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  ››› This title is

  part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder

  and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated

  frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers,

  some of which have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the
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  Chapter One




  THE HOUSE stood on the side of a hill, with a windmill for background and behind that a wide expanse of pale sky with nothing to interrupt the view but

  a few trees and, in the far distance, a tall pointed spire white as limestone against the grayer clouds. It was clear that whoever chose the site had done so for a whim rather than with any sense

  of convenience, for it was isolation itself, and when it came to putting in a water supply two builders flatly refused to take on the job. They said it would cost as much as the house itself.




  “Dammit!” exploded Colonel Anstruther, “are you being asked to pay for it or am I?”




  He took his prospective custom away from them and approached a third man who, looking very long-faced, said it would be a job, a hell of a job.




  “And what are you here for but to undertake jobs?” demanded the eccentric Colonel. “Upon my soul, if I’d shown as little initiative when I was in India holding my first

  commission I’d have been drummed out of the army double-quick and quite right, too. What you want in the army—and out of it for that matter—are men who can face up to a difficulty

  and find out how to tackle it. D’you suppose I’m paying you to tell me it’s going to be a job to bring water here? D’you suppose I’m such a crack-brained

  flannel-footed oaf I can’t see that for myself?”




  This was precisely what the builder had thought, but he didn’t dare say so. The Colonel was one of those long thin men with impressive moustaches, who look as though they should suffer

  from low blood pressure, but if he did no one would have guessed it.




  He got his water, of course, and as for electricity, he said that was a new-fangled idea—anything less than fifty years old was new-fangled to the Colonel—and only a fad to make life

  easier for a pack of lazy servants eating their heads off and getting machines to do their work for them. (But after Rose Anstruther came back electricity was installed as a matter of course.) In

  the background, but not too far away, was Jock, the Colonel’s ex-soldier servant, a grizzled impassive creature with Scottish tenacity, sharing his master’s view of the fuss and folly

  that is Woman. Rose didn’t count as Woman; like her father, she was beyond normal rules and regulations in Jock’s eyes and, as subsequent visitors were speedily to learn for

  themselves, it was Jock’s word that counted.




  It was after Rose made her surprising runaway match with Gerald Fleming that the Colonel built The Downs. He had fought against what he considered an absurdly fanciful title, but for once he

  suffered defeat. Having stood out for months against every suggestion his builder could offer from Seaview to Windmill House, he found that he had to have an address of some sort if any letters

  were to reach him, and down in the village it was invariably referred to as the house on the downs, so The Downs it became. The Colonel himself never used the name. My house, he would say, and, if

  pressed for a description of its situation, would add, “On the hill there. You can’t miss it. There isn’t another building for half a mile.”




  Rose Anstruther was twenty-eight when she ran away. She was one of those enigmatic Botticelli women, serene enough on the surface and lovely as something out of Primavera. Women openly wondered

  why she hadn’t married before, and decided it was “that selfish father of hers.” At that time the Anstruthers lived in a very pleasant house in the village, close to the sea;

  Rose never appeared to have servant trouble as other women did. Servants presumably left for the usual reasons and new ones took their place, but you never saw the stately Miss Anstruther in

  registry offices. In point of fact, Jock engaged the servants. Rose and the Colonel both thought this reasonable. It was Jock who would have to work with them. Perhaps it was living in India for so

  many years that gave them both their air of aloof dignity.




  In Sunbridge naturally the household aroused a good deal of speculation. Women who had worked in the house said there were no photographs standing about, and neither the Colonel nor Rose ever

  mentioned the late Mrs. Anstruther. The Colonel belonged to a Club—Sunbridge is favored as a retiring-place for innumerable military men—and cherished a passion for maps. Miss

  Anstruther occupied herself with the flowers, a little ladylike gardening, her embroidery, and occasional visits to their few acquaintances. She was regularly At Home once a month, had select

  tennis parties in the summer, and it was a matter for congratulation to achieve the entree to any of her functions.




  “What does she do with herself all day?” matrons asked one another, but a young man who had been infatuated with her at sight returned passionately, “People like Miss

  Anstruther don’t have to do things. It is enough for them just to be.”




  It was the same young man who said of her that “she walked in beauty like the night,” but when a certain Mrs. Pendlebury mentioned the young man’s name to Rose, longing to know

  if anything was “likely to come of it,” she turned her lovely, calm face to her companion, murmuring, “Mr. Bennett? Have I met him? I’m afraid I don’t . .

