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  Chapter One




  Miss Laura Verity, a 50-year-old spinster, late of London, S.W.5, was determined to die. She made her plans for this event with her usual thoroughness and simplicity. Visiting

  her lawyer, stockbroker and banker, she settled her affairs in a manner least likely to prove troublesome to her heirs, and told her landlady that she was obliged to go into the country for a time

  on account of her health. The landlady, Mrs. Loveday, said, well, yes, she’d been remarking to Loveday that very week that Miss Verity didn’t look herself at all, quite washed-out she

  was, and what she needed was a proper change.




  “That,” said Miss Verity, “is what I intend to have.”




  She contemplated the future without much regret. She had had a narrow childhood, a hard youth and a penurious middle-age. Now she was too old to work, her income had dwindled, she would

  inevitably sink from the comparative respectability of two furnished rooms to a dubious bed-sitting-room, and would eventually be compelled to apply either to the Relieving Officer or her sister,

  her sole relative, for aid.




  “Either of which courses would be quite out of the question,” she told herself firmly. “Besides, there are far too many people cumbering the earth as it is.”




  She gave serious thought to her main problem, the locus and manner of her departing. She would never, she knew, have the courage to fall from a height, cast herself before an oncoming train or

  cut her throat with a bread-knife. Poisons that were painless were impossible to get hold of; the same objection applied to a revolver.




  “Besides,” she warned herself, “it would make such a mess and one should remember those who come after.”




  At about this time a notorious lady took her own life by cutting the veins of her wrist while seated in a warm bath. This seemed to Miss Verity an admirable notion. Razors were easily come by; a

  warm bath was a daily ritual. Only she felt the need for privacy. It would not, for instance, be either kind or discreet to die in Mrs. Loveday’s house. There is a superstition among those

  who rent furnished lodgings that a house where a suicide has taken place is unlucky, and they will, therefore, shy from coming there. Mrs. Loveday’s lodgings had to support both herself and a

  workshy Mr. Loveday.




  “Besides, it would make a very drab headline,” Laura told herself. “Woman found dead in Earl’s Court bathroom.” A woman found dead in a lonely cottage would please

  a far greater public, though pleasing the public was scarcely the thought uppermost in Miss Verity’s mind.




  “I should like a little time to rest and consider,” she reflected. “I should like to feel myself mistress of the roof under which I sleep. All my days I have spent in other

  people’s houses. Now for a little while I will have a house of my own.”




  In an advertisement in the “Church Times” she read of a small bungalow, suitable for artist or writer, two and a half miles from a large seaside resort, possessing all the amenities

  of civilization and none of its drawbacks. The cottage was described as surrounded by beautiful wooded country, standing not far from the sea, while a line of omnibuses passed at the foot of the

  lane. The rent asked was absurdly small. When Miss Verity saw the cottage she understood the reason for this. It was not only a mere bungalow—two rooms, a kitchen and a very primitive type of

  bathroom, it was as lonely as though it were situated on a desert island, standing up a winding quarter-mile drive, where the trees and shrubs had not been cut back for a quarter of a century.

  Originally, no doubt, it had been possible for cars to reach the door of The Nook, but now nothing larger than a bicycle could make its way up that precarious path. The omnibus service consisted of

  a number of ramshackle little buses running at irregular intervals between Periford and Brighton, the town in question. There was no shop for more than two miles, but there was a farm a mile or so

  distant, where eggs and milk could be obtained.




  “Will it be possible for them to be delivered to my door?” Miss Verity inquired.




  The owner of the cottage, a woman called French, was dubious.




  “Mrs. Home might send her Rosie, but as a rule you would be expected to fetch them yourself. Mrs. Home is a rather nervous woman, and is always imagining that the woods are full of danger.

  That, of course, is absurd. But I know she keeps them behind their own fence and will not even let them play in the woods.”




