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  Chapter One




  “I’VE GOT some research work to do at the British Museum so my wife and I want accommodation in this district.”




  “How long would you be wanting the room for?” the landlady asked. “As it happens I have got a couple of rooms I could let you look at; but of course I’m not keen on

  letting just for a night or two.”




  Arthur Engleton smiled reassuringly. “Good gracious me, no. A night or two would be no use to me. It will take me at least six months to get the material together for my book.”




  “Oh, well, in that case——”




  Mrs. Norris, who owned and managed the Bellmont Private Hotel in Slade Street, Bloomsbury, was considerably impressed by the man standing in her hall.




  She was still old-fashioned enough to think of people in terms of “gentleman” or “not-gentleman.” It is true that a hard school had forced her to classify human beings

  into the even more elemental divisions of payers and non-payers; but she still flew the flag of gentility as bravely as she could, and there was no doubt in her mind that the man now inquiring

  about a room for himself and his wife qualified for the title “gentleman.”




  Admittedly when he opened his mouth to speak you couldn’t help being aware of teeth which obviously needed a visit to the dentist, and there was a certain tremulousness about the movements

  of his hands which was not very convincing, and then there were his clothes which Mrs. Norris, an expert in assessing such things, summed up as a good West End suit racked out now by over-frequent

  daily use and lack of attention; but still, by birth and pedigree, a good suit.




  Mrs. Norris could easily relate all this to the concept which was beginning to form in her mind of a learned man of good birth, a university professor perhaps with a brother a bishop? who was

  engaged in writing one of those fat and, as far as she personally was concerned, useless books for which prolonged attendance at the reading-room of the B.M. was necessary.




  Because decayed teeth, trembling hand and shabby-ing suit didn’t alter the fact that Arthur Engleton had good bones to his face. There was something there. You looked twice at him, and

  what remained with you principally was some quality of the eyes. His brown eyes had an angry vitality in them and a sense of power that left you even on casual acquaintance surprised and faintly

  disturbed.




  “So naturally,” Arthur Engleton said, “if we are going to stay for some time we want to be as comfortable as possible.”




  Mrs. Norris said she saw that. She responded by a slight automatic professional brindling, the instinctive defensive gesture of the harassed landlady.




  “I’m sure we always do our best to make everybody comfortable at the Bellmont,” she said.




  Arthur Engleton said he was sure of it, too, and what rooms were actually available?




  “Well, as it happens, but of course I could only consider it if you wanted it for a long let, my best double room came free this morning.”




  “How very fortunate.”




  “Of course, being what it is it’s the most expensive room in the house——”




  “Could we see it?” Mr. Engleton asked and Mrs. Norris felt almost abashed. He had been too polite to say so but he had certainly implied that the question of money, although no doubt

  it would have to be discussed sometime, was (a) rather ill-bred and (b) not particularly relevant.




  Mrs. Norris’s belief that he might well have a brother a bishop was considerably strengthened and suffered only a very temporary set-back from the sudden glimpse she got of Mrs.

  Engleton’s face.




  Mrs. Engleton, the wife—Mrs. Norris presumed she was really his wife, though of course these days you never could be really sure and so long as they said they were married and

  behaved themselves it was nothing to do with her—had hitherto not said a thing.




  She didn’t say anything now, but for half a second an expression flitted across her handsome face which faintly disturbed Mrs. Norris. She thought she was beginning to get somewhere in her

  assessment of the man, but so far, she had to admit, she didn’t know what to make of the woman with him.




  This merely confirmed a belief to which Mrs. Norris firmly adhered, that it was generally possible, one way or another to get on with a man but that women were always difficult.




  Up in the best room the landlady found that she had to make apologies because the place had not yet been properly tidied after the departure of its previous occupants.




  Arthur Engleton listened and from his expression it might be presumed that he was willing to overlook the matter.




  “It’s a pleasant enough room,” he said, “but on the small side.”




  His wife listened to this criticism without giving away by the flicker of an eyelid what she thought of it.




  “How much do you charge for it?” Mr. Engleton asked.




  Mrs. Norris told them what she charged. She always tried to mention money in a completely toneless voice but she never quite succeeded in keeping a faint hint of aggression out of her words, as

  though she expected a protest about the amount and was prepared instantly to defend it.




  Arthur Engleton didn’t protest about the amount at all; but his wife said:




  “The only thing is it’s right on the road.”




  “It’s the front room,” Mrs. Norris pointed out.




  “Something at the back might be quieter——?”