  .”




  Their exclusiveness and the fact that no one ever saw Rose moved by any transport of feeling started a rumour that she was—well, just a little, you know—and the ladies would nod and

  touch their foreheads and exchange experienced glances. No wonder the Colonel was so stiff and unyielding and shrank so obviously from feminine society, but though there were always ladies only too

  eager to prove to him that life might still be sweetened by human associations, he never took the hint. Morning by morning the stiff erect figure went down to the Club to read The Times,

  punctually at one o’clock he returned to lunch, and in the afternoon he and his daughter might often be seen together, apparently absorbed in one another’s company.




  Then, all of a sudden, Rose disappeared. Gerald Fleming was admittedly attractive, a year or so younger than Rose, a creature of impulsive charm and a delightful sophistication. Rose had always

  had admirers, and there were some, the Colonel among them, who couldn’t see what he had to offer that made him more desirable than a score of other young nincompoops who had worshipped at his

  lovely Rose’s shrine. But it seemed Rose had at last fallen in love and she proposed to marry her swain. The Colonel pooh-poohed the whole idea. The chap was unstable, he said, had no

  educated ideas about settlements, talked as if you could live on bread and cheese and kisses, in other words on his wife’s income, and above and beyond all that, “a fellow doesn’t

  marry to bring up a daughter to look after some other chap.” Having expressed his views he appeared to consider the subject closed.




  The affair differed from innumerable other romances in that there were no arguments, no wild pleas, accusations, brokenhearted Rose or frantic young man. All three participants were accustomed

  to having their own way; all intended to do so on this occasion. Rose for all her surface tranquillity was a creature of deep feeling, and it never occurred to her that she should not have what

  she so greatly desired. Since Papa was proving so unreasonable, and since open disagreement between them was unthinkable, she packed a trunk, told Jock to order a cab and drove away from the house

  one morning when the Colonel was at his club, to join her lover in London. She even left the traditional three-cornered note on her father’s pincushion.




  It was after this that the Colonel bought the site of The Downs and had the plans drawn up. Like his daughter, he wasn’t used to defeat, and he went through the objections and hesitancies

  of builders and their allies like a hot knife going through butter. When they suggested other sites, he threw their plans on the floor and came back to his original notion. It must have been force

  of personality that got him his way, for he was not a rich man, nor was he an influential one. But the house went up at an astonishing rate, and carts and lorries climbed the hill and cranes came

  into position, and when the whole was finished it was a sight for the whole neighborhood. These came in admiring groups to stand a little way off and tell one another in surprised tones that really

  it was staggering what the old boy had thought of. They themselves wouldn’t have chosen that particular site— too expensive, too remote, any reason would serve; they wouldn’t

  even have chosen that type of architecture—they supposed he’d got the idea from his Indian sojourns, they confided to one another, even those who had never been nearer India than

  Brightlingstone, the big seaside town that drew thousands from all over the country during the summer season—but one and all agreed that the finished article was extraordinarily attractive

  and stranger still, appropriate to its surroundings. Long and low—it stood on two floors only—with an unparalleled view across the Downs to the sea in the distance, it seemed to melt

  into its background, without ever becoming insignificant. However, their opportunities of admiring it were few, for after enduring the sightseers for about a week the Colonel stamped into his

  builder’s establishment and demanded a board—at once. “Want it by Saturday,” said the Colonel. “Here are the specifications.”




  The board read simply: This is a private house. Not open for inspection.




  The next batch of curiosity-mongers laughed and said did the old man think we were living in the Middle Ages and he’d got something to learn, but all the same after its erection they

  stayed at a respectful distance. One of the wags, in fact, said the house was typical of its owner, and it would be luck to have him for a neighbor in hell, because he’d freeze even the

  purgatorial flames. All the same, the notice served its purpose, and the Colonel had all the privacy he needed.




  The ladies of the community speculated on the size of the house. It was absurd, they said, to put up that barn of a place just for a widower, and they watched and wondered and confided to one

  another their suspicions about a new Mrs. Anstruther; they even tried to pump the servants, but they got short shrift here, for Jock was as unapproachable as his master and the only other member

  of the staff at that time was an enormous Scotswoman called Mrs. Mack, who contrived, for all her size, to remain practically invisible. So, for a time, the two elderly men rattled about in the

  place like a couple of peas. Then it leaked out that he had transported all his daughter’s belongings to the new house, where he had had a complete suite arranged for her convenience with all

  her personal furnishings put in practically the same order as before. Her grand piano, her embroidery frame, her beautiful bedroom suite and curtains, her aubusson carpet, her china cabinet,

  pictures, knick-knacks, so that if she returned without warning at any time she could step straight into the life she had left.




