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            A Romantic Thriller
   

         

         Caroline Avon had been bequeathed a house in the Scottish Highlands, and at Christmas time she travelled north to take possession. The house was enormous and in a state of sorry neglect, and Caro’s income certainly would not run to new heating or a staff of servants. Why then did she refuse to sell when she got two attractive offers? What was it that made a decaying mansion such a desirable property? Had there really been a dead body in the bathroom at the hotel, or had her eyes deceived her? Mystery and romance go hand in hand in this fascinating story set amid the snows of beautiful Scotland.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter one
   

         

         It was old Mr. Macallister 
      who recommended the Stag Hotel.

         “You won’t get better food anywhere,” he said. “And it’s civilised… even in the dead of winter!”

         Caro supposed that he knew what he was talking about, for he was sitting in a centrally-heated office in Edinburgh when he made the recommendation, and people who live in Edinburgh were in a better position to offer advice about Highland hotels than people who sat in centrally-heated offices in London. Or at any rate to her, that seemed likely.

         So she took his advice and arrived at the Stag to find that it wasn’t merely civilised, it was a most up-to-date and thriving hotel. It had been taken over recently by a man who had discovered he had a genius for restoring old-fashioned inns—often very comfortable, even before the wand of the magician was waved over them—and he had banished all the old lithographs and pot plants, the cases of stuffed fish and the plush drapes over the doorways, and replaced them with discreet lighting effects, thick carpets, modern panelling, and artistic flower arrangements which took the receptionist the better part of a working morning to complete to her satisfaction.

         The little village of Ardweil, in the northern tip of Inverness, took a lot of reaching, even from Edinburgh; and although in summer it was a pleasant enough journey, in winter it was nothing short of a test of physical endurance. Caro was so relieved to see the huge log fire blazing in the hall, and yet another in the main lounge, that she decided to have tea before allowing herself to be conducted upstairs to her room, and she joined the somewhat ill-assorted collection of people who were already enjoying theirs in the very maximum amount of comfort in the main lounge.

         Outside, the world was so still and frozen it might have been petrified: the loch looked glacial, little clumps of pine trees were groups of straight black sentinels emphasising the yellow light of snow in the sky. Ben Bioch—the local challenge to climbers—looked grim and hoary, with its head in the clouds.

         Inside, there was a smell of hot buttered toast and China tea. A wireless set in the corner was turned on very quietly—in order not to be a source of annoyance to anyone not wishing to listen to it—and a weather report was being broadcast. There was a promise of heavy snowfalls in the north of Scotland.

         Two elderly ladies seated near to Caro, and enthusiastically sipping their tea, paused for a moment to nod at each other.

         “What did I tell you?” one of them said. “Didn’t I say at breakfast this morning that it would snow before night?… And it Will!”

         “We shall be cut off for Christmas,” the other, a thin little woman with dyed hair and a faded complexion that was not really improved by the wrong tint of rouge, complained uneasily. “The only other occasion when I spent Christmas in Scotland we were cut off by snow. It was so deep I thought we would have to be dug out before the thaw set in.”

         She smiled uneasily across at Caro, secretly admiring the cut of her suit—she had seen one very much like it in Vogue only a few days before, and wished she had the figure to show it off—and inquired whether she was planning to remain at the Stag until after Christmas.

         “It will be so nice if you are,” she added, wistfully. “There aren’t many young people staying here…. Only Mrs. Armstrong-Beale and her brother, and her brother’s friend. Mrs. Armstrong-Beale is very attractive—fair, almost platinum-blonde, I’d say! But at the moment she’s confined to her room with a cold…”

         “I don’t wonder at it,” her companion at the bright little tea-table commented tartly, producing a knitting-bag and proceeding to knit busily at a half-finished pullover. “When she wears backless evening-dresses in this weather! If I wore a backless evening-dress I should expect to get double pneumonia…. But then of course I wouldn’t do anything of the kind,” she concluded, frowning over a dropped stitch.