  “I have a room at the back——”




  If the best front room had been thought “on the small side” what would be the verdict on the back room which really was a bit poky, Mrs. Norris wondered; but no comment was

  made and when she stated the price for it Mr. Engleton merely said:




  “I expect you would like to be paid something in advance, wouldn’t you?” and brought out a note-case comfortably full of notes, many of them, as Mrs. Norris’s sharp eyes

  told her, fivers.




  The sight of that well-stocked case reassured her completely. She was prepared to believe that not only was this man’s brother a bishop but that he was a bishop with a good living.




  She prided herself on knowing when to be “keen” with people and when not.




  “That’s quite all right, Mr. Engleton,” she said, “I always let my guests have their bills each Friday after breakfast and I like to have everything settled the same

  evening.”




  Mr. Engleton smiled his agreement and put his expensive looking note-case back in his pocket. It was one of his most useful properties. It contained at that moment a pound note and two

  ten-shilling notes which, together with about fifteen shillings of change in a trouser pocket, represented pretty well the Engletons’ entire wealth in the world. The “fivers”

  which had so favourably impressed Mrs. Norris were “stage money” which would not have stood up to close inspection but which only half seen and from a few feet away were remarkably

  effective.




  The Engletons’ two large suitcases occupied most of what spare space there was in the room.




  “When my trunk comes on from Oxford,” Arthur Engleton said, “and I get it unpacked you’ll be able to store it somewhere downstairs for us perhaps?”




  “Yes, of course.”




  The door shut behind Mrs. Norris and the man and woman were alone, in another small and shabby room in another small and shabby hotel, living by the usual small and shabby tricks—suddenly

  Jean Engleton saw it all as an unutterably dreary and frightening pattern.




  She lay back on the bed with her hands clasped behind her head and looked incuriously and unexpectantly around.




  She could have written a description of the room without ever opening her eyes in it. Lousy brown wallpaper; Woolworth lampshade; in the corner a cracked basin with ugly plumbing which just

  sufficiently justified the “hot and cold water in every room” slogan outside the front door. She didn’t even have to try the drawers in the chest of drawers to know that they

  would stick and be awkward to open, nor the insufficient wardrobe to be sure that it would be just too narrow for a proper coat-hanger.




  She studied the man who had brought them there as he had brought them to a dozen similar ones beforehand.




  She wasn’t sure now whether she loved him or hated him. And that almost made her laugh until she remembered that the one thing sure—unacknowledged but sure—about the

  relationship between them was that she feared him. At certain times and in certain moods she feared him.




  She reached for her bag and fumbled for a cigarette. She lit it, inhaled with deep content—tobacco meant a lot to her—and watched the blue cloud of smoke swirl up towards the cracked

  plaster of the ceiling.




  Then she dropped her eyes and watched the man again, idly and yet with a sort of intent curiosity; as though suddenly they were nothing to one another and she were looking at a stranger.




  He was forty-three and he was a liar. He was also extremely talented. She thought she had got past the stage of believing in his plans and unfounded hopes; but she hadn’t quite. She never

  would, quite. There was always just enough possibility about the job he expected to land, about the man he was going to contact, to make you believe again. Or was there? Had they perhaps, in this

  fifth-rate private hotel in a side street of Bloomsbury, come to the end?




  Arthur was unpacking, i.e. drawing a bottle of Scotch out of the shabbier of the two cases with infinite caution.




  He held it up to the light to learn the bad news. And it was bad news. The bottle was not more than a third full.




  He poured a fair-sized drink into the thick and unattractive tooth-glass and held it out towards Jean with an inquiring look.




  She shook her head.




  He didn’t pretend to conceal his relief.




  “You must, I suppose?” she said.




  “Yes, I must.” He did so and the tone to his whole system was so immediate and so evident that, watching, the woman didn’t know whether she envied or pitied him.




  “Well, all that passed off in a highly satisfactory manner,” her husband said, now quite cheerful. “We are here. We’re in. Wonderful what the sight of a few fake fivers

  will do. We shall be able to stall at the end of the first week and probably pay something at the end of the second——”




  “Don’t make me laugh.”




  “P.V. must want some reviews done next week; he as good as told me he would.”




  “P.V. only says things like that to get you out of his office.”




  “You’re not very complimentary this morning; and as it happens you are wrong. There’s a distinct possibility that P.V. will give me a permanent job.”




  The very words “permanent job” were so unreal, when related to the way of living to which she was becoming accustomed, that Jean wouldn’t let herself consider them

  seriously.