  And this, in fact, was precisely what Rose did.




  Six years after her sensational elopement, she arrived at the door of The Downs in a hired car and a quantity of luggage, displaying no more hurry, secrecy or fear about this move than there had

  been about her flight. Out of the car stepped a tall auburn-haired Botticelli lady, beautifully dressed—her clothes had always been the envy of Sunbridge matrons—the driver alighted and

  rang the bell, and Jock answered the door. Rose said in composed tones, “Good afternoon, Jock. I’ve come home. Are my rooms ready? I should like a hot bath and some tea sent to my

  bedroom.”




  Jock said, “I knew ye’d be back anon,” and that was the only comment he was ever known to make on the development. He and the driver carried up the luggage, a little later Rose

  had her bath and afterwards Jock himself took up her tea. He explained that the cook was a plain body, not much used to ladies, and Rose suggested the engagement of another woman to help in the

  house now that she herself was at home. Jock said, “I’ll see to that first thing in the morning,” and left Rose to drink her tea. Mrs. Mack lumbered up with offers of assistance,

  and between them the two women unpacked the boxes, which were then removed by Jock, and a few minutes later the Colonel came in. No one knew how he took the news, since no one saw the meeting of

  the two, but what he actually said when he saw his daughter again was, “Well, you’ve been some time making up your mind, but I knew you’d never stay with that flibbertigibbet. Now

  I hope you’re going to settle down.”




  “Yes,” said Rose gently. “I’ve come home, for good.”




  “That’s fine,” said the Colonel. “You’ll find all your things here. Only one thing, Rose, I won’t have that fellow here. He must understand that.”




  Rose said in the same dispassionate tone, “He won’t come here. You see, he’s dead.”




  “Dead, eh?” It seemed impossible to startle any of the members of this extraordinary household. “Probably the best day’s work he ever did. How did it happen?”




  “You were right about him, and I found that out within six months. Yet looking back, knowing as little as I did then, I believe I should do the same again. I don’t think men

  understood it, but there was something very attractive about Gerald. Other women noticed it, too.”




  “Like that?” growled the Colonel.




  “The real trouble was he was a natural gambler. Nothing could stop him. You know, he had no money except his retired pay.”




  “Chap of his age has no right to be retired,” snapped the Colonel, “not unless he’s got land to look after.”




  “Oh, I think there had been some trouble. He was always very lavish when he had money, spent it like a prince. But on the whole he was lucky. He gambled everything away . . .”




  “Yours, too?” The Colonel’s private opinion was the fellow looked like a pimp, but women seemed to have no discrimination.




  “Everything he could touch.”




  “Thank God, your mother had the sense to tie some money up. Has everything else gone?”




  She nodded. “Jewels, car. . . . The funny thing was I didn’t mind at first, if he wanted it. Then I began to see how hopeless it was. It was like a drug. He didn’t seem able to

  stop. He said he was writing a book on gambling. He took a villa at Monte Carlo so that he could have quiet to work . . .”




  The Colonel looked at her sharply. She couldn’t really be so green. Fellows didn’t take villas in the Riviera to write books. . . . He saw that she wasn’t deceived.




  “That too?” he muttered.




  Her next words shocked him. “It was there he shot himself,” she said.




  The Colonel was appalled. “My dear Rose! I had no notion . . .”




  “Ever since it happened I’ve asked myself if it was my fault. He warned me he was at the end of his tether. He had done that before, but never with quite the same urgency. He said,

  ‘If you don’t help me now you may be sorry later on.’ I explained that I had nothing left I could touch, but he said I could borrow on my security. I told him you had made me

  promise never to do that, but he said a husband’s need ought to come before a promise that should never have been made. But oh!” She put out her hands in a gesture so weary yet so

  poignant that even the tough old man was moved. In spite of the atmosphere of tragedy in which she had returned, he could find nothing but joy in his heart at the sight of her. “What was the

  sense? It would all have gone in a few days and we should have been absolutely destitute. I asked him if he would come back to England, but he refused. I don’t know whether he had some

  reason for not wanting to be seen there, but I think it was probably his passion for gambling that made him adamant. It was his life to him. He told me again that if I didn’t help him this

  time he was ruined, but I had been through it all so often before, and I was hard. That night I felt exhausted and I went to bed soon after dinner. He said he was going back to the casino for a

  final fling. I never saw him again alive. Next morning he was found at the villa with his revolver by his side.” She shivered. “The doctor said he must have been dead for

  hours.”