         The faded little woman smiled still more uneasily at Caro.

         “It’s a temptation, isn’t it,” she said, diffidently.“To try and look nice, I mean… when you’re staying in a place like this. And of course, there is the central heating.”

         Her fingers played nervously with her knife-pleated skirt. She was probably a widow, Caro thought, who had at one time been very attractive, but nowadays her hallmark was a classic twin-set, pearls and a diamond solitaire ring on a finger that was slightly twisted with arthritis.

         Caro smiled back at her with sudden warmth.

         “I don’t know yet whether I shall stay for Christmas or not,” she admitted. “It all depends. I’ve come up here to look at a house….”

         “Oh?” Tremendous interest was registered immediately. “How exciting! Is it your own house? I wonder whether we know it….”

         “It’s called Ardweil House, and I believe it’s about a couple of miles from here.”

         “A good three miles, I’d say,” the diligent knitter corrected her dourly. “And in a very bad condition, if you’re thinking of buying it, or taking up residence there. The last owner neglected it shamefully.”

         “The last owner was my uncle,” Caro said, amused by the shocked expression that darted into the little widow’s face, and the reproving glance she bent on her companion.

         “Perhaps his health wasn’t in a sufficiently good condition to allow him to do much about his house.”

         “As a matter of fact, it wasn’t,” Caro agreed.

         She noticed the knitter glaring—positively glaring—down the length of the room and through the glass doors at a youngish man with fair hair who had taken up his position outside a door marked “Cocktail Bar,” and beneath a light which he evidently fondly imagined would go on at any moment. The knitter remarked fiercely between tight lips:

         “There’s Mr. Armstrong-Beale, waiting for the bar to open, as usual! The amount of liquor that man consumes in an evening horrifies me! If I had a husband like that…”

         “We mustn’t forget his wife is rather under the weather at the moment,” the little widow exclaimed hurriedly, and Caro decided that her principal role in life was that of a peacemaker, or one who took naturally to pouring oil on troubled waters.

         She gathered up her gloves and handbag and announced that she was going upstairs to have a bath.

         “I was so cold when I arrived that I simply had to have some tea first,” she explained, smiling at the widow.

         The latter leaned forward eagerly.

         “I do hope you stay for Christmas,” she said. “By the way,” she added, “my name is Ffolliot…. My husband, the Rev. Claude Ffolliot, died two years ago,” a little pathetically.

         “I’m so sorry,” Caro returned gently. She waited for the other to reveal her identity, but she appeared to be absorbed by a complicated knitting pattern. “I’m Caroline Avon,” she said, quietly, and went out into the hall.

         The light had gone up above the cocktail-bar, and the fair-haired man had disappeared. It was very quiet in the hall, very warm, smelling pleasantly of wood smoke and cigarette smoke, and apart from the receptionist on duty in the flower-filled space behind the reception-desk there was no one about. The thickly carpeted stairs wound upwards and became part of a thickly carpeted corridor, at the far end of which was Caro’s room.

         She inserted her key in the lock, and as she did so she looked over her shoulder and saw that a man was watching her from the opposite end of the corridor. He was tall and dark, and although it was an odd sort of impression to form at such a distance, she thought there was something brusque and arrogant about him.

         She opened her door, and when she glanced over her shoulder again the man had gone, obviously retreated down a back staircase or down some side corridor.

         Her room had once formed part of a suite, and it had already been explained to her that she would have to share the bathroom with the occupant of the room on the other side of it. Fortunately that occupant had already had her bath—and as the bathroom simply reeked of expensive bath essence, and there was even a nylon stocking lying carelessly draped across the back of a chair, it was quite obvious it was a feminine occupant. But the bath had to be given a good clean before Caro could get into it, and it didn’t seem worth troubling a maid.

         She got to work with a tin of household cleanser and a cloth that was provided for the purpose, mopped up one or two puddles and then undressed herself in the bathroom.