  Instead she stretched, looked up at the ceiling and said wearily: “Arthur, are we always going on like this?”




  The man lowered himself on to the bed and sat there, the thick glass, with a good taste of neat whisky still in it, in his hand.




  She studied him. A fleck or two of grey showed over his temples. At forty-three, she supposed, it was to be expected. As a matter of fact it would suit Arthur to be grey. He would look almost

  distingushed. She was still sure of it. She was filled suddenly with fury against the lack in him, whatever it was, that had always prevented him from making good.




  “Are we always going on like this?” she repeated.




  He held out his hand without speaking and she gave him a cigarette out of her bag. He never had any of his own.




  “I don’t see why we should,” he said. “Really, I don’t.”




  She was infuriated by his senseless optimism which had a habit of bubbling up at moments when it could least be justified.




  “And in any case,” he continued, “what do you mean by ‘like this’?”




  “For God’s sake, Arthur——”




  “We’re settled here——”




  “Settled!”




  “—for two or three weeks at least. I know I shall get some reviewing during that time and we may well find that we can stay on here indefinitely.”




  “God forbid!”




  “I wonder what the loo is like, and the bathroom. Most hotels in this country are still barbaric in all these things.”




  “There are plenty of places that aren’t barbaric, if you can afford to go to them.”




  Arthur smiled suddenly, a carefree confidential smile that the woman found intensely irritating.




  “Quite true. But I haven’t got any money.”




  “And what’s so funny about that?”




  He jumped off the bed with an abrupt movement and began to walk up and down, a few paces each way only because of the cases, filled with sudden nervous irritation and energy.




  “God almighty, when you think of the half-wits who have got money. Look at P.V. Why, he isn’t even educated. I could do his job on my head in my spare time and they pay him

  fifteen hundred a year.”




  “Will he really give you some reviewing to do next week?”




  “Yes. A whole batch of books. He promised them.”




  “Not that reviewing will do much for us if they only pay you what you say they do for it.”




  “I don’t fix the rates of payment. I only supply what any paper finds it difficult to get these days, first-rate, intelligent reviewing done by somebody who knows what he’s

  talking about.”




  “I wish they’d pay you first-rate, intelligent money for it.”




  “Oddly enough so do I.”




  “Because I can’t go on with this sort of life much longer, Arthur.”




  He turned and looked at her; the cold appraising look of a man taking stock of a piece of property, she thought.




  She didn’t meet his eyes. She disliked those eyes.




  “I think you are being very unreasonable——”




  “Unreasonable! What are you going to tell me? That we are fixed up here for three weeks——”




  “Well, we are, aren’t we.”




  “Three whole weeks before we have to flit again——”




  “We may not have to.”




  “You can’t expect me, you can’t expect anyone, to go on hoping, Arthur.”




  He was silent for a moment and then said: “I suppose not.”




  “What will happen when the Venice people find out where we are?”




  “Venice. God, what a name for a dump like that. They won’t find out. Why should they?”




  “They might. It isn’t all that far away.”




  “They won’t. But if they ever did we owe them three weeks’ rent. All right. It’s not the end of the world. And I shall probably have enough money by then to pay them,

  anyway.”




  “How shall we ever have enough money to pay anybody?”




  “If I could get six months’ peace and quiet somewhere to write my book——”




  “That book——!”




  “You don’t believe in it, do you? You don’t believe I can write a book. You don’t believe I’m capable of doing one damned thing.”




  “I think you’re capable of doing lots of things, Arthur——”




  “If only I didn’t drink.”




  “All right, you’ve said it, if only you didn’t drink.”




  He crossed the room, took the bottle of Scotch off the mantelshelf and replenished his glass.




  Her heart couldn’t have been completely dead about him, she supposed, because she winced a little at the deliberate brutality of the action; there was a hurt inside her when he did it.




  “Which just proves what a bloody fool you are,” he told her. “How often have you seen me drunk?”




  She shrugged her shoulders. “Perhaps twice.”




  “In how long?”




  “Nine years, Arthur. Nine long years.”




  “There you are then.”




  She gave a hopeless little laugh. There wasn’t much mirth in it, just an acknowledgment of the futility of things.




  “And by the way I want you to do something for me, for us.”




  “For us?”




  “You remember that Mervyn Hope-Smith owed me five pounds for the books he bought off me?”




  “I remember that you said he did.”




  “A nice distinction; but as it happens you are wrong. Hope-Smith owes me the money and what is more he has paid it.”




  She half sat up. The possession of five pounds was an event in their life. It had come to that.




  “When?” she demanded suspiciously.