  Poor child, he thought, she must have known some passion of grief, of remorse, of anger, when it happened; but now her voice was dull as a gray day.




  “His own revolver, of course?”




  “Yes. He always had one. He used to say it was a gentleman’s last friend. As a matter of fact . . .” she hesitated. “The police were very considerate and this never got

  into the papers, but I think he was expecting someone to meet him at the villa that night, perhaps someone who would have helped him. When they found him there was a tray on a sidetable with two

  glasses on it and some wine, that hadn’t been touched. They thought he must have waited until he realised whoever it was wasn’t coming, and that was the end of his hope.”




  “May be a lot of speculation,” growled the Colonel, hoping he was saying the right thing.




  “They weren’t very much moved by it,” Rose acknowledged. “That sort of thing happens too often out there. Men gamble for fortunes, lose them and throw up the sponge.

  Gerald was just one of a great army, no personal significance at all. They were more interested to know if I could pay up his debts than anything rise.”




  “You’ve left nothing outstanding?” The Colonel’s voice was sharp.




  “Nothing. I paid the hotel bill and I sold everything he left, his cigarette case and lighter, his watch, his clothes, everything. He wasn’t on terms with any of his

  relations—I gather they broke off connections years ago, and there was no one left to write to. Two or three curious ghouls came to the funeral, but people out there are forgotten as you

  would forget a pheasant you shot last week. Living is very expensive, but life itself very cheap.” She drew a deep breath and looked round her. “For nearly six years I’ve dreamed

  of coming home,” she said. “It doesn’t seem possible I’m really here.”




  They never talked of Gerald Fleming again.




  The neighbors nearly split themselves trying to find out what had happened, but they were the kind that seldom goes abroad for a holiday and all they could learn was that he had died abroad. It

  was thought perfectly normal for Rose to return to her father’s roof, and when, a year later, she unostentatiously changed her name by deed poll and was once again Rose Anstruther the

  Knows-Alls nodded significantly to one another and said it was a mercy the chap had died—all except those who didn’t believe in the story of his death but imagined him gallivanting on

  the Continent with some bejewelled mistress.




  After her return life at The Downs changed little. The staff was increased, every now and again large exquisite boxes bearing the names of famous couturières and milliners were

  delivered at the house, for Rose dressed as perfectly as ever, but the rigid ban on hospitality was not lifted, and now she was not even At Home to her neighbors. A servant-girl said the lady did

  the most wonderful petit-point embroidery and spent hours reading and playing the piano. There were no photographs of the late Mr. Fleming anywhere and his name was never mentioned. For all the

  difference he had made to the household it seemed that he might never have existed.




  About five years after Rose’s return a new inmate came to The Downs. This was the Colonel’s brother, Joseph Anstruther, a man of much the same build, only his hobby was crime instead

  of maps. He filled the shelves in his room with records of famous trials, autobiographies of detectives, treatises on crime in various countries, and delighted in the day-to-day crimes revealed in

  the press. When any such outrage had been committed, he was instantly on the trail, explaining to the tranquil Rose and the impatient Colonel, who was becoming a little deaf with increasing years,

  police methods and where, in his opinion, the authorities erred.




  “If ever I commit a murder . . .” was a famous opening of his.




  “You talk like a fool, Joseph,” snapped the Colonel. “Of course you won’t commit a murder. Haven’t you ever noticed in all this multitudinous reading of yours that

  murders are never committed by gentlemen?”




  When Joseph triumphantly instanced a famous murder by a soldier during the first World War the Colonel said, “Fellow was mad. They shut him up, didn’t they? Well then, that disposes

  of your argument.”




  It was an odd household, the old Colonel living his detached life, Rose as apart from the things of everyday as if she had actually stepped out of the frame of an Old Master, Joseph Anstruther

  immersed in his hobby. He read innumerable detective stories, perpetually writing to authors to point out blunders, backing his opinion with actual judgments or cases in real life, and stressing

  the ideal location of The Downs as a scene for murder.




  But it is improbable that he anticipated what lay ahead.