  Miss Verity considered. “If I decide to live here I shall be as lonely as a witch in a fairy-tale.” she assured herself. “No one will come from the village, unless it is the

  postman, and as I shall give no one my address, even he will not disturb me. Why, I may remain here for years before I am discovered. I must remember to leave some definite clue as to my

  identity.”




  Aloud, she said, “It is certainly an isolated spot. But your visitors . . .”




  “I have none. I chose this place because it is like a desert island surrounded by trees instead of water.”




  “You did not build it yourself?”




  “It was built by an artist who felt the same need to escape from his kind that I do. If solitude is what you want you will never find a place more to your mind. You’d hardly know you

  were living in a human world.”




  “I should hardly be surprised to find wolves in these woods,” said Laura fantastically. “But no doubt that seems to you quite demented.”




  “Only the human variety prowl here, and that seldom, I personally have never been disturbed.”




  Miss Verity looked thoughtfully at her hostess. She saw a tall muscular woman with a weather-beaten face, cropped hair under a felt hat with a dilapidated feather stuck in one side. (She picked

  that feather up in the woods, decided Miss Verity sagely), large work-worn hands and the kind of feet most useful for the kind of life she had chosen; her voice had a rusty note as from disuse; her

  clothes were of some rough tweed material; she paid no attention whatsoever to her appearance and clearly had never heard of powder or nail varnish.




  “As a concession to convention, I keep a cracked old bowler hat hanging in the hall,” said Miss French with a queer lop-sided grin. “They say that keeps tramps off. I

  shouldn’t have thought so myself. Men are far softer than women, don’t know how to say No except to their own wives.” Her mouth tightened. “Now if you are interested, let me

  explain the various stoves and lamps. There’s no water from the main, of course, and naturally no electricity or gas. But I’ve contrived to live here for twenty-five years, so I dare

  say you can manage for a few weeks.”




  “A few weeks?” Laura sounded a little startled.




  “How long did you wish to rent it?”




  “I thought three months at any rate.”




  Miss French pulled at her bony jaw with a hand on which there glittered unexpectedly a fine diamond ring. “Three months? I don’t know that it’ll be convenient for me to be away

  so long as that.”




  Miss Verity assumed an equal obstinacy. “I should want it for three months,” she said firmly.




  Miss French shrugged her shoulders. “Oh, very well. After all, I dare say it will make no difference, three months or six.”




  “Living alone so long has certainly turned her brain,” reflected Laura, following the woman into the minute kitchen. Here, suddenly, she went down on all fours.




  “You need to get down on your hands and knees to light this lamp,” she explained. “It heats the bath water It takes twelve hours, but it’s quite simple really.

  Here’s the chart—put rain-water in, a drop or two in the valve and fill it up. Every fortnight. From this tap. There’s a separate lamp for boiling water for kettles. They use this

  kind on yachts. At least, so I’m told. I’ve never been on a yacht. Don’t pull out the wick. If you do, you’ll never get it back.” She was demonstrating rapidly and

  quite incomprehensibly as she spoke. Miss Verity envied her her agility. For all her big bones she seemed able to double up without an effort. After this display she backed energetically out of the

  cupboard of a kitchen, and proceeded to explain the cooking stove. This was, if possible, more complex than the lamp. As for the sanitation, it didn’t seem necessary to understand that,

  because there didn’t appear to be any.




  Laura found herself wondering inconsequently how long it was since Miss French had taken off the suit she was wearing. It looked as though it had grown upon her. All this time she had scarcely

  spoken. The stove dismayed her a little, but she assured herself that she would understand it in time; in any case, she had no intention of allowing such a trifle to deter her from putting her plan

  into effect. When she was able to stem the tide of Miss French’s eloquence, she offered to take The Nook for three months, paying rent in advance. Miss French, with no more pretence of

  hesitation, accepted the offer, and it was agreed that Laura should enter on her property in a fortnight’s time, that is, on Tuesday the 12th March. It was a relief to find that Miss French

  betrayed no anxiety as to her reason for wanting thus to isolate herself, seeming to take it for granted that any intelligent person would wish to do as she had done herself.




