a matter of fact, I haven’t to date, but I’m hoping—”




  The newcomer ran a thoughtful eye over Alice’s general get-up.




  “Going after a vacancy?” she inquired.




  Alice’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “A vacancy?”




  “A situation, if you prefer it that way. Oh, you needn’t mind telling me. I’m on the same lay myself, and we Old Girls can always recognise each other.”




  “You mean, you are a lady’s companion?”




  The other nodded. “Freke’s the name,” she said. “Laura Freke. I know every kind of employer there is. The old lady whose own children can’t put up with her but

  assure you she’s the easiest creature on earth; the old gentleman who wants someone with a little nursing experience—he always turns out to be a screw loose; the woman who has a

  delicate daughter who needs a little bright companionship—she’s worse than the old gentleman; the busy Committee woman who spends her time improving the lot of the downtrodden and never

  remembers that charity begins at home. Of course, some of them are all right, and no one knows better than I what a nuisance a companion is. Housekeepers don’t see why they should wait on

  them, and wouldn’t dream of being civil; if there’s a nurse on the premises she assumes the companion’s there to push the bath-chair and listen to her—the

  nurse’s—love-affairs. Nurses, you’ll find, probably always have found, are perpetually pursued by men from Liverpool to London; I can only suppose they spend all their spare time

  making up love stories for themselves. The only kind of employer I’ve not yet come across,” wound up Miss Freke, “is the sort you read about in Jessica’s Companion

  and All For Love, who die at the end of the book and leave their money to their companions. I’ve been on this lay for twenty years and all I’ve ever got out of it has been a

  work-box and a brooch nobody else wanted, and a choice of the dear departed’s older clothes. They never offer you her fur coat, of course, or even her handbag, not if it’s a good one.

  And I dare say your story’s just the same as mine.”




  It was quite extraordinary, reflected Alice, that the fact of becoming an heiress had apparently had no outward effect at all. Cain had been surprised not to find a mark on his forehead—or

  perhaps it was the other people who had been surprised—to show he was a murderer, different from everyone else. On the morning after getting Mr. Finnemore’s letter Alice had looked at

  herself very carefully in the glass and had been a little shocked to see that she looked no different from the morning before. When she went to the local shops she hesitated at each counter,

  anticipating some staggered comment, but no one paid her any attention except the people waiting behind her, who began to call their orders over her shoulder by way of a hint.
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