  “By the devil’s own bad luck, yesterday.”




  “Bad luck?”




  “He put a fiver, a real one, in an envelope and posted it to me at the Venice.”




  She stared at him.




  “It’ll be waiting on the bench in the hall.”




  “And what do you want me to do about it?”




  “Go and get it.”




  “What, just ring the front-door bell and ask that old Hardcastle bitch to give it me?”




  “No. I wouldn’t do it that way. I think it can be managed much more neatly than that. Those two old tabbies on the ground floor go out for their afternoon potter around the square as

  regular as clockwork. They’re always back at four or within a few minutes of it for tea. All you’ve got to do is to hang about outside from say a quarter to four onwards and when you

  see them coming back to the Venice follow them in.”




  “Mrs. Hardcastle may have told them about us.”




  “And she may not. On the whole landladies don’t like to advertise bad guests. Just smile sweetly at the tabbies, slip in with them, pull the letter out of the rack and come out

  again. It shouldn’t take you more than a minute all told.”




  “It wouldn’t take you more than a minute all told. Why don’t you go?”




  “Don’t be a fool, Jean. There’s a damned good reason why I don’t go. I’m legally responsible for the rent we owe there. You aren’t. If I go and the Hardcastle

  harpy happens to be about she can dial 999 or call a passing policeman and generally create a stink and I should be in an awkward position. You aren’t legally responsible for anything and she

  can’t do anything to you. Which she knows perfectly well.”




  “Suppose she won’t let me have the letter?”




  “She would be acting highly illegally if she didn’t let you have it; but in all probability that won’t arise. At four o’clock she’s in the basement making tea and

  the chances of her being in the hall are just about nil.”




  “My God, what a way of living.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “We’ve got to sell books to live and then raid the places when we can’t pay the rent, in order to get the money owing to us.”




  Arthur Engleton smiled. “Life is mostly lived by subterfuges,” he said, “if you haven’t realised that by now you ought to have done.”




  





  Chapter Two




  AT A QUARTER to four Jean Engleton walked slowly down Denvers Street, spinning out the time and her progress by looking in the window of every shop that

  she passed.




  There were not many shops since most of the property was still residential; hotels, private hotels, and boarding-houses jostling one another all the way down the street and interspersed here and

  there by a solicitor’s office or the house of some obscure and unlikely publication.




  The Venice, no shabbier, no more attractive than the rest of them, was almost half-way down on what at this time of day was the sunny side.




  It stood near the corner of Cross Street which ran from Denvers Street towards Bloomsbury proper.




  At the far end lay Denvers Square, a sizeable oasis of grass and large trees still well kept and a most welcome escape from the immediate dusty urgency of the traffic-filled street.




  It was to Denvers Square that one or other, and frequently both, of the Miss Petersons went every afternoon for a walk before tea.




  “Just my luck if they didn’t go to-day,” Jean told herself gloomily, but she didn’t really believe that they wouldn’t go; and, thinking over the whole plot, she had

  to admit that like many of Arthur’s subterfuges—she was glad to borrow the word from him—it was neat and effective.




  Arthur could always be clever in manœuvring his way out of difficulties; he just wasn’t clever enough to avoid getting into them.




  It was nearly four now and unmistakably coming down Denvers Street from the Square was one of the Miss Petersons. They were both elderly, fat, perpetually short of breath, constantly emanating a

  terrifying belief in respectability, and a fear of anything modern.




  “At least they’ve got enough to live on,” she had once said to Arthur, discussing them.




  “As long as they don’t live,” he had rejoined in one of the quick flashes which not infrequently came to him.




  Jean was even mildly amused by the adventure she had let herself in for now. “I feel like a man waiting to rob a bank,” she told herself; there was just enough spice in the incident,

  like raiding the prohibited red-currant bushes as a child, to put an edge on it.




  She stepped in front of the elderly woman and said:




  “Good afternoon.”




  “Why, Mrs. Engleton, I didn’t see you about this morning.”




  “My husband and I went out early.”




  “I’ve been up to the square alone, my sister isn’t very well.”




  Jean let the small-talk flow along, adding her quota to it when necessary. It was easy enough to follow Miss Peterson up the three shallow steps and to wait politely behind her whilst she

  fumbled for her key and opened the door.




  As soon as she was in the hall, now paying no attention to the dissertation on her sister’s health which Miss Peterson was still giving, Jean saw that Arthur had guessed right as he so

  often did in this sort of position.