  “Or perhaps she is convinced I am hiding from the police,” Laura told herself. “Well, it is no matter. In a very short time nothing anyone thinks will be of any importance at

  all.”




  It was on a dark night that she took possession of her new home. Owing to heavy falls of snow the trains were all late, and she missed the connection that should have landed her at Periford at

  four o’clock. In consequence it was almost seven and quite dark when she reached the station. Not unnaturally, she found a strong disinclination on the part of drivers to take her out on such

  a night. Though the rain held off, the wind screamed like a dervish, bending the tops of the trees where the buds were beginning to swell faintly in black sheaths; it was furiously cold, Laura told

  herself, clutching a suitcase in one hand, a handbag, a torch and the brim of her hat in the other. The cabmen demanded extortionate fares, on the ground that it was risking your life to go out in

  such weather at all, and warned her that she would have to accomplish the last half-mile on foot. The shrouded light from the station shone on their sullen faces, giving them a Hogarthian ugliness;

  Laura felt a pang of pleasure to think that shortly she would have quitted a world where such horrible creatures were tolerated. Since, however, money was now of little value to her, she agreed to

  their demands and deposited herself inside the dusty vehicle. They drove at a snail’s pace down a road as black as death. The only illumination was an occasional lamp, painted a deep blue,

  that emitted the smallest possible gleam which was almost immediately swallowed up by the darkness. For a short distance houses and cottages lined the route, but soon these petered out in a pair of

  villas that had never been completed and they found themselves in the open countryside. On their right Laura could hear the boom of the sea; the wind had lashed the waves to a fine fury and every

  now and again a great burst of water would come thundering on the shingle, and the dispersed stones would rattle and drop as though there were human footsteps slipping precariously among them.




  “Anything might happen here in the dark,” she reflected as her cab crawled sullenly through the night. “It is absurd to realize that this is the year 1940. It might be the

  Middle Ages, with a thief in every shadow and a murderer hiding behind every bush.”




  The thought was hardly a reassuring one for a woman, no longer young, determined to spend her last days alone in a cottage cut off from civilisation, set in the heart of a wood, whose trees might

  shelter only Heaven knew what tramps and ruffians. It had been part of her plan to withhold her address from the whole world. Only to her sister, Mabel, had she said that she would be taking a

  short holiday and was renting a small country cottage as soon as she found one suited to her requirements.




  “I do hope Laura isn’t going all queer, the way some middle-aged women do,” observed Mabel, handing the letter to her husband, Ernest. “This hiding in a lonely cottage

  now—it isn’t safe for a woman of her age. Just think of all the women who’ve been found murdered in cottages and bungalows. There was the Crumbles murder and that Swansea case and

  that woman—I forget her name—who was buried in the moat and no one heard anything of her for ages.”




  “They all had lovers,” said Ernest placidly.




  “Well, perhaps Laura’s lost her head over some man who’s simply playing her up for what she’s got. Think of the Brides in the Bath case; think of that man who married

  twelve women for their bit of property; think of Landru. . . . .”




  “Think of Laura,” Ernest advised her. “If she’s never lost her head over a man all her life, is she likely to start now?”




  “They often do—she’s just the age. There was that woman in the Moat murder, she was fifty-six, and such a good churchwoman. . . .”




  “Oh, well,” said Ernest good-humouredly, being tolerant for the two of them, “if that’s what she wants to do, it’s her life, isn’t it? And I must say, she

  hasn’t had much fun.”




  Laura would have appreciated that. She was often sorry her brother-in-law had married such an unpleasant wife. If he had chosen someone else, they might have met much more frequently.




  Laura, however, had forgotten about them as she made her way towards her self-chosen destination. After some time the cab stopped abruptly, and the cabman put his hand behind him and jerked open

  the door.




  “This is as far as we go,” he announced, not offering to help with the suitcase.




