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  It was the first day of spring, not only by the calendar hanging on Con Gardiner’s wall, but also by Nature’s calendar which was usually less reliable. Everywhere

  twigs and boughs were tipped with green, the scillas in a neighbour’s window-box showed bravely blue and there was scarcely a window that didn’t show a plant in a pot, a daffodil or

  hyacinth. As Con came out of his flat and turned towards the Live and Let Live where he dined six nights out of seven he saw there were gulls sitting along the chimney-stacks, reminding him of the

  storks he had seen in Austria—oh years and years ago in a different world. The world to-night seemed to be touched with a kind of magic; even the old woman from the house opposite who was

  walking the animal known as Dog, seemed to realise some change in the air, and Con for the first time understood that once she had been a young girl, and the dog, who walked as if on four grey

  pokers, had once gambolled and chased a ball and crept out at night on his own secret business.




  A promise of coming rain made the air deliciously soft, and he could smell spring in the burgeoning plane trees all along the pavement. Burgeoning, he repeated to himself—a rich

  extravagant word indicative of a reckless hope. On such an evening it seemed as though for him, too, life must suddenly fling open the doors and invite him in. He was only thirty and it was absurd

  to imagine that everything of importance that was to happen to him had happened already, that the rest of existence would be like sitting in a cinema, watching the same film go round and round,

  gradually getting fainter until presently the lights would go out and the show would be over for good.




  At the Live and Let Live they all knew him—Lucie, the girl behind the bar that was already filling up, Belotti the little dark manager, all the girls in the dining-room, Nora and May, the

  Irish sisters, Mrs. Waters, who had come down in life through an unfortunate marriage, Alice who looked consumptive and Shirley, who made eyes at all the men to give them pleasure, they all smiled

  at Con.




  ‘Evening, Mr. Gardiner. Quite like spring, isn’t it?’




  Belotti came to pull out his chair and Nora whispered quickly, ‘Pass up the duck, Mr. Gardiner. Mixed grill’s the best thing on the menu to-night.’




  He felt at home here, the only place really where he did feel at home. His flat—one large room with bath, service and breakfast provided—was no more than a perching-place. And the

  office where he spent all his days in dreary legal business, the sort that deals with property and wills, was no more than a way of earning his bread. His private life seemed to have stopped five

  years ago; he had stopped living as dwarfs stop growing.




  He ordered soused herring and for the first time in years recalled the past without a sense of despair. It wasn’t fair to Meriel to hold her responsible for what had happened to him;

  she’d been very young when they became engaged and he supposed the war and his own unforgettable experiences in it had changed him into a stranger. And yet—it was his belief in her and

  their love that had kept him sane during those three years in a prison camp, the humiliation, the anguish and the fear. He saw now how absurd it had been to try and make her understand. It had been

  useless, of course.




  ‘Con darling,’ she’d said, looking as shining and untouched as a girl on a Christmas card, ‘the thing for you to do is to try and put all that out of your mind.

  Don’t brood on it. I quite see it was dreadful, but it’s over.’




  He couldn’t make her see it wasn’t so simple as that. Things don’t happen once in time, and that’s the end of them. What has happened once goes on happening for ever, the

  past’s as real as the present; look back and the road hasn’t rolled up behind you, the prison camp was still there, his fear and pain; and his stark disbelief when Meriel told him she

  couldn’t marry him, after all.




  ‘We’ve both changed, Con. We aren’t the people we were four years ago. Life’s progress, not standing still, and certainly not walking backwards.’




  The following year she’d married Bertram Forster, done very well for herself people said. And since then Con had fought shy of girls, couldn’t believe the next one wouldn’t be

  the same as Meriel.