         On the other side of the locked door a woman coughed a little, and a man spoke to her occasionally. She answered him desultorily at first, and then it seemed to Caro that they were quarrelling. In order to drown the sound she turned on both taps and made a great deal of splashing when at last she got into the bath. She was glad, when she finally ceased splashing, that the man appeared to have departed, slamming the door behind him.

         It was snowing when she went down to dinner. Despite the cold, and the somewhat inadequate protection of her slim little dark dinner dress—not backless!—she joined the porter on the front-door steps, and stood hugging herself with her slight, bare arms while the fat flakes fell silently down on her.

         Awed by the silence and the increasing whiteness, she asked the porter:

         “Is it really going to be a white Christmas?”

         He peered gingerly out into the night.

         “If it is, it won’t be the sort of Christmas I like, miss…. Not when I have to work!”

         She glanced at him a little curiously.

         “You’re a Londoner, aren’t you? I can tell by your accent. Why did you come north to work?”

         He grinned.

         “Maybe because the Guv’nor brought me with him.”

         “The Guv’nor?”

         “Mr. Madderley. Mr. Robert Madderley. He owns this place…. He picks on hotels, dolls them up, as you might say, sees that they’re running smoothly and ticking over nicely, and then moves on to the next. And I move with him.”

         “I see,” she said.

         A dark figure was moving down the centre of the hall from the staircase, and she turned and recognised it as the man who had stood watching her upstairs in the corridor. But now he was wearing a dinner-jacket, and the whiteness of his shirt showed up the bluntness of his square, hard jaw.

         She said hurriedly, to the porter:

         “Which way is Ardweil House?”

         He nodded in the direction of the whirling flakes that were concealing the white road running along by the shore of the loch.

         “That way, miss.” This time it was he who glanced at her curiously. “Don’t tell me you’re another one who’s interested in that house? There’s a gentleman staying here who asked me about it only yesterday, and this morning he set off to look at it.”

         “Oh?”

         “And the lady who’s with him… the first thing she asked after she got here was the way to Ardweil House!”

         Mr. Madderley spoke quietly behind them.

         “Dinner is from seven-thirty till nine, Miss Avon I’m sure you’d like to go in,” and he held open the door of the dining-room for her.

         Caro felt a little taken aback. For a host his manners were not really urbane, for there was a cold glint in his eyes, and he didn’t suggest that she should go in to dinner early, he merely seemed to insist on it.

         She felt a little resentful. Mr. Madderley summoned a waiter with a slight lift of his chin, and she was conducted to her table. But all the while she was aware of his eyes, following her, just as, upstairs, she had been aware of them watching her while she put her key in the lock.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         The dinner was excellent—
      game soup followed by trout, roast pheasant and a delicious soufflé—and she was not surprised that Mr. Madderley was a sucessful hotelier.

         Afterwards coffee was served in the lounge, and Mrs. Ffolliot attached herself to her and poured out the story of her life for the benefit of the newcomer. She also dwelt painfully on the death of her husband, and the lonely two years she had passed without him; and that brought her to the subject of Mr. Madderley, and the excellent way he looked after his guests.

         “Such a charming man, I think, don’t you?” she said, although Caro had had little opportunity to form such a favourable opinion. “I really can’t afford a place like this—not for any length of time—and he made quite a reduction in my weekly terms when he heard that I wanted to remain until the spring. But I wouldn’t let Mrs. Willoughby-Greene—the lady who shared my tea-table—know about it, because I’m afraid she’s paying the full rate.”

         Mrs. Willoughby-Greene herself approached purposefully from the dining-room and reminded Mrs. Ffolliot that a television play which they had both been looking forward to would be beginning in about five minutes. Mrs. Ffolliot said a little feebly, as if her enthusiasm had suddenly waned:

         “Oh, will it?” She looked almost apologetically at Caro, and then hopefully suggested that she might like to watch the play too.

         But Caro stood up hastily. “No thanks. I’ve got some letters to write before I go to bed, I’m afraid.”