  Laura climbed out, lifted down the case, switched on the torch, counted out the fare, and stood by the roadside with a pang at her heart watching the little red light disappear in the direction

  of Periford far more rapidly than it had come. Once it was out of sight she seemed alone in an enormous black world. There was no moon and no stars; the wind almost swept her off her feet; the

  suitcase was heavier than she had expected, and she floundered slowly through the soft sand that was blown in all directions and came flying into her eyes and her mouth when she was sufficiently

  ill-advised to open it. This she did frequently, having acquired the habit during many lonely years of talking eagerly to herself. The light of the torch was fainter than she had anticipated, and

  for an instant there crossed her mind the thought that it might go out altogether before she reached the cottage.




  “Of course, I intended to be here long before this, while it was still daylight,” she said aloud, and then the wind came by and her mouth felt full of the gritty substance of the

  sand, and in her effort to keep her balance, cross the road and not allow the torch to point heavenward, she allowed her hat to blow off and be whirled instantly into the impenetrable night.




  “Well, it must go,” she told herself irritably. “It is no great matter. I shall not be requiring hats much longer, but really if I had known what a business it would be to take

  my own life, I believe I would have stayed on with Mrs. Loveday. Certainly they will bring in a verdict of Unsound Mind, and on my word, I am not sure that will not be justified.”




  Now, in this bitter night, this darkness, this hostility of the elements, it seemed to her a lunatic’s idea to retire from the world as a first step to relinquishing it altogether.




  Stumbling grotesquely, she at length felt her feet touch solid ground, as the sand was left behind and she embarked on the quarter-mile drive to The Nook. The path here was so narrow that

  nothing wider than a bicycle could hope to negotiate it, and even for a bicycle it was perilous on account of the roots of elm trees that surged across the path above the surface of the ground. The

  torch, burning now with a sullen golden gleam, barely illuminated the pitfalls on the road. All about her she was conscious of that urgency of life so much more powerful in the country at night

  than in town. There were movements in the trees, in the leafy heaps all about her in the darkness where creatures moved and slithered and fled through the night. Progress was necessarily slow,

  because of the fury of the storm and the unfamiliarity of the road.




  “I should have waited till the morning,” she told herself. “In the daylight I could have made my way easily. Now I feel as though the rest of the civilised world had been wiped

  out and only Heaven knows what horrors may not fill the woods.” She paused to set down her suitcase, that she must keep changing from hand to hand on account of its weight; as she did so she

  dropped the torch and heard it strike dully against the roots of a tree. Crouching, she felt frantically for it, advancing a step, then retreating. She could check her movements by the case that

  she had set on the ground; she would not move far from it, and indeed in the darkness she dared not do so. A careful exploration, however, warned her that at this point the ground sloped on the

  left to a hollow filled with damp leaves. She stood irresolute on the edge of this for a moment, wondering how deep was the drift, and whether she might not find herself in a worse plight if she

  went after the torch than if she attempted to complete the journey on foot without any aid. Cautiously she tried to feel the surface of the leaves; plunging in her arm she felt it sink elbow-high;

  she drew it out stained and cold from its contact with the leaves, for the snow had not long melted, and had soaked into the little hollow.




  “It may have rolled a considerable distance,” she told herself. “In this wind one would hear nothing.”




  And now terror possessed her. No smoker, she never carried matches. She had had the forethought to pack an additional battery in her suitcase, but this would be useless to her without the torch.