  The soused herring came and was as good as Nora had promised and after the mixed grill he had blue cheese, and Belotti came and talked to him for a few minutes. The room was nearly full now; he

  recognised some of the regulars, waved or nodded to them. They were a solid crowd, business men with their secretaries, elderly residents whose wives couldn’t cope with dinner six nights a

  week, a few women dining in pairs, one or two singles like himself. A few looked as though they’d taken root there and the Day of Judgment would find them plying a vigorous knife and fork and

  discussing business deals as if the Kingdom of Heaven depended on it. As he made his way out through the bar his heart suddenly burnt in his breast, because there, among the sedate couples, the

  chaps with their heads together, the young fellows setting the world in order as he’d done a dozen years ago, he beheld the miracle that happened every now and again, the miracle that was as

  sudden as the spring to revive hope even in his shrivelled heart, two youngsters—nineteen? twenty?—the girl with her hair tied up in a horse-tail, the boy dark and glowing, sitting at a

  small table, hands touching, drinks forgotten, dumb, entranced—love unblemished and without fear. He felt something rend in his heart. Surely it couldn’t all be over for him, the

  singing and the gold. He pushed the door open violently and emerged into the cool, exquisite air.




  An old man was standing by the door offering mimosa. ‘Take some back to the wife,’ he suggested. ‘Only two bob.’




  Con hadn’t a wife, but he bought it just the same; as a young man, no older than that boy in the bar, he’d hitch-hiked through countries where mimosa was as common as laburnum, say,

  in Earl’s Court. Memory came flooding back. Is this all? he was crying as, carrying the mimosa with a scrap of tissue paper round the grey-green leaves and the scent almost lifting him off

  his feet, he turned towards his flat. He’d forgotten his original intention to defeat loneliness at the cinema—it was Lana Turner to-night. Some tide was rising in him that had lain

  sluggish for years. It was the sort of night, he thought, excitement flooding his whole being, when you waited for things to happen.




  What things?




  Your guess was as good as his.




  2




  The girl was standing under the second lamp-post, and she moved forward as he approached. He saw with a sense of surprise that she was going to speak to him. Surely she

  didn’t imagine—it wasn’t that sort of a neighbourhood. She must be very new to the job to suppose she’d even make a living in these streets. A moment later he realised she

  was as new to this sort of thing as he to hope. All the pros. had a certain walk, you couldn’t mistake it, it seemed to come naturally to them, an invitation—a word came into his

  mind—seductive—though they’d never seduced him. And then think of the trouble they took over their appearance, though you might yourself find it depressing to a degree, all that

  eye-shadow and lipstick and artificial lashes; still, it showed they took their profession seriously. This girl wore a carelessly belted green mackintosh with a scarf over her hair, and looked as

  if she’d hardly stopped to powder her nose. And she moved like someone accustomed to walking in sensible shoes, not a stranger to daylight as those others were. The light from the lamp fell

  on her resolute face and he saw that she was quite young, twenty-two perhaps, but there was a hint of desperation there, and he felt his heart quiver. Already, without a word spoken, he was aware

  of a link, two people in desperate straits but not defeated—that was it, not defeated.




  She moved with a boyish slouch that contrived somehow to be graceful, had an olive skin and grey eyes with long silky black lashes, and she hadn’t plucked her eyebrows.




  Her voice gave him a fresh sense of surprise—of pleasure, too. It was a deep husky drawl, no whine, no harsh confidence, nothing arrogant or cajoling; and she didn’t waste her

  words.




  ‘I say,’ she said, planting herself in front of him. ‘Will you lend me a pound?’




  The request was so startling that he gasped out, ‘Why on earth should I?’ before he could stop himself.




  ‘Because I need it, of course. Do you suppose I’m doing this for fun?’ There was a note of scorn in the attractive voice. ‘A woman I asked told me my best bet was to hang

  about near the Live and Let Live and catch some man alone who’d just dined. She said they were always more generous then.’




  ‘Why a pound?’ he asked curiously. What on earth could you do with a pound these days? He was pretty sure she wasn’t asking simply because she wanted something to eat. She

  looked harassed but not starving.




  ‘If I have a pound I know where I can get a bed for the night,’ she told him eagerly. ‘It may be the first day of spring, but it’s still jolly cold for sleeping

  out.’




  ‘But why should you? I mean, haven’t you got a home.’ How mean he sounded, and yet all he wanted was to keep her there; once she moved off he’d be immured again in the

  prison of his loneliness. He remembered the young couple in the bar, and his heart was racing.