         Mrs. Willoughby-Greene said, as if she was issuing an edict:

         “I’m going upstairs to fetch my glasses, but I won’t be more than a couple of minutes. Wait here for me, Edith.”

         As soon as they were alone again—and Caro found she couldn’t escape at once—the little widow touched her arm.

         “Mr. Armstrong-Beale is still in the bar!… It really is too bad of him, isn’t it? Apparently his wife didn’t feel well enough to come down to dinner again. I saw a tray being taken up to her room…. I do hope she managed to eat a little something.”

         Mrs. Willoughby-Greene rejoined them, and the two ladies departed for the television-room, Mrs. Ffolliot looking back rather wistfully over her shoulder at Caro.

         “I’ll see you in the morning, Miss Avon. Let’s hope it will have stopped snowing by then, and you’ll be able to set off and have a really good look at your house.”

         But when Caro looked out of a landing window on the way to her room, she thought there was little hope of the snow stopping before morning. By this time the wind had increased, and a howling blizzard was raging without, and she could see nothing but a frenzied kaleidoscope of white flakes when she pressed her nose to the glass. Not even the garden paths, or the high wall that enclosed the grounds of the Stag…. And as for the loch, it had been blotted out entirely and might never have existed.

         The thought that in a few hours she and a mere handful of other people within the luxurious confines of the hotel would be cut off from the rest of the world by great drifts of white provided her with such an odd sensation that its very oddness made her think a little. She had never been cut off by snow before—not even in Switzerland, where the roads are kept open by powerful snow-ploughs—and she had never owned a house before, and the two things taken together struck her as opposing forces that could conflict with her interests. The house beckoned…. She might never be able to live in it—though she was keeping her fingers crossed, in the faint, faint hope that she might, one day. But she badly wanted to see it…. And now the snow said ruthlessly that she would have to bide her time, be patient, listen to more confidences from little Mrs. Ffolliot, feel herself antagonised by tweedy, confident Mrs. Willoughby-Greene, perhaps meet Mrs. Armstrong-Beale when she emerged from the seclusion of the invalid.

         And Mrs. Armstrong-Beale’s brother, and the brother’s friend… What had happened to them to-night? She was sure that Mrs. Ffolliot would have pointed them out to her if they had made their appearance in the dining-room.

         She stood listening to the eerie whine of the wind, and the chiming of the grandfather-clock downstairs in the hall, and Mr. Madderley came soft-footed along the corridor and passed her with a slight—a very slight—inclination of the head.

         “Good night, Miss Avon,” he said—not at all as if he would be tempted to adjust his charges to meet her needs if she made an appeal to him. On the contrary, she had the feeling that for some quite inexplicable reason he had taken something in the nature of a dislike to her and would have raised no objections whatsoever if she had suddenly demanded her bill and a taxi to drive her to the station—snow, of course, permitting.

         She watched him walking briskly away along the corridor in the direction of the spot where she had first seen him standing, and just before he reached it he disappeared into a room on his right. He did not close the door, for the light continued to shine out into the corridor, and she wondered whether it was his own bedroom he had entered, or some sort of office.

         Once inside her room she stood for a few seconds looking about it as if it had changed somewhat since she saw it last. The curtains were drawn and the bed turned down, and inside the bed there was a really hot hot-water bottle, which pleased her. Someone had hung her dressing-gown on the door, and her nightdress was laid out across the top of the sheet.

         She sat down at the little writing-desk and scrawled a couple of short notes which she doubted very much would be received by the post the following day. Then she unpacked a few of her things, read the notice beside the door which stated when meals were served, the hour at which rooms had to be vacated, and so on, and wandered to the window with the intention of parting the curtains and looking out once more into the night.

         It was too early to go to bed. In London she went to bed rather late, but up here she would probably have to adjust that habit. Unless she sat in the television-room hour after hour with Mesdames Ffolliot and Willoughby-Greene.