  She moved her feet, one at a time, in this direction and that, hoping to locate the missing light; once she thought she had found it, for her shoe struck against something hard, but when she

  delightedly went down on her knees she discovered it was only a stone. Groping her way back to her suitcase she lifted it, and faced the rest of the journey in the dark. Her advance was desperately

  slow, foot by foot. The drive wound first in this direction, then in that; perpetually she found herself stumbling over the exposed roots and flung out her hand to save herself from falling. The

  whole world was full of suppressed activity. When she moved she could hear footsteps following her at some distance, and when she halted, they ceased also. There were rustlings in the trees, thick

  shadows that would, she knew, prove to be human forms waiting to pounce upon her as she advanced. Once, when she put out her hand, it touched something soft and clinging, and she cried out in

  terror. For it could only be a human hand, she thought. She stood very still, waiting for that hand to be laid on her shoulder, to grip her arm, or, stooping craftily, to catch her ankle and throw

  her on her face. She thought she detected a movement on the other side, and knew that they were waiting, the pair of them, to wind a scarf round her mouth, suffocate her for the sake of the little

  money and treasures she carried in her case. She tried to find her voice, to say, “I’ll give you everything, only let me go.” For though she had come to The Nook to die, she had

  never conceived herself as one of those pieces of human wreckage discovered by a passing workman and featured in the evening press.




  “A pair of angular legs are seen sticking out of a bush,” she reminded herself in fastidious disgust, “and presently the whole, referred to as the trunk, is laid out on a slab

  for anyone to inspect for identification purposes. They will find the most odious explanations for my retreat here, anything, in fact, except the truth. And now that I have lost my torch, I am

  without a weapon of any kind.”




  As nothing happened, however, she proceeded on her journey; not for one instant did she believe she would be permitted to enter the house alive. Monsters, unknown to history, lurked all about

  her; grinning obscenities escaped from asylums, idiots whose desires took the most perverted forms, all these, she was convinced stalked her footsteps.




  “All my life I have been wrong,” she cried to her heart. “I thought I was made for adventure, and that it was a vicious fate that kept me cooped in towns, but now I know that

  Earl’s Court is my spiritual home, for I am shaking like a leaf from head to foot, and if I could awake and find this all a dream and myself safe in Mrs. Loveday’s room, I would

  willingly take an oath never to leave the neighbourhood again.”




  Step by step, foot by foot, she advanced. Once a hand reached down out of a tree and caught her by the hair; she gave a desperate toss of her head but she could not shake off the grip. She

  thought wildly, Perhaps it is an orang-outang. Of course, they are not normally found in Sussex, but anything is possible in this place, at this hour. She remembered the valley where the suicides

  walk, always with their feet turned inwards so that they shall never travel either to heaven or hell; she remembered the valley of the living dead, who prey on strangers for their food; she thought

  of the vultures and their cousins, the carrion crows, and she thought, It is true, the thing I have always feared. I have gone mad. This is madness. When they used to say in my childhood that

  So-and-So was out of his mind, I used to wonder where he could be. Now I know. This is the state of madness. She put up her hand, dashing wildly at the hand that gripped her hair—to discover

  that it was the small, light branches of a bush caught fast in the net she wore over her head; she tore it fiercely away, leaving the net dangling like a scalp, and went on. All through that

  nightmare journey she was aware of ghostly companions; one laid a hand on her waist, one brushed against her knees, others touched her shoulder, her arms, set cold fingers against her colder cheek.

  She was so much absorbed in calming her heart that she walked into the wall of the house before she realised that she had reached it. Setting down the case she began to feel along the wall with her

  fingers. She knew the shape and disposition of the door; it had two little glass panes, with curtains hung behind them. Presently she touched glass, but this she discovered was a window, not a

  door.




  “There cannot be another house up here,” she told herself. “Nor can it have turned itself round since last week.” But even as she spoke she realised what had happened.

  The drive wound round the side of the house, turning sharply to the right by the front door; where she now stood, therefore, was the back of the house. The back door was made of wood, fitted with a

  lock to which she had the key in her bag. As she felt for the key-hole in the darkness the wind came pouring across the wide empty fields, tore through the wood and almost swept her off her feet.

  Then it went shouting down into the valley, and she heard a distant thud as the branch of some unsteady tree came crashing down.




  She was so much occupied in finding the right key and getting the door open that she did not observe the light in the front room that went out as she crossed the threshold.