  







  Chapter Two




  IT WAS during the year that saw the end of World War No. 2 that the redoubtable Lady Bate (flour, snorted the Colonel) and her niece by marriage,

  Caroline, came to The Downs, and it was while they were there that Joseph Anstruther was justified in his claim that the house was ideally located for a crime. For it was during their tenancy that

  it suddenly sprang into a most unwelcome publicity. A few years earlier the Colonel would have been horrified at the notion of harboring strangers under his roof, but the war years affected the

  household in two ways. The first was financial. The Colonel had never been a rich man and he had put most of his capital into the house. In this he would have considered himself justified had it

  occurred to him that any justification was required. His tastes were simple and his expenditure microscopic. He had his pension and that was about all. Joseph also had a pension and no

  capital—he had, years earlier, married a most unsuitable wife, who had run through his substance and then run away with someone more entertaining. It was all such ancient history that even

  Joseph sometimes forgot he had ever been married. As for Rose, she had the small income bequeathed her by her mother, and the three of them, by pooling their resources, contrived to live without

  difficulty until about 1940, when rising taxes and increased cost of living drove all kinds of people, who had hitherto never thought of work, into the labor market. There could, of course, be no

  question of any of them taking what the authorities described as gainful employment. The kitchenmaid went into munitions and the housemaid, who was old enough to know better, suddenly married a

  soldier, “and none too soon,” commented Jock grimly.




  Jock and cook agreed that, with the simplified living imposed by war conditions, they could manage without any other help. It never occurred to Rose that she should turn to, even to the extent

  of making her own bed, and this was done by the “girl” of the moment. She changed her identity so often that she was never counted as a member of the regular staff, and both Jock and

  the cook were surprised that anyone considered her as an asset.




  It was one of Rose’s talents that nobody ever thought of her as idle. To the two old men who relied on her, she represented a quality that the war practically killed, something beautiful

  and cool, with the element of mystery that their generation prized so highly. There was nothing mysterious about the modern young women with their revealing slacks and dangling hair and painted

  lips. But with all their simplifications it became steadily more difficult for the household at The Downs to meet their commitments. And then, to crown everything, came the air raids on London and

  the steady evacuation of the homeless and the helpless to the country.




  It was Joseph who sounded the warning note. Joseph got about more than the others. His hobby took him into the town, and he observed with satisfaction that you could always count on a fair

  amount of crime in a seaside neighborhood. He used to sit in saloon bars, a thin eccentric old gentleman, and chat to anyone who turned up. Since that was the time when the writers of detective

  stories were reaping a rich harvest, and since he had a century’s real crimes at his fingertips, he was never without an audience. It was there, in fact, that he first set eyes on Mr. Crook,

  long before Crook was officially involved in the affair.




  Crook was down on one of the various cases that engaged his attention during those years, and he found the old man stimulating company. He was fond of explaining what he’d do if he

  committed a murder, and how he’d bamboozle the police.




  “It’s a matter of looking ahead,” he explained. “Most chaps don’t plan their murders.”




  But Crook asked him if he’d ever heard of the invisible witness, and said that the people to be afraid of weren’t the police or the people directly connected with the crime, but

  hawkers, paper-sellers, old ladies exercising Pekineses, cripples whose main amusement was sitting at ground-floor windows and watching the street. Joseph took careful note of everything Crook told

  him.




  “You’ve been around a bit,” he would say, with some envy.




  It was during his sojourns in the town that he realized what was likely to happen to the Colonel and Rose. Sunbridge had been selected by the authorities as an evacuation center. It seemed

  improbable that the Germans would bomb it, and, there being neither factories nor military camps in the immediate neighborhood, there was more accommodation there than in a good many other places.

  Of course, it was sea-coast, and if the promised invasion ever eventuated, it might imply a hurried exodus of the evacuees, but in 1940 the Government had its hands full with emergency

  measures—Dunkirk and the ravages wrought by bombs coming together was enough to try the most elastic Government, and so to Sunbridge came the trains from East and South London, all along the

  bank of the Thames where the first raids did the greatest harm, and mothers and children and old folk poured out on the platforms and were hurried away by distracted billeting officers to homes

  which weren’t on the whole eager to have them, and where conditions were for the most part entirely foreign to the newcomers.




  It was Sam, the barman at the Bird In Hand, who observed cheerfully to Joseph—he wouldn’t have dared make a similar suggestion to the Colonel—“Suppose you’ll be

  having your little lot from London any day now, sir?” and Joseph said, “Hey, what? Nonsense, nonsense. Can’t park a lot of town brats on two old men and a widow.”