  There was a letter for him in the tape-covered baize-covered board in the hall. It must have come after they quietly decamped that morning; Bridgie the small, brisk maid of all work would put it

  up in the hall and Mrs. Hardcastle had not yet got round to taking it down.




  Not only was there a letter for Arthur but, unexpectedly, one for herself.




  Although she had an indisputable right to both these letters Jean felt a slight thrill of triumph as she reached up, took them and, with a quick word to the still voluble Miss Peterson, turned

  back to the front door.




  Her fingers told her that there was a slight bulkiness about Arthur’s letter which seemed to show that his story about the enclosed fiver was probably true—something which could not

  always be said of his tales by any means. Whom her own letter was from she had no idea; she was content to stuff them both into her bag and to go.




  “Going out again?” asked Miss Peterson who was obviously unaware that Mr. and Mrs. Arthur Engleton had only that morning flitted from the Venice taking all their possessions with

  them and owing five weeks’ rent.




  “I’m afraid so.” Her only thought now was to get out and away before Mrs. Hardcastle came up from the basement.




  She opened the door and found herself face to face with Mrs. Hardcastle who was standing on the top step, about to enter.




  The landlady of the Venice was round-faced and piggy-eyed. She never forgot, and never allowed her tenants (“guests”) to forget, the fact that her late husband had once been a

  captain (in the Army Pay Corps). She was capable of being very bad tempered and unpleasant and in this particular instance she had justification for being both.




  Her small bead-like eyes burned brightly at the sight of someone she had never expected to see again.




  “Well!” she said, “Mrs. Engleton.”




  “Good afternoon,” Jean said. The sense of almost pleasurable excitement which had accompanied the adventure so far had evaporated now. Arthur, who had lived for long enough with the

  law on his tail as it were, might talk glibly about what could and could not happen to you, but she wasn’t so sure.




  “Is that all you’ve got to say?” Mrs. Hardcastle demanded.




  “I just looked in to get a letter for my husband.”




  “You’re taking nothing out of this house.”




  Jean essayed to go down the three steps but the landlady, moving sideways, barred her way.




  “Mrs. Hardcastle, I want to go into the street, please.”




  “I don’t doubt you do. And what about the money you owe me?”




  “My husband will pay when he can.”




  “Is that why you ran away with all your things whilst I was out shopping?”




  “My husband will pay when he can.”




  “He’ll pay when I find out where he is. Fancy you having the cheek to come back here like this——”




  “I just went inside for a letter.”




  “Well, you can just come inside again. With me. And I’ll ring up the police and see what they have to say. Robbing people left and right like that.”




  Jean was frightened now. The word “police” was disquieting. She didn’t know exactly what the law was about people who ran away from hotels without paying their debts and she

  didn’t want to have to find out.




  The one thing she mustn’t do, she realised, was to let herself be talked back into the house. She hated the Venice suddenly, remembering its shabbiness, the awful pretence gentility of its

  brown papered dining-room, the fly-blown lampshades and the stained bath; and with it she hated a dozen other almost exactly similar places that made up the way of life Arthur, with his ability

  that was never recognised and his plans that never came off, had let her in for.




  “If you would please get out of my way——” she said.




  “Get out of your way—well, I like that, I must say. Why, you’re nothing but a common thief. That’s what it is, common thieving to come into a respectable private hotel

  like this and run away without paying what you owe.”




  “My husband will pay when he can.”




  “I suppose he’ll make a special point of bringing round the money in person—that’s why he sneaked out and ran away.”




  “When his book is published——”




  “His book! Nobody will ever see that precious book of his any more than I shall see my money. What some women will put up with from men! Thank goodness Captain Hardcastle wasn’t

  like that. I’ve been used to gentlemen who acted like gentlemen.”




  “Mrs. Hardcastle, if you would please let me move down the steps.”




  “Don’t imagine you can just run away and nothing happen to you. There’s such a thing as the law for people like you.”




  “Meanwhile, please step to one side and let me go.”




  “If there was a policeman coming down the road at this minute I’d call him and give you in charge.”




  “What for, Mrs. Hardcastle?”




  “What for? Why, for the money you owe me, of course.”




  “I don’t owe you any money.”




  “What! You owe me twenty-seven pounds at least.”




  “My husband may owe you something. I don’t.”




  “Sheltering behind your husband now. Well, I never did. And all those empty bottles in the wardrobe. No wonder you couldn’t pay any rent. Drunkards never can.”




  “That sounds like a highly defamatory thing to say.”




  The voice, a pleasant masculine voice, came from behind Jean and she turned round in surprise to find a man of twenty-six or -seven standing in the doorway.