         The clock in the hall chimed again, and deflected her intention of parting the curtains. She glanced at her wrist to check the accuracy of her watch, and was surprised to find that it was not on her wrist. Then she remembered unstrapping it in the bathroom and putting, it down on a plate-glass ledge while she had her bath.

         There were vague sounds on the other side of the bathroom door, as if her immediate neighbour was moving about in it, and she waited for them to cease and the door in the opposite wall to close with a soft click before turning the handle of her own door and entering the bathroom. The light was on—her neighbour must have forgotten to switch it off—and the place still smelt heavily of exotic bath essence. Despite her own efforts to leave it looking reasonably tidy, confusion appeared to reign once more…. Or that was the immediate impression she received as she stood in the doorway between her room and the brightly lighted, small enclosed space.

         Then she wondered whether she was simply imagining what she saw… whether the combination of game soup, deep-freeze trout and Highland pheasant at dinner had been too much for her.

         For what had first struck her as a state of confusion in the middle of the bathroom floor took shape gradually in front of her eyes. And the shape was that of a fair-haired young woman in a white silk bath-robe who was lying with her face upturned to the light, and a nylon stocking twined so tightly about her neck that the flesh bulged.

         Caro felt as if the entire bathroom lurched and rocked round her. Then, after clinging to the door for support for a moment, she groped her way back into her room.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter three
   

         

         She managed to get 
      the outer door of her bedroom open, and she would have given anything if, instead of stretching ahead of her like an empty, softly-lit, softly-carpeted tunnel, the corridor had contained one solitary human being who was walking towards her. Or even one who was walking away from her….

         Although, when she thought about it afterwards, she doubted whether—knowing what was lying on the floor of the bathroom behind her—she would have dared to run after someone who had passed by the door only a second or so before. (And might possibly have emerged from it!)

         The door of the room into which Robert Madderley had disappeared was closed, but she managed to control the shaking in all her limbs sufficiently to make her way along the corridor and beat wildly on the panels. When he neither opened the door nor called out to her to enter she realised that he was most certainly not in the room, for anyone less likely to permit a disturbance in his hotel at that hour of the night she couldn’t think of—allowing for the fact that she could hardly think at all in those moments—and she flew to the head of the stairs and looked down into the hall.

         When she left it, not much more than twenty minutes before, it had been brightly lighted, and the fire—although doing nothing much more than smouldering on the hearth—had been giving off a warm and comforting glow. Now only one light was burning, the door to the reception office appeared to be closed and locked, the ashes on the hearth were grey, and there was no one about at all.

         And the front door of the hotel was standing wide open allowing wild eddies of white to find their way not merely into the hall but half-way up the stairs, where they lowered the temperature appreciably.

         Forgetting that she was not even wearing a coat, Caro stumbled down the stairs and out into the night, where she was caught and held firmly by a pair of arms that seemed to her to be made of steel.

         “What in the name of goodness do you think you’re doing, Miss Avon?” Robert Madderley demanded, not so much as if he was surprised, but as if he was violently incensed. He bundled her back into the hotel and slammed the door shut, dusting the snow from himself and regarding her white face in the light of the solitary bulb just inside the door. “Do you mind telling me what you think you were doing?” he insisted, his voice clipped and curt, his face harsh and unreadable.

         Caro’s teeth were beginning to chatter.

         “There’s someone—someone—dead!—in my bathroom…” she began, and then decided that she was going to faint.

         He removed a key from his pocket and unlocked the door of the office. He took her by the arm and half led, half thrust her through the aperture and into the warm-smelling, comfortable, secluded space beyond it, and advised her, in the same curt voice, to take a chair. As she subsided into a deep leather arm-chair he stood over her.

         “And now would you mind repeating what you told me just now,” he said. “Or were you merely being hysterical?”

         She shook her head.

         “There’s a dead girl on the floor….”

         He walked to a corner cupboard and produced a bottle of brandy. He poured her a small glassful and offered it to her.