  







  Chapter Two




  Stepping quickly inside the house, Laura set down her suitcase and, going down on her knees, flung back the lid. In one corner she had packed candles and matches. Miss French

  had promised to leave a supply of these, but Laura had the spinster’s conviction that nothing could be relied upon to be as she wished it unless she assumed personal responsibility, and had

  brought these goods with her. Now she was thankful that she had done so. She had meant to find her way round with the aid of her torch, but without it she felt helpless. There would be lamps and

  candles standing about, she supposed, for her single visit to the cottage had not been sufficient for her to be sure where such things would be. Her chief feeling was one of an intense thankfulness

  that after that nightmare journey she should be safely under this roof. The solitary aspect of the cottage, the darkness, the lack of comfort, none of these could depress her. She could even

  rejoice in the ferocity of the wind, the sighing and creaking of the trees, the top of boughs against the window, knowing herself secure.




  “I will light the Valor stove and put on a kettle. I have some tea here, in case Miss French has not left the kind I prefer, then I will see what there is in the larder and have a meal of

  some kind. It must be almost eight o’clock. As soon as I have lighted a candle I shall know the time.”




  She found the blue box, extracted a candle, and fumbled for the matches. She was still on her knees, looking fearlessly ahead of her, when she looked up and saw . . .




  “Oh, merciful God!” she whispered. “This is more than I can endure. What is it? What can it be?” She did not move from the floor, nor could she take her eyes from the

  small red light that glowed at her through the dark.




  It was very small, like a fairy lantern in a child’s play. It did not move or flicker, but hung poised in space. The air all around her was thick, so thick it might almost support such a

  fairy light, yet she knew there could be no such comforting explanation. Then a breath came to her nostrils on that thick black air, and she knew it was a cigarette end she saw glowing at her like

  the red eye of an enemy through the dark. It was motionless. Therefore her presence here was known, for if he believed himself alone, the smoker would kindle a light, move about freely. And behind

  that cigarette was a face, a face that would condemn her for no reason but her unwelcome presence here. She waited, still as death. Outside, the fury of the storm increased. The wind tore at the

  hinges as though it would throw down the door, rattled angrily at the windows; the contrast between that fury and the stillness of the room in which the two of them waited, invisible, taut,

  desperately vigilant, made her fling up one hand over her mouth to repress a scream.




  “He knows I’m here, of course,” whispered Laura to her panic-stricken heart. “Of course he knows. Is he waiting for me to move, or what?”




  She felt that her slender chance of safety lay in complete immobility. Suppose he had not heard? Then perhaps he would go without harming her. But if he had heard, then it would seem more

  natural to move about.




  “Only, if I did, I might run into him. I wonder what he will do? I shall see that red light move, come nearer, nearer . . . How will he attack me? With the cigarette itself? Perhaps he

  will stab at me with the burning end—my eyes, my mouth. That is how they blind people, I have heard. Of course, that is what he will do. Blind me so that I shall not know him again.”

  And she wanted to scream out that she was already blinded by the darkness, that she could see nothing, that if he would go she would swear she had heard nothing—only go.




  Terror had stiffened her hair; now suddenly courage came to stiffen her spine. She was ashamed of her dread. Nothing worse than death can happen to me, she reminded herself, and it was for death

  that I came here. She shut her eyes for a moment as though she would collect her pride to defend her in this strait and when she opened them she faced only darkness. The light had vanished!




  Then he has gone, she thought. But could even a shadow move so quietly? Or was it my imagination? Or some strange reflection I cannot yet understand? But most likely he had thrown down the

  cigarette end and put his foot upon it. And now she was in a worse plight than before. She had nothing to indicate the movements of the trespasser. The carpet under their feet was thick enough to

  deaden footsteps; the darkness was as thick as a velvet curtain. At this moment he might be beside her, behind her; she might feel his hands descend upon her shoulders, encircle her throat. If she

  stretched a hand perhaps it would touch his, stealing out to mutilate and destroy. She could not afterwards have guessed how long she remained thus, transfixed with fear. Only, suddenly a wind

  stirred all the draperies about her, laying a hand of ice on her forehead, and she heard the closing of a door. Then, as the wind dropped for a moment, she discerned the sound of footsteps on the

  hard path, dying presently into the distance.