  But the observation had disturbed him. He put his developed gift for observation into more practical effect and realized that Sam was right. Any day now a billeting officer would arrive at the

  door, and although the combination of Jock and the Colonel would be enough to stagger Hitler, it was incredible what chaps could do in a war, with the Government behind them. It was difficult to

  make the Colonel appreciate the position, but Jock displayed unexpected common sense. Since it was inevitable that part of so large a house would be commandeered, it seemed to his thrifty common

  sense that it might as well be done at a profit. There were two front staircases to The Downs, and there was no need for the family to see their unwelcome guests. It would mean, of course, some

  cramping. At present each member of the household had a personal suite, but fuel shortage was making it difficult in any case, and by rearranging some of the two old gentlemen’s belongings it

  seemed to Jock that Miss Rose need hardly know the lodgers were in the house. Jock scorned the more polite description of “paying guests.” To him they were lodgers and to the Colonel

  they remained boarders. It took even Jock some time to get round the various objections raised by the old autocrat, but eventually that half of the house where the rooms were slightly smaller and

  the views slightly less spacious, though, for that matter, every room had a view worth traveling miles to see, which had the inferior of the two bathrooms and contained the kitchen and the

  servants’ quarters, was handed over for the invaders’ use and the first party shortly arrived.




  Joseph went round inspecting the arrangements. “Very nice,” he approved. “Give ’em what’s necessary, but don’t make ’em too comfortable. Otherwise

  you’ll have ’em here for life.”




  However, it was so quickly made obvious to the guests that they were an inferior form of life, who could only expect attention when the household proper had been attended to and their rare

  encounters with the family were so alarming that few of them stayed very long. The Government wouldn’t allow them petrol, there were no adequate bus services—the Colonel had a special

  allowance, of course, for shopping and church. If you lived more than two miles from a church you got priority, and an official of the Fuel Ministry observed that it was amazing how many churches

  seemed situated on golf courses since the outbreak of war, while the number of golfers who suddenly took to religion might also justify an official inquiry. But naturally there was never room in

  the car for visitors, nor was Jock, who drove, amenable in the matter of executing small commissions.




  “These silly women!” he remarked witheringly to his employer. “Do they no ken there’s a war on? Mrs. Mack and the girl and myself have our hands full tending to them as

  it is, and instead of being grateful there they are asking will I fetch them some rubbishy paper or tobacco or some such fulishness. If it’s so needful to their comfort, didn’t the

  Almighty give them legs?”




  To suggestions of breakfast in bed he had one reply. “This is a house, no’ a hospital.” He was very choosy, too, about lodgers, asking as many questions as a Government

  Department.




  “For heaven’s sake don’t import a lot of these painted trollops,” implored the Colonel, “or they’ll think we’re running a disorderly house and come down

  on me for income tax.”




  “You can’t be too careful,” added Joseph impressively. “Let them know there are two widowers here and we’ll get such an influx of women who’ve missed their

  market we’d be better off with evacuees.”




  “Evacuees!” said Jock scornfully. “And how about me? I’m no a marrit man, and it’s well known every woman sets her cap at a bachelor. The conceit of the creatures!”




  The conceit, however, was by no means all on one side. All three men were convinced, after the manner of their sex and age, that they would be irresistible to any unattached female. As to the

  effect of any lodgers on Rose, this was not taken into account, it being agreed that Rose was not to be bothered with them. Once they saw a woman on the premises, opined Jock, they’d take the

  place for a boarding-house. The sort of women who became blind pigs were generally awed by a man-servant, and Jock, like the Almighty whom he frequently evoked, was no respecter of persons. A

  decent body lived in his or her own house. If they quitted it for any reason whatsoever, even though it had been blitzed over their heads, they sank unequivocally into that lower social stratum

  known as lodgers.




  The comparative succession of strangers arriving at The Downs, being instantly enchanted by the view, writing to their friends that they really had struck it lucky this time, writing a week

  later in a slightly less enthusiastic strain that the whole position was a little peculiar, that you never saw anyone but the manservant, and all requests for an interview with Mrs. Anstruther were

  met with a blank refusal; these same lodgers’ occasional glimpses of the two old gentlemen looking like an austerity version of Tweedledum and Tweedledee, but always a back view, always

  receding, never welcoming, their expressed conviction that there was something queer about the whole setup—these became an accepted part of the house’s routine. No one stayed for more

  than six months, most of them left after three or four. Some didn’t stand the strain more than the first two or three weeks. The place was too isolated, they declared, and too much attention

  was paid to the family and too little to the guests.