         “I don’t want brandy,” she said. “I want you to come upstairs with me and see—for yourself….”

         But her teeth were still chattering, and she was appalled by the thought of having to look once more at the face of the dead girl. The office light was shining down on her and her snow-flecked bright brown hair, and her big brown eyes appealed to him to have some consideration for the nervous trembling in all her limbs, the feeling that she might be sick at any moment….

         “Wait here,” he said, and left her alone in the office while he took the stairs in three or four strides and turned into the corridor where her room was situated.

         When he returned his face was even grimmer than before, and his eyes were so bleak they withered her.

         “Is this your idea of a practical joke, Miss Avon?” he asked her. “If it is, I would like to point out to you that at this time of night, and after a reasonably hard day, I am not in the mood for practical jokes, and in any case I do not expect them from my guests. Not even when they are young and over-full, perhaps, of natural high spirits.” He spoke with a dryness that quite failed to get through to her.

         She gazed at him as if he was talking Chinese to her.

         “W-what do you mean….?” she stammered.

         “Simply that there is no body on your bathroom floor, and I hardly expected to find one. The bathroom is in perfect order, the occupant of the room next door vacated it shortly before dinner when she and her brother left to catch a train to Edinburgh—before the snow made such a journey impossible!—and her room is in perfect order, also. Her husband—if it’s of any interest to you—has just been helped up to his room in a somewhat inebriated condition after spending the evening in the bar!”

         “Mr. Armstrong-Beale, you mean?” she whispered.

         “Mr. Armstrong-Beale!”

         “I—I don’t believe it!” she exclaimed. She sat up in the chair and clutched at the arms. If what he was telling her was the truth then she was suffering from hallucinations, and suffering from them in their very worst form…. And at the thought her face grew whiter than ever, and her eyes became slightly distended. “I tell you I very nearly fell over her!… She was lying just inside the door, wearing a white bath-robe, and there was a stocking tied tightly round her neck!” The room gave an uneasy lurch as she recalled the bulging flesh above the tightly tied stocking, and for a moment she couldn’t go on. She shut her eyes and felt sick again. “I tell you I saw her; … I must have touched her with my foot!” She felt completely aghast, for she knew he didn’t believe her.

         He studied her critically for several seconds, and then recommended her to take at least a sip of the brandy.

         “Perhaps you’re in a highly nervous condition?” he suggested almost conversationally. “Perhaps you’ve been overworking, and the result is that you’re beginning to see things. I do assure you, Miss Avon, that there are no dead bodies in this hotel to-night….” He smiled a little grimly. “Apart from the near-dead one of Mr. Armstrong-Beale! He and his wife, I’m afraid, must have had the father and mother of all marital arguments, judging by the condition he’s in at this moment!”

         She got slowly and awkwardly to her feet. She placed the unwanted brandy glass on a little table near to her, and faced him.

         “I don’t believe a word you’ve said,” she told him, with the bluntness of one who was suffering from shock. “And I’m going upstairs to find out for myself what you’ve done with that body. You can’t have moved it very far….”

         “If you mean that you’re going to conduct a room-to-room search for a non-existent female corpse I must recommend you to have second thoughts,” he said, icily. “This is an hotel, not a fun-fair. And there’s nothing funny about disturbing people at this hour of the night….”

         “It’s only just after eleven o’clock,” she said, mechanically, “and there must be someone who’ll listen to me if I tell them the truth. “And in any case, I’m going to have another look at the bathroom….”

         “Then I’ll go with you,” he said, as if he had made up his mind to humour her. “But for heaven’s sake, don’t create any disturbance, or throw hysterics, or anything of that sort, when you fail to find the body! The entertainment in the television room will be coming to an end any moment now, and people will be going up to bed. Don’t make any wild appeals to them to join you in a search.”

         “Don’t worry,” she returned, looking at him curiously. “I’m not the type to have hysterics, but I do mistrust hotel proprietors who wander about in the snow late at night while somebody is being murdered in their hotel, and not merely wander about in the snow but leave the front door wide to freeze the guests.”