  ‘Not any more. Oh, come on, I don’t suppose a pound means a lot to you. It’s not that I’m really a beggar, but I left all my money in the flat—and I can’t go

  back.’




  She had a red leather bag slung from her shoulder, and she opened it, frank as a child, to show him an empty wallet.




  ‘I was in such a hurry I forgot. But it doesn’t matter really, if only I can tide myself over till to-morrow.’




  ‘What happens to-morrow?’




  ‘Oh, I can get a job.’




  ‘You sound very sure.’




  ‘Anybody can get work who really wants it,’ she told him, triumphant in her confident youth. ‘And I’m not particular what I do. I mean, I can cook after a fashion, well

  no, perhaps that wouldn’t be a very good idea, but I could look after children, or wheel out some old body who’s no more than ninepence in the shilling. There’s not much

  competition for that sort of thing.’




  ‘But you’d need a reference,’ he pointed out, forgetting his own troubles in the warmth of her companionship.




  ‘Should I? Well, I suppose I could write myself one.’




  ‘That wouldn’t be legal.’




  ‘Why not? I shouldn’t be getting the job in my own name, of course, so if I recommended myself as having been employed by Mrs. Graves no one would be any the wiser. Anyway, I daresay

  lots of people don’t fuss, they’re too keen to get anyone.’




  He had begun to walk slowly up Redman Street, his hand on her elbow. He couldn’t remember when he touched her, but somehow it seemed natural enough, and she didn’t appear to think it

  odd, either.




  ‘Where is—was—your home?’




  ‘What a lot of questions you ask. Morris House, Morris Street, though I don’t see what it is to do with you. I’m free, white and twenty-one, and have a perfect right to leave

  home if I want to.’




  It seemed to him a remarkably inefficient flight, no money and apparently no luggage. The situation was as fishy as the soused herring.




  ‘Haven’t you got a husband?’ he asked abruptly.




  ‘That’s just my trouble.’




  ‘Oh! Well, as you’ve just reminded me, you’re a free agent, but—I’m older than you—and young married women living apart don’t have a very easy

  time.’




  ‘Young married women living with their husbands have hell.’




  He couldn’t find anything to say to that and began to feel for his wallet. When she saw this the girl said, and for the first time there was a note of strain in her voice, ‘I did

  make it clear, I hope, that this is only a loan. I mean, there’s no question of payment for value received. I shall send it back the first minute I can.’




  ‘Look here,’ said Con, surrendering completely to the situation, ‘a pound won’t see you far. Why don’t you let me make it a fiver?’




  ‘Because, as I told you just now, I intend to pay it back, and it’s five times as difficult to repay five pounds as one. Anyway, I don’t need more than one. I know of a place

  in Knowles Square, on the corner, where I can get a room for fourteen-and-six, with breakfast. That’ll tide me over till the morning and in the morning I shall look for a job.’




  ‘You sound very sure, but you mightn’t get one right away . . .’




  ‘You sound as prissy as a maiden aunt,’ she retorted, frankly. ‘In fact, far more prissy than my aunt ever was. And don’t suggest I might go to her, because I

  couldn’t, short of committing suicide, and not even to please Toby do I intend to do that.’




  ‘I take it Toby is your husband?’




  ‘Let me try and guess your name,’ she gibed gently. ‘Sherlock Holmes?’




  He felt himself colour, and anger stirred in him. ‘Why I should worry about you I can’t imagine,’ he began, and she exclaimed, in surprise, ‘Why, you’re not, are

  you?’




  ‘Yes, I am. Absurd, isn’t it? You so obviously can look after yourself. All the same—you’re certain this place in Knowles Square is all right?’




  Her hand slipped through his arm.