  Slowly, slowly, she rose to her feet. He had gone then, gone without discovering her presence. She put her hand behind her and bolted the back door. Now at last she dared to light her candle

  and, disregarding the grotesque shadows that it flung, moved towards the front part of the house. As she reached the front door she flung herself feverishly against it, turning the key and drawing

  the bolt. As she did so she remembered a ghost story of her childhood, of a lady who, put to sleep in a haunted room, had carefully locked and barred both door and windows. Then, as she

  extinguished the candle, a voice whispered in her ear, “Now we are quite alone!” Now, thought Laura, if after all he did not leave the house, if my ears deceived me, I have locked him

  in with me.




  Lifting the candle above her head, she saw its wandering shadow move round the walls, distorting each angle and picture, making the whole something unreal and strange. A lamp stood on a table

  close by, and she paused to light this, intending to carry it into the sitting-room and disperse, as well as she might, the sensations of horror and fear that had racked her since she stood by the

  roadside and watched the taxicab returning to Periford. This front room was the pleasantest in the house; Miss French had furnished it with some comfort and taste, and a large wood fire made it

  seem cheerful and homely.




  “I dare say she has left it laid,” reflected Miss Verity. “I will light a match and in a few minutes there will be a fine blaze. Then I can settle down and forget what I have

  been through. Why, I dare say, by morning I shall be able to laugh at my fears.” For Laura was one of those who can display an admirable spirit by daylight, but whose imagination peoples the

  dark with all manner of monstrous perils. For this reason she would never buy an evening paper, saying that bad news could keep, and that with a new day before her nothing could altogether daunt

  her spirit.




  In this frame of mind, therefore, she lifted the lamp and, carrying it carefully in one hand by its slender stem, she opened the door with the other. As she entered the room she lifted the lamp

  high so that its light should fill the room. As she did so it came into her mind to wonder what the stranger had been doing in her house, so far from any road.




  “Perhaps he was a tramp—or perhaps he was escaping from the police. Perhaps he was as afraid as I. If I had been less concerned with myself, perhaps I could have been of use to him.

  I should know at least that life is neither easy nor pleasant for many of us.” And for a moment she gave herself up to remorse for her own cowardice. “But at the same time it was very

  odd his being here,” she told her heart sternly. “It is all very well to be pitiful, but if he is in trouble with the police he has made himself the enemy of society. One is too apt to

  forget the victims of these young criminals.” And resolutely she put the thought of him out of her head. She stooped and kindled the fire, and soon the yellow flames were shooting up the

  chimney. They and the lamp that burned with a steady golden glow, gave a great air of homeliness to the room; the cretonne that covered the chairs was of a pleasantly faded pattern, there were

  books strewn on the tables, and the curtains of deep maroon gave an impression of warmth. Already she could laugh at her fears; she had allowed herself to become panic-stricken, driven

  half-demented by a few clutching branches, the whistle of the wind, a handful of darkness. It was absurd. Was she not proposing to go down shortly into a greater darkness still? When she was

  thoroughly warmed and restored, she thought she would set about making herself a meal. As she had anticipated, she experienced a sense of deep pleasure at being alone, so far from humanity in this

  little house. She put out her hand to touch the walls, looked affectionately at the low ceiling, patterned by the shadow of the flames.




  “I shall be happy here,” she said. “And the fact that I shall only be here for a short time will set an edge on my pleasure.”




  The kitchen opened off this sitting-room, and, lighting the stove, she set a kettle on to boil. She found that Miss French had left a whole cold fowl in the larder and a piece of boiled ham.