  Jock and Mrs. Mack agreed that one meal midday was all that could be expected of a single-handed cook, so at 12:30 a meal of sorts was planked on the table in the communal living-room, and

  immediately afterwards Jock brought the car round to the front door and the two old gentlemen and Rose got in and were driven down to the town, where they had a standing arrangement with the most

  exclusive restaurant for a permanent table—naturally, the best. Sometimes they returned at once, sometimes they drove into Brightlingstone, where the Colonel went to a cinema, a habit he had

  contracted since the war, Joseph browsed in bookshops, and Rose matched embroidery silks or bought wool, for she knitted with the same exquisite precision as she gave to every other activity that

  engaged her time, while Jock executed commissions for Mrs. Mack. At four o’clock they returned, at 4:15 they had tea, and at 4:30 Jock permitted the boarders to have theirs. No hints, no

  complaints even, moved him in the least. There was no compulsion on anyone to stay where he wasn’t comfortable, he observed. And so the procession came and went until the arrival of old Lady

  Bate and young Caroline.




  Lady Bate was probably the first person to come to The Downs who might be regarded as a match for Jock. She wrote from an hotel at Brightlingstone asking for details, and sent her niece to look

  at the rooms. Caroline was a shy, fair-haired girl who would have been much happier in the Services than dancing attendance on her alarming aunt. Her father had been a half-brother of the deceased

  Sir Charles Bate of flour fame, so that she was more like the old lady’s granddaughter than her niece. Lady Bate, however, who was as accustomed as Rose Anstruther to having her own way, had

  mown down all the objections of the Ministry of Labor—she was an invalid, she insisted, and to prove it she bought an invalid chair that she made the luckless Caroline push around—she

  had made a home for the girl ever since the death of her parents when Caroline herself was five, Caroline was not very strong, she produced doctors’ certificates right and left (dragged, as

  was subsequently proved, from reluctant acquaintances who could no more withstand the old lady’s onslaughts than they could have withstood a robot bomb), and eventually the Ministry’s

  harassed officials gave the old lady best, as Sir Charles had long ago learned to do. When Jock opened the door and saw this pretty creature in her plain dark coat and little dark hat trimmed with

  squirrel fur, his first impulse was to say that the rooms were let, but a second glance assured him that the girl wasn’t outrageously painted and powdered, and when she spoke in a soft,

  appealing voice of “my aunt who is not very strong,” he contented himself by making his time-honored remark about the house not being a hospital.




  “I didn’t mean she was delicate exactly,” explained Caroline, “but it is rather a roundabout journey if you haven’t a car, and if the rooms shouldn’t prove

  suitable, though if they’re anything like the outside of the house I should think they would be beautiful. . . . But she feels I should bring her a report because, having lived with her all

  my life, I know what she likes.”




  “If she’s always had what she liked she’s mair fortunate than most of us,” returned Jock in his outspoken fashion.




  What Caroline meant but naturally could not say was that the old lady was a tartar who had been requested by one hotel after another to leave at the end of the week.




  “I don’t know what the world’s coming to,” she would storm at Caroline. “No manners, no consideration, no respect for birth or for old age. Everybody thinking of

  themselves.”




  It was questionable if she had ever thought of anyone else in the whole of her long, selfish life. Even her adoption of Caroline had had a selfish motive. Her husband had recently died and she

  foresaw a wealthy but solitary, possibly helpless old age, and she had no fears of the girl leaving her to make some impracticable marriage just when she was most needed. The woman who had wheeled

  Sir Charles Bate into line would find a girl child’s play. Jock shared Lady Bate’s opinion of Caroline. A puir saft body, he decided. He took her up to Lady Bate’s prospective

  room, the best of the lodgers’ apartments, with a dressing-room opening out of it. At Caroline’s request he said grudgingly he could put up a camp bed in the dressing-room, but this

  room was really let as a double. He whipped open the door of the sitting-room, where the intimidated girl got a view of comfortable chairs—anyway two were comfortable—round a moderate

  fire.




  “No private sitting-room?” she ventured.




  “It was rooms, no’ a flat that was offered,” Jock pointed out.




  Caroline nodded submissively. “I dare say Aunt Bate will make herself comfortable,” she observed.