  ‘Sorry I laughed at you. Goodness knows I haven’t much to laugh about. Yes, it’s all right. I used to stay there with Aunt Laura before I married. Mrs. Ryrie will remember Aunt

  Laura even if she doesn’t remember me. For her sake, she’d probably have given me a bed for nothing, but I couldn’t ask her, really, I couldn’t. I know I’ve come down

  in the world a lot since I married Toby, but even so I draw the line somewhere. It’s her bread-and-butter and I don’t suppose things are any easier for her these days than for anyone

  else. I asked you for the pound,’ she added innocently, ‘because I thought you didn’t have a married look. Are you married?’




  He shook his head. ‘No.’




  ‘I thought not. You can generally tell. I didn’t want to make trouble for you, and wives . . .’ She paused. ‘Not that life’s all sack and sugar for wives. I should

  know. As a matter of fact, I did think of a station waiting-room, but they lock them up about midnight, I believe, and I don’t want to be picked up by the police for loitering with intent,

  whatever that may mean. I know they say people with clear consciences aren’t afraid of the police, but all I can suppose is there can’t be many clear consciences in the

  country.’




  He took out three or four pound notes and tried to push them into her hand.




  ‘I told you,’ she began to sound angry, ‘I only want one. By the way, what’s your name? Is it all right if I post the money back?’




  He told her—Con Gardiner—‘I live here,’ he added, as they reached the bombed site on the corner of Devon Street.




  ‘What—in a tree?’




  ‘Of course not. No. 16. That’s my flat on the first floor. Mrs. Fairfax is always reminding me it’s the best flat in the house.’




  She laughed. ‘You sound like someone in charge of an Ideal Homes stall. Personally I can’t see it matters much where you live, only who you live with.’




  ‘I live alone.’




  ‘Then I hope you like yourself. Anyway, it has its points.’




  He made a last desperate effort. ‘If you change your mind in the morning—things look so different in the morning—don’t be too proud to—to go back,’ he urged

  her.




  She stared. ‘Who are you really? The Moral Welfare Officer or P.C. 49 in plain clothes? Listen. I married a heel. I don’t blame myself for that. I was nineteen at the time and I

  thought he was wonderful. About five hundred other girls also thought he was wonderful. Where I was different from the others was that I stood out for marriage. Toby roared when I suggested it.

  “What’s wrong with marriage?” he repeated. “Try it and see.” That ought to have warned me, but it didn’t. The Archangel Gabriel couldn’t have

  persuaded me Toby was no good. I was over the moon with love. Aunt Laura had died a few months earlier, I was independent.’




  ‘Wasn’t there anyone else to pull the wool from over your eyes?’




  ‘I wouldn’t have thanked them,’ she said, simply. ‘You don’t know Toby. He’s the world’s charmer. Even you, who are so buttoned-up and—and

  precise, would find him irresistible at first. He only has to go into a room for everyone to want to do something for him—lend him a house or act as banker or have him as a permanent unpaying

  guest. And the answer’s simple—charm. Lots of people have it, but in Toby’s case it’s a profession. It keeps working hours; when there’s nothing to be gained by it he

  switches it off, as you switch off a light when you leave a room. And then there’s nothing but darkness. It’s like that with him. When the light’s out—and for me it went out

  a long time ago—there’s only darkness there.’




  ‘But’—he hesitated—‘I mean, I don’t want to seem curious, but what happened to-night, particularly, to screw you up to this?’




  ‘If it hadn’t been to-night it would have been next week or next month. Anyway, it’s not the first time I’ve left him, though I promise you it’ll be the last.

  I’ll never go back to that flat—never, never. The other time I was stupid enough to let him know where I was working and he came round and made the most artistic scene, swore I was his

  one hope, played up his war experiences—no, don’t ask me what they were because I long ago gave up believing a word he says—and old Lady Thingmajigg was horrified—not at

  Toby but at me.’ Suddenly her young warm voice changed, became brittle and thin. ‘It passes my comprehension how you could abandon a man who has been through the furnace. We must all be

  prepared to pay our share of the tragedy of war, those of us who were fortunate enough only to see it from afar . . .!’ She broke off, her voice changing again. ‘She saw it from a place

  on the West Coast where they never even heard a bomb. Anyway, that was the end of that job. Back I went with Toby like a lamb to the slaughter (though he’d tell you there’s nothing

  particularly lamb-like about me); that was six months ago. Granted I made a fool of myself when I married, it doesn’t seem fair I should have to pay for the rest of my life, does it? Since

  then I’ve had odd jobs that keep us going and I’ve a tiny income from Aunt Laura—you’ve forgotten your note-book, haven’t you?’