  “I hope you’re not going to interfere, Mr. Thorpe,” the landlady said as unpleasantly as she dared; but the fact that Mr. Thorpe who had only arrived on the previous evening

  was something to do with the law, plus the threatening sound of the word “defamatory,” made her suddenly a little less sure of herself.




  Mr. Thorpe smiled. “Not interfering in any way. You’re doing that, aren’t you, Mrs. Hardcastle? This lady and I both want to go down the steps and into the street.”




  The incensed landlady stood irresolute.




  “And I am sure you will have more sense than to try to stop us.”




  Mrs. Hardcastle moved reluctantly to one side and Jean ran down the steps.




  “Don’t think I won’t get the money you owe me,” the landlady called after her viciously. “Common thieving that’s all it is, common thieving.”




  The one or two people who happened to be passing looked up with the bland indifference of the Londoner, but they took no further notice and in a minute Jean was fifty yards away and the incident

  over.




  She felt unhappy and shaky inside . . . you got away with it, and nothing would come of it, and it was one with all the other shifts and dishonesties, the subterfuges, which made up the

  whole of her life and all round her London was full of people who went to Ascot, people who said “put it down on the bill,” people who signed cheques and didn’t have to wonder

  whether they would be met, people who said “have the car ready at four, will you” . . .




  “The old hag was quite right about my interfering. I apologise.”




  She whipped round and there was Thorpe, overtaking her with long, quick strides and now falling in step beside her.




  “I’m most frightfully grateful.”




  “She’s scared of me because she knows I have something to do with the law. And The Law, capital T capital L, always scares people like her. Thank goodness. What’s the trouble?

  Or perhaps you don’t want to say?”




  He pretended not to see the tears in her eyes; and she knew that he pretended not to.




  “Or maybe a cup of tea would come in handy?”




  “Very.”




  They had turned into Cross Street now and were passing a café—Ruffino’s.




  “In there?” he suggested.




  She nodded, still unsure of her emotions and her ability to control them.




  Ruffino’s was furnished in contemporary (i.e. uncomfortable) style but it was almost empty, which pleased Jean.




  They sat away from the window.




  “She might have followed us and come in making a fuss.”




  “Very doubtful I should think, but we’ll give the window a miss if you prefer.”




  When the girl came to wait on them, very dark and unmistakably Italian, he smiled at her and said:




  “Buon giorno. Come sta?”




  She flashed a smile at him hearing her own language well spoken and Jean, who wanted something ordinary to say, asked: “You’ve been here before, then?”




  “No. Never. This is my first, well, second, day in this part of London. But I like trying to talk Italian. What shall we have? Tea and toast?”




  “Just tea for me. Nothing to eat.”




  Thorpe ordered tea and toast for two “on spec” as he said. “You may find you want something. That Hardcastle creature is a bitch. I had a first-class row with her myself over

  dirty sheets. That’s why I was glad to put a spoke in her wheel just now. Partly.”




  “She’s quite right about me, us. Me and Arthur, that is.”




  “Arthur being your husband I take it?”




  “Yes. We don’t even know names, do we? How silly. I’m Jean Engleton. Mrs. Engleton.”




  “And I’m John Thorpe, barrister-at-law.”




  “That sounds very imposing.”




  “The trouble is that at the moment it’s highly impecunious.”




  “No wonder you were sympathetic.”




  “I gather from what I couldn’t help overhearing that Mrs. Hardcastle is under the impression you owe her some money?”




  Jean waited whilst the tea and toast were put into position by the dark Italian girl. It gave her a chance to think. And what she thought was that pretence, trying to keep up a front,

  didn’t really matter much anyway, and with this man whom she would almost certainly never see again didn’t matter at all. And in any case she was sick to death of pretence and

  fronts.




  “Yes. We do. Twenty-seven pounds. We’ve been five weeks living at that awful Venice place of hers and not paid for much. I suppose really when we went there we knew we

  shouldn’t be able to keep up the rent. But we’ve got to live somewhere. Somehow. And there’s always a chance that Arthur will get some work, or sell a script; or

  something.”




  “What’s his job? Is he in films?”




  “He’s a writer. He has written film scripts; but you know what the film world is. Or perhaps you don’t. Lucky for you. And then he does articles and reviews and

  he’s going to write a book.”




  “It might be a best seller.”




  “And in the meantime?”




  He stared back at her across the table . . . the remark about the best seller had been silly, he decided . . . she wasn’t in the mood for facetious stuff . . . she was pretty well used up

  emotionally, this woman facing him.