         He looked back at her with the same humourless, hostile stare.

         “Perhaps I should say ‘Touché!’ to that,” he said, “but I’m not going to do so. I had a reason for wandering about in the snow, as you phrase it, and you apparently were the only one about to be frozen because I forgot to close the door. Now, shall we go upstairs?”

         He allowed her to lead the way up the stairs, but she fell back when they entered the corridor, and he forged ahead into her bedroom and entered the bathroom several paces in front of her. She peered timorously round his shoulder, and he heard her utter a little gasp when she saw that the floor space was clear not merely a body, but of the bath mat that had fallen from the side of the bath and had previously been lying crumpled up underneath the body.

         Now it was neatly folded up on the side of the bath, and everything was in order. If a chambermaid had been called in to straighten the place it could not have been more in order.

         “Well?” Madderley turned and looked at her with an ironically raised eyebrow. “Do you still feel tempted to insist that there was a body? It’s not many minutes since you made the discovery, the room next door is innocent of offering concealment to anything or anyone——” He flung wide the door, and she could see through into a room that was almost an exact counterpart of her own, except that there were two beds, and they were neatly made up. “And anyone attempting to smuggle a body down the back stairs would have created a considerable amount of disturbance!”

         She sat down weakly on the pastel pink chair.

         “But I tell you I saw it,” she said obstinately.

         He regarded her almost pityingly.

         “And I tell you that Mrs. Armstrong-Beale left the hotel before dinner!”

         She shook her head in a dazed fashion.

         “I’ll never believe it…. People don’t come to life when they’re—dead!”

         She could tell that he was beginning to feel really impatient with her. He bit his lip rather hard, and his bleak grey eyes grew bleaker still.

         “Are you suggesting—or inferring—that the body is outside somewhere in the snow? Are you perhaps hugging to yourself the cosy thought that I was outside burying it when you found the front door standing wide open?”

         “Don’t be silly,” she said, a little flatly. “For one thing you wouldn’t have had time,” as if the idea was worthy of consideration.

         “Thanks,” he said briefly, icily, and walked through into the empty bedroom.

         “Come and make a careful investigation of anything Mrs. Armstrong-Beale has left behind,” he invited. “It’s possible she’s left a few clues—bloodstains, and so forth—although the chambermaid has already been in and done the room.”

         “Why couldn’t it have been left until morning?” Caro inquired, as she followed him gingerly into the bedroom where a man and woman had had a short, sharp argument earlier in the evening—the argument she had overheard in her bath. “Surely it isn’t normal procedure to turn a room out overnight?”

         “In the hotel trade,” he told her, controlling his exasperation with difficulty as he turned and looked at her, “we do not neglect to do things because it isn’t the following morning. Someone might turn up unexpectedly and want this room.”

         “In a snowstorm?” she inquired, bleakly, glancing at the window.

         The room fairly reeked of perfume—the same heavy French perfume that had filled every corner of the bathroom after Mrs. Armstrong-Beale had had her bath. Opening the built-in wardrobes and peering into them suspiciously Caro felt slightly affronted by the very insistence of that perfume.

         She discovered a couple of satin-covered hangers that had been left behind, and a thing that surprised her—a knitting-book. Somehow it was difficult to associate knitting-books with a woman who was as smart as Mrs. Ffolliot had described Mrs. Armstrong-Beale, and who was so extremely sophisticated that she used the very “Frenchiest” of French perfumes.

         Suddenly something lying on the floor caught her eye, and she stooped and picked it up. Triumphantly she held it out to Robert Madderley.

         “So your chambermaid has been in here with a vacuum-cleaner, has she?” she said. “What a very careless chambermaid or else there’s something wrong with the cleaner! I should have thought it might at a pinch have sucked up a nylon stocking!”

         Robert Madderley looked almost startled by the sight of the stocking. But he took it from her and tucked it into his pocket impatiently.
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