  ‘My note-book?’




  ‘Oughtn’t you to be taking all this down? Suppose you’re asked questions later?’




  ‘Who’s likely to ask me?’




  ‘Toby might.’




  ‘Do you seriously imagine I’m likely . . .’




  She half-stamped her foot in exasperation. ‘You don’t know Toby. If you did, you wouldn’t waste time asking all these silly questions. As for why I left him to-night—he

  said, as if I were his slave or his pet dog or something, “Go round to the Hat and Feather at six-thirty and let Gerry know I shan’t be coming along till a bit later. Remember, this may

  mean a lot to us and forget all about your Lady Clara Vere de Vere act. Be nice to him. Understand?” I understood all right, and if you knew Toby as I know Toby you’d understand too. I

  told him when I’d sunk that low I’d prefer to choose my own men, and what did he think I was? He began to tell me and I paid him back twenty shillings in the pound—I should think

  we could have been heard at Piccadilly Circus. It’s wonderful what good memories people have when the occasion demands it. Then he said perhaps I wouldn’t mind seeing him in gaol, and I

  said, short of a coffin, there was no place where I’d sooner see him. And then I came away in such a hurry I forgot my purse. Quite a sordid little story, isn’t it?’




  They were so close he could feel the shudder that ran through her; he was shaking, too, partly with fury at the unknown Toby but mainly with a sense of excitement because for the first time for

  five years he felt himself part of a pattern, though he had not the faintest notion then what that pattern would prove to be.




  ‘Speaking as a lawyer,’—he began, but she clearly wasn’t listening to his advice.




  He pushed the pound note towards her and she took it with trembling fingers and folded it small and pushed it into her bag.




  ‘Is that what you are? I should have guessed. All that good advice.’ She laughed, a pretty good imitation of the real thing. ‘Thank Heaven I met you when I did. Some of the

  others I met first seemed to think this was Bargain Night. All this lot twenty shillings. I even thought I might go back, but of course I can’t, I can’t.’




  ‘You won’t need to,’ Con pointed out steadily. ‘Remember, my original offer stands. If you want any other help—just a little friendly companionship, say, to remind

  yourself that all men aren’t cut to Toby’s pattern—well, you know where I live.’




  ‘I may take you up on that,’ she said unexpectedly, and his heart began banging about again in the most idiotic fashion.




  ‘You haven’t told me your name,’ he remembered suddenly. ‘At least, you said Mrs. Graves . . .’




  ‘I was christened Charlotte. Aunt Laura always called me Caro.’ She smiled. ‘Sounds like a dog, doesn’t it?’




  ‘I’d like to call you Caro, if I may.’




  ‘Oh!’ She laughed outright then, a sound so deep and innocent, so joyous in spite of her wretched situation, that he felt his own heart lift again. He’d forgotten anyone could

  laugh like that. ‘Then you think this is only a beginning.’




  ‘I felt when I came out as though the whole evening were a beginning, and this time I’d like to see the play through.’




  The gods, they say, sitting aloft, hear our most foolish boasts and aspirations, and sometimes they take us at our word. Sometimes, probably, they don’t even hear. But this was Con’s

  evening. They were listening and they took him at his word, chuckling maliciously, perhaps, thinking, Cocksure young fellow biting off more than he can hope to chew. Well, he’s asked for

  it.




  But as Con remained rooted to the spot, watching the girl move away, he felt a fresh uprush of tenderness; she moved so easily, and at such a good pace, whatever she had suffered that night; her

  step was purposeful.




  ‘She won’t accept the future if it’s not to her liking,’ he reflected. ‘She’s not like me. She intends to mould hers herself.’ The gods might have

  whispered, ‘And how!’