  “There’s others after the rooms,” Jock informed her swiftly.




  For the first time a gleam of humor shone in Caroline’s eye. “That wouldn’t affect her,” she said.




  Jock gave her a startled glance. “Mebbe her leddyship had best come herself to see,” was his sour comment.




  “I don’t think that’s necessary,” said Caroline. “I shall tell her they’re perfect. I,” she added, “have always wanted to be in a room that looked

  over the Downs.”




  “Ye’ll be on war-work? suggested Jock, but the girl shook her head.




  “My aunt is war-work. Even the Ministry of Labor has agreed to that.” Then she asked to see Mrs. Anstruther.




  Jock stiffened like an iron rod. “Mrs. Anstruther is not seeing anyone this afternoon. She leaves the arrangements to me, ye ken. That suits the twa of us.”




  “I see,” said the girl gravely, and again there was that betraying sparkle in her eye. “Oh well, Aunt Bate will probably be able to see Mrs. Anstruther when she comes. Will

  Monday be all right? I think the terms were settled.”




  So, on Monday, Lady Bate and Caroline arrived in a hired car with an incredible amount of luggage to be carried up to the first floor.




  “Are you the porter?” she asked Jock.




  “Ye’ve been misinformed,” he assured her. “Butler is what we call it in a private house.”




  “I wasn’t aware this was a private house,” returned Lady Bate briskly. She was a formidable old dame, absurdly dressed in sealskin and sequins. Her luggage was old-fashioned

  but expensive. Jock made a feint of lifting one or two of the boxes, then turned to the chauffeur and asked him to lend a hand. The man looked as though he would refuse, and Caroline said quickly,

  in the manner of one used to stepping into the breach, “I can help you with the luggage.”




  “Nothing of the kind,” snapped Lady Bate. “You’re a guest here, not one of the servants. For what we are being charged I expect adequate service.”




  Jock turned and looked at her witheringly. “Ye must be a very disappointed leddy,” he observed.




  The chauffeur got down with the air of a man who knows that whatever else may be adequate his tip will not be, and between them the two men carried the boxes and bags upstairs. Lady Bate

  followed briskly. She remarked at once that she would prefer the bed in some other part of the room. Jock said, “Mrs. Anstruther doesna’ like the furniture to be shifted about for a lot

  of giddy whims,” and Lady Bate returned, “I will have a word with Mrs. Anstruther myself. In fact, I shall doubtless be seeing her shortly.” Her manner intimated that it was

  surprising the lady herself had not been on the doorstep to greet the new arrival.




  “Mrs. Anstruther can no’ see anyone this afternoon.” Jock was as firm as a granite gravestone.




  “I am accustomed to seeing the lady in charge on arrival,” said Lady Bate, not to be outdone.




  “If there’s anything else ye require ye should tell me,” Jock invited her.




  “This seems a most unusual establishment,” remarked the old lady in her blunt fashion.




  “Indeed it is,” Jock agreed. “I dare say ye’ll never have stayed in a house like this before.”




  Lady Bate glared. “I should like a cup of tea,” she countered, but Jock had her there.




  “Tea will be served at four-thairty. I should be getting it now but for bringing up these boxes.”




  “I’m fatigued,” asserted Lady Bate. “I should prefer tea in my own room today, since you are not able to give me a private sitting-room.”




  “There’s no meals served in bedrooms,” Jock told her. “There’s seven in the house including yourself, and no one but Mrs. Mack and me and the girl to ploy for them.

  And the girl’s little enow use.”




  “Mrs. Anstruther . . .” began Lady Bate.




  “Will be waiting. She and the Colonel don’t like being kept waiting.” He marched out.




  “I never heard anything so outrageous,” stormed Lady Bate who, in fact, made this remark so often that it would have saved time if she had had it recorded and just put on the record

  whenever the mood took her. “Who does he think we are?”




  “Lodgers,” said Caroline simply.




  Her aunt swung round. “I intensely dislike that vulgar expression. We are paying guests and really, seeing they are only taking us for their own advantage, they might consider themselves

  exceedingly fortunate to have us on the premises.”




  “Oh, Aunt Bate,” protested Caroline who, for all her years of experience of her aunt’s irrational arguments, was still young enough to believe that she might be converted by

  pure reason, “you know no one likes having people in their house, and if they have us because they’ve got to, they’ll like us all the less. You know what you say about Government

  compulsion, and . . .”
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