  “As you say,” he repeated slowly, “in the meantime——”




  “What would you do?”




  He didn’t know what he would do. He was twenty-six. His parents still had a modest but comfortable house in Essex. His father allowed him four hundred a year. True. He had hardly begun to

  make his own way yet, but . . . if you were alone, he asked himself, no job; no parents behind you; no allowance; no money; what would you do?




  “This Arthur of yours,” he asked, “he can’t get a job, I mean a steady permanent job of any sort?”




  The woman made a gesture. “Of any sort? Of what sort? He isn’t qualified. Even if he got into some kind of office he couldn’t, at any rate he wouldn’t, stick

  it.” She shrugged her shoulders. “People are as they are; not as the copybooks say they ought to be. That’s life.”




  “And you?”




  “What is this, a means test or something?”




  Thorpe flushed. “I’m sorry——”




  “So am I. My nerves are a bit raggy. Dodging everybody all the time because you know you are not going to pay them makes you raggy.”




  “Look, take things easy——”




  “It’s quite all right. I’m crying. All right, I’m crying. Or is it a sin to show emotion as well as not to have any money? It was a perfectly fair question of yours. Yes,

  I’ve done jobs. All sorts of jobs. Helped in hat shops; helped in a dog parlour; even cooked in a canteen. If I hadn’t we’d have been even worse off than we are. But when

  I’ve been away working like that Arthur has got himself into more trouble than usual. And he doesn’t like it anyway. He’s always glad of the money, of course; he’s always

  glad of any money; but he doesn’t like my being away working——” half-way between tears and laughter she decided to laugh. “Silly, isn’t it?” she said,

  “but I told you, that’s how it is; that’s life; people live that way, if you can call it living, and it’s no good saying they don’t.”




  “You——” Thorpe started to say something and then thought better of it. He judged this woman to be four, five? years older than he was, and a great deal older than that in

  experience. She was in tears and hard beset. He felt out of his depth. This was something different from parties on the lawn and tennis at the vicarage.




  “More tea?” he asked.




  Jean held out her cup, watched him fill it and said: “I wonder what you were going to ask me.”




  “I haven’t the right to ask you anything.”




  “You were going to ask me why I don’t leave Arthur, why I stick to him.”




  “It’s none of my business.”




  “It was none of your business on the steps of the Venice, but I’m very grateful to you for making it so.”




  He smiled. “I was quite sure that in any dispute it would be right to side against Mrs. Hardcastle.”




  Jean sipped her second cup of tea whilst she looked at him.




  “The reason I don’t leave Arthur,” she said suddenly, “is because I——” she was going to use the word “can’t” but shrank from saying

  anything quite so final. “Ah, it’s difficult to explain, maybe you’ll find out for yourself some day. It’s not exactly that I’m afraid of him. Of course, I’m not

  afraid. But it’s like I said, life. You get tangled up with people, with a person”—she intertwined her fingers—“the strands get knitted together, you come to a sort of

  want-hate-need position that just can’t be shrugged off. Half the time a drug addict wants to stop taking the stuff; half the time he’s on his knees praying for it. I keep thinking,

  hoping that Arthur will make good——”




  “I’m sure he will.”




  Well, there it was, the conventional phrase. The return to accepted normality and decency in the conversation. She welcomed it. She knew better than most that the only possible formula for

  living is pretence. You have to pretend. She thanked him for his help, for the tea. She told him “Don’t get caught up with people you can’t escape from” and she went out.

  Along Cross Street, doubling on her tracks up Canvey Place just in case Mrs. Hardcastle was following, but of course she wasn’t likely to be and wasn’t, and so back to the Bellmont

  Private Hotel in Slade Street.




  Mrs. Norris was in the hall. A landlady not as yet disillusioned, Jean remembered. It was essential to keep her thus as long as possible.




  She forced herself to smile agreeably, woman to woman stuff.




  “Is Mr. Engleton in?” she inquired.




  “He’s upstairs.”




  Arthur was lying on the bed reading, in his shirt sleeves. He looked up anxiously when Jean came in but was careful not to speak until the door was shut.




  “Any luck?”




  She nodded.




  “Any trouble?”




  “Not really. Mrs. Hardcastle was coming in just as I was going out——”




  “Where had she been at that time of day?”




  “She had been somewhere Arthur. The point is we ran into one another.”




  “I suppose she played up?”




  “She was unpleasant which isn’t difficult for her, of course; and anyway in this instance I can’t say I blame her.”