  His heart swelling as though a whole new vista had been revealed as a fog rolled back, he turned sharply. As he did so, the curtains of the ground floor at No. 16 fell softly together. He felt

  shaken with fury. Prying, speculating old eyes—was there no privacy anywhere? And hadn’t he the right to lend a girl a pound? Common-sense said, ‘Be your age. You’ll never

  see that pound again.’ But he gave common-sense the brush-off. This was the first day of spring, on the calendar, in Nature and now in his own heart.
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  Up in his own room he couldn’t settle to anything. He put on the television, but it made no sense, just a lot of capering, gesticulating figures, as meaningless as

  marionettes; he sat staring at them, but all he could see was Caro, Caro walking away from him with her head high, Caro with no luggage, no future and no money except the pound he’d loaned

  her. Ah, but she had herself, and that was a fortune. How he envied her having herself. The wireless was no better; it was the mixture as before, the politicians bickering, cost of living rising,

  trouble in the Far East, uncertainty at home, and (of course) more rain on the way. He twirled the knob. A crooner mourned:




  

    

      

        

          

            Maybe I’m wrong again,




            Trusting in you.


          


        


      


    


  




  Trusting? Was that what it was? Had he, after five years, begun trusting another human being, and that someone of whom he knew nothing at all really, a strange half-savage girl

  suddenly appearing as if from the pavement, asking for a pound to go to a house in Knowles Square? A house in Knowles Square. He knew the part well, went by the corner every day on his way to the

  Underground. It was a cul-de-sac with a block of flats on the other corner, and a typical London garden opposite. The first almond tree of his experience blossomed in Knowles Square every spring;

  he saw it, delicate and dauntless, raising its frail inimitable blossom to the grey skies of the last month of winter. And to-night she, Caro, would be in the house on the corner.




  He started up, switching off the dismal singer, as a new thought struck him. She had said a Mrs. Ryrie had it. Well, she might have done once, but it belonged to a Dr. Goddard now. He saw the

  plate every day, registering the name in the idle manner one does. Dr. Goddard and Dr. Hugh Goddard. Brothers, he’d wondered? Father and son? At all events you could be sure of one thing,

  there’d be no asylum there for a young woman who was escaping from her husband and had nothing—not even a toothbrush—between herself and virtual destitution, except the pound

  he’d loaned her. He looked round, glad of the chance for action. She’d have discovered her mistake by now, be wondering what on earth she could do. Snatching up his hat, he hurried down

  the stairs.




  There was a party on in Dr. Goddard’s house. Lights blazed in all the windows and cars of every type from a lordly Jaguar to an Austin of such ancient vintage you wondered how it stayed on

  the road at all, running-board gone, signals missing, roof patched, were parked all round the Square. He hesitated. It seemed so obvious she wouldn’t have called here.




  She never meant to, jeered a voice in his brain. She bought you for a sucker. Try him for a pound, she decided, don’t ask for more, he might get suspicious, call the police. Englishmen

  hate a fuss, hate to look fools. It’s worth a pound to them to keep their ridiculous dignity. Now fever possessed him; he had to know, had to know—if there ever had been a Mrs. Ryrie

  here, he meant. He found himself on the doorstep, pressing the bell. A girl came running out, so pretty, so young—as young as Caro, but untouched, unscarred, as Meriel had been, as once,

  presumably, Caro had been.




  She smiled. ‘Come in.’




  ‘I—I beg your pardon.’




  ‘Hugh’s somewhere about.’




  ‘I’m afraid—there’s some mistake. I thought—a Mrs. Ryrie used to live here.’




  ‘Ryrie?’ The pretty forehead wrinkled. ‘I never heard the name. Are you sure this was the number?’




  He muttered, ‘The corner house,’ but she shook her bright head.




  ‘We’ve been here for two years. I don’t know who had it before that.’




  She smiled again, and then someone shouted ‘Sally’ and she called back, ‘Coming,’ and then, on an impulse, ‘Well, come in and have a drink anyhow. Daddy might know.

  He’ll be back presently.’




  But he couldn’t stay. Some incomprehensible sense of urgency drove him onwards. He began some laboured explanation, but she wasn’t listening. He came away, passion beating up in his

  blood like a rising wind.




  There was one other way he could prove the truth of her story. We live in Morris House, she’d said, Morris Street. He knew Morris Street; it was the other side of the park. If he

  hadn’t been so—dazzled—wouldn’t it have occurred to him earlier that there was something a bit—odd—about her coming so far to look for help? But he could dispose

  of that one, at least. Naturally, she wouldn’t want to beg in some place where she might be recognised. Besides, if she was honest and truly believed this Mrs. Ryrie still lived in Knowles

  Square . . . He forgot about looking a fool, forgot he’d had a long day and his leg ached if he walked too much on pavements; he clung like mad to the hope that her story was true. And

  it would be easy to prove; he’d only got to find out if there was a man called Graves living in Morris House. Hope still laboured in him like life in a new-born child, an agony and a

  desire.




  Not many people were about; the sky was thick with stars against a black velvet background, as though some celestial jeweller had suddenly tossed out all his stock, letting it fall where it

  pleased, with no sense of order, the whole mass twinkling and glittering, taking your breath away with its beauty. In spite of his limp, he made a good pace, marching up Cornibeare Road, past the

  closed shops and the coffee-stall at the corner, past the Underground Station and the wine shop that seemed to stay open to all hours. Everyone Served, it said, and Whisky For All At Cut Prices, it

  offered. He was followed for some distance by a black and white cat stalking him as though he were some enormous bird it was confident of snaring, but presently he left her behind and there was

  nobody except the man at the all-night garage and the infrequent half-empty buses going up and down from the cinema to the river.




  Morris Street was an off-shoot of a wide handsome terrace, and Morris House was a jerry-built structure with walls so thin you could hear the people in the next flat eating celery. A board in

  the hall said No. 8. Mr. T. Graves. So that part at all events was true. But—how far did that get him, in fact? He had a sudden nightmare vision of her and Toby chuckling and saying,

  ‘Weil, see how many mugs are out to-night.’ He might be simply one of them. What, after all, did he know about her? She said Toby was a crook, but what proof was there that she

  wasn’t as bad? Just his hunch and he hadn’t made such a success of things that that was anything to go on.




  These flats had an unsavoury reputation that matched their shoddy appearance, though in fact they hadn’t been put up so very long ago; even the doorway looked furtive and Con thought the

  policeman on duty gave him an odd glance. There was no night porter and the front door was never locked, which was very convenient for tenants whose professions often took them out at

  unconventional hours. He found himself hurrying up the stairs, like the mechanical man that, once wound up, couldn’t stop, not even when his feet carried him over the edge of the cliff. There

  was a light under the door of No. 8 and he rang the bell violently. If Toby opened the door, what was he going to say? He’d look a bit silly, wouldn’t he? But then, who cared? He could

  think of something, ask for a spurious Mrs. Chapman, pretend it was the wrong flat. But in point of fact he didn’t have to do anything of the kind. Because it wasn’t Toby who opened the

  door but a man in a blue uniform. However the row had ended it must have been serious, because the police had moved in.




  4




  The shock was so great that for a minute he stood, staring, incapable of speech. The police officer was the first to recover.




  ‘Mr. Graves?’ he suggested.




  Con shook his head. ‘No.’ Then, in an uncontrollable burst of fear, he added, ‘What’s going on here? I mean, what are the police doing on the premises?’




  ‘Just our job,’ replied Detective-Sergeant Mason. ‘Well, if you’re not Mr. Graves, were you expecting to see him?’




  ‘I was passing,’ adlibbed Con, ‘and I wondered if Mrs. Graves was in.’




  The other man shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not.’




  The relief was so great that for an instant Con thought he’d fall down. Because when he first saw the policeman the preposterous thought flashed through his mind that in desperation Caro

  had returned and, finding things too much for her, had taken the easy way out. An instant later he was wondering how he could ever have thought of such a thing. She wasn’t the sort that

  throws up the sponge, gives Life best. No, she’d fight back with teeth, nails, anything.