  “But you got the letter?”




  Jean opened her bag and drew out the two letters that had been waiting in the hall of the Venice.




  Her husband was so anxious to get his that he hardly noticed that she also had one; but a couple of minutes later when she had been reading the typewritten pages carefully and slowly and then

  lowered them saying “What an extraordinary thing” he looked up, responding to an excitement in her voice, and asked “What’s that? What’s extraordinary?”




  





  Chapter Three




  “YOU SAY you didn’t know this aunt of yours, Mrs. Herbie-Jerbie or whatever she was called?” There was no whisky left in the bottle

  now and Arthur was in the most jovial of moods.




  “Hely-Baker. Yes, of course, I knew her. Years ago. But I haven’t seen or heard of her except once since I was eighteen.”




  “And God knows that wasn’t yesterday.”




  “It wasn’t. But you needn’t rub it in. I’m thirteen years younger than you anyway.”




  Arthur Engleton flushed for a moment; he didn’t like to be reminded that he was forty-three, and a bad forty-three at that. For a moment he nearly lost his temper but he reflected that

  Jean with the sort of letter she now had resting on her lap was not the kind of person one wanted to lose one’s temper with.




  “And what happened then when you were eighteen?”




  “Aunt Au as we always called her was living in the country. Not this place, this house; I’ve never heard of that until to-day. Somewhere in Hertfordshire. It was

  only three years after the war and things were still pretty difficult. Especially where she was, out in the wilds. She got ’flu and had absolutely nobody to look after her or do anything so

  Mummy asked me if I’d go down and give a hand. I didn’t want to one bit, but I said I would and actually I stayed there about a fortnight. Maybe a little longer.”




  “And you haven’t seen her since?”




  “Only once. When you did.”




  “I did?”




  “If you remember you and I were married. In a church. And there were a lot of guests there. Aunt Au was among them.”




  “Good God, I can’t be expected to remember all your family who turned up at the wedding.”




  “No. Well, they haven’t worried you much since, have they?”




  “Only because they thoroughly disapproved of your having married me.”




  “You’ve not done much to make it easier.”




  “Why should I try to ingratiate myself with a crowd of morons?”




  “I wouldn’t describe Aunt Au as a moron——”




  Arthur made himself laugh. It was difficult to remember that he wouldn’t now be able to enjoy the pleasure of being disagreeable to his wife whenever he felt in a bad temper. It was

  against all his principles and instincts to quarrel with an heiress.




  “No more would I. Good luck to the old girl wherever she is. In Abraham’s bosom or anywhere else.” He reached across and took the incredible letter from Jean’s lap.




  It was from a firm of solicitors, Mason, Siward & Mason, in Old Broad Street and, as is customary with solicitors’ letters (whatever popular legend may say), it was concise and to the

  point. It was also admirably easy to understand. The gist of it was that Mrs. Audrey Muriel Hely-Baker had recently died; her will had been proved and her estate was now being dealt with. Among the

  bequests in her will was one leaving to her niece, now Jean Marianne Engleton, first the sum of one thousand pounds free of succession duty and, second, the freehold property known as Platts,

  situated in Marsh Road, Witherley in the County of Essex.




  It was understood that the property had not been lived in for some time and the keys were in the hands of Bayley and Foster, House Agents, Witherley. If Mrs. Engleton could make it convenient to

  call at Mason, Siward & Mason’s office in the near future to establish her identity with them they could then proceed in the matter and give her a letter of introduction to the house

  agents in Witherley. . . .




  “And you hadn’t any idea at all that this was going to happen?”




  “No. Of course not. I’ve said so. Since I married I’ve hardly seen anything of the family and I had almost forgotten that Aunt Au existed.”




  “And this house?”




  Jean shook her head. “I’ve never even heard of Witherley.”




  “I wonder what sort of place it is—the house, I mean.”




  “A bungalow with a tin roof probably.”




  “I don’t see why it should be—and a thousand quid. You must have looked after the old girl to some tune.”




  “I don’t think I did anything out of the way. But I did get on with her. I remember that.” Jean shrugged her shoulders. “Things happen like that in life,

  sometimes.”




  Arthur nodded slowly. “Yes. Miracles sometimes happen.”




  It had all the appearance of a miracle to him. Looking back over the last seven or eight years he couldn’t now remember the time when—as to-day—the five-pound note hadn’t

  seemed the ultimate possibility of immediate wealth, or when the problem of living had not been so much finding somewhere to go to as finding some method of sneaking out from where they were,

  leaving debts and disaster behind.
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