  He thought the officer was eying him oddly.




  ‘You know the household, sir, perhaps?’




  ‘I’ve met Mrs. Graves. I don’t know her husband at all.’




  ‘Ah! That’s a pity.’ The fellow might have been made of granite for all the emotion he displayed.




  ‘Why?’ Con tried to emulate his companion’s cool air.




  ‘We could do with some help.’ He drew the door wider open. ‘Come in, sir.’




  ‘I’ve told you, I can’t . . .’ But even while he protested he found himself walking over the threshold.




  ‘Do you mean you’ve never actually met him?’ the sergeant continued, closing the door.




  ‘Never.’




  ‘So, of course, you wouldn’t know what he looks like.’




  ‘Obviously not. What on earth’s all this leading up to? Has the chap got himself murdered or something?’




  The policeman seemed to freeze and swell at the same time.




  ‘Why did you say that, sir?’




  ‘You’re being so infernally mysterious . . .’




  ‘You said murder.’




  ‘Yes. Well . . .’ He tried to laugh it off, then was suddenly as rigid as his companion. ‘Oh no,’ he said speaking more to himself than to the man beside him. ‘No,

  it can’t be that.’




  He looked about him vaguely. It was a horrible little flat, a narrow passage containing a telephone and a trumpery little table, a couple of rooms opening one left and one

  right—sitting-room and bedroom, he supposed—with doors beyond leading to the inevitable bathroom and kitchenette. The policeman was opening the bedroom door.




  ‘This way, sir.’




  ‘But . . .’ Once again he was like the mechanical man; he followed where the sergeant led. The bedroom was very much what you might expect, a cheap pretentious set in pale wood, a

  low bed, contorted dressing-table with a great bare mirror in which he saw his own stricken face. He looked away and found he was staring at the bed. Someone was lying there, but it wasn’t

  Caro, because the policeman had said Caro wasn’t in the flat. So it had to be Toby, hadn’t it? The officer went past him and turned down the sheet, and still feeling hypnotised Con

  moved nearer. So this, he thought, was Toby, the social pirate, the natural gangster, the man who could charm people as St. Francis had charmed wolves. Only there was something wrong with that

  simile. St. Francis had been a saint and tamed wild beasts. Toby had been a wild beast preying on people who, if not precisely saints, were presumably decent citizens who’d have been a lot

  better off if they’d never met him. Worst of all, he’d preyed on Caro. It didn’t occur to him at this stage that all he knew about Toby was what Caro had told him.




  He heard his own voice say, ‘So that’s Toby?’ and the policeman jumped in with a sharp interjection.




  ‘Toby?’




  ‘Mr. Graves.’




  ‘I thought you didn’t know him.’




  ‘I didn’t. But his wife referred to him like that.’




  ‘You know Mrs. Graves well?’




  Did he? Two hours ago he hadn’t even heard her name; yet already it seemed incredible there had ever been a time when he hadn’t known her.




  ‘Have you seen her recently?’ the officer pursued. ‘By the way, I don’t think you told me your name.’




  ‘I don’t think you asked,’ returned Con, pleasantly. But he supplied it—and the address. No reason why he shouldn’t, was there? The officer repeated his

  question.




  ‘As a matter of fact, I saw her to-night.’




  ‘Really, sir? Where was that?’




  ‘In Redman Street. I was coming back from dinner . . .’




  ‘The lady hadn’t been dining with you?’




  ‘No. I never . . .’




  ‘Yes, sir? You never . . .’




  ‘I was going to say that Mrs. Graves had never dined with me.’




  ‘I see, sir. Did she happen to mention her husband?’




  ‘She said she’d left him in the flat.’




  ‘And—did she give any explanation of her presence on the other side of the Park at—what time would this be?’




  ‘Oh, between eight-thirty and nine. I was in my flat in time to hear the nine o’clock news, and I suppose we may have talked for ten or fifteen minutes.’




  ‘And—I think you said you weren’t expecting to see her?’




  ‘Of course I wasn’t.’
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