  “It is not easy to shop here and the weather looks very forbidding, so perhaps you will accept this contribution,” the absent hostess had written in a fine pointed hand. Miss

  Verity’s heart sang with satisfaction. She set out a tray with the cold food, found butter and bread, procured a teapot and china, and drew the round table in the sitting-room in front of the

  fire.




  “This,” she thought, “is what I have always dreamed.”




  She had set her little luminous travelling clock on the mantelshelf, and before she could have believed it possible the hands pointed to ten. She collected her tray, carried it into the kitchen,

  washed up by candlelight, and prepared herself for bed. She had left the suitcase in the hall, and this she now fetched along. She had left a kettle on the stove for her hot-water bottle; already

  in her mind’s eye she saw herself curled up in bed, the blankets tucked round her shoulders, one bottle at her feet, another clutched gratefully in her arms, a lamp burning, the wild world

  shut out, tranquillity and silence within. She opened the door, the lamp in one hand, the bag in the other. The light threw a golden glow on the pale walls. Miss Verity’s mind was occupied

  with the question: Shall I have a cup of Bourn-Vita before I go to sleep? If so, will there be enough milk for breakfast? And if this bleak weather continues, shall I be able to make my way over to

  the farm to-morrow for a fresh supply?




  She was so much engaged in this calculation that she had crossed the room to the wardrobe and set down her case before she realized that here also someone had preceded her.




  The girl lay on the bed, her head turned away from the light, her hands clenched, her knees a little drawn up under her. The moving light did not wake her, nor did Miss Verity’s

  spontaneous cry of alarm.




  “I must have bolted her in with me,” thought Laura. “She has been here all the time. Why didn’t she come in? Or hide? How soundly she sleeps.”




  Without moving she said sharply, “Who are you? How did you get here?”




  But the girl made no reply.




  “What are you doing here?” demanded Miss Verity, but now her voice faltered a little.




  The girl slept on, unheeding. The fact that her unexpected companion was a woman did something to calm the older lady’s fears. A young man would have terrified her beyond further

  endurance, but a girl was another matter. She wondered whether she could be ill, why she was here at all. It was all most strange. Grasping the lamp more firmly she advanced to the bedside. The

  girl’s face was turned to one side and half-buried in the pillow. Round her neck she wore a blue scarf; a ring glittered on her finger. Miss Verity saw all these things before she saw the

  face itself. When she had done that she moved away quickly, feeling very sick. Instinct made her set down the lamp on an adjacent table before any accident could befall. Then, slowly, her eyes

  still fixed on the bed, she moved across the room. But she asked no more questions. She knew it was useless; the girl had not answered her first ones, because it was no longer possible.




  After a long time Miss Verity straightened herself and looked round. A hissing from the kitchen warned her that the kettle was boiling over and she ran quickly from the room, leaving the lamp

  behind her. When she realised this, she fumbled frantically for a candle. She had the feeling that she must obtain some other light instantly, before some further horror took place. In her

  mind’s eye she saw the dead hand steal out and extinguish the lamp; then in the darkness the Thing would come sliding through the room and into the kitchen.




  “Certainly I am going mad,” whispered Miss Verity, scrabbling for the matches. Glancing over her shoulder she could still see the lamp alight in the farther room. Making a sudden

  dash she reached the threshold; the body lay on the bed as it had done for more than two hours. It hadn’t moved. It would never move again.




  Miss Verity, having turned out the kettle, forgetting the purpose for which it had been boiled, came back and stood at the bedside. Her reason, that had been momentarily paralysed by her

  discovery, now began to move. It was obvious that the body had been there all the time she had sat so comfortably beside the fire, dreaming rosily of her tenancy here. She had not, as she had

  endeavoured to persuade herself, imagined that little red glow; the face behind the cigarette had not been the face of a harmless tramp or some curious hiker—no one knew better than Laura the

  fascination of an empty lonely cottage—it had been—her mind flinched from the words—a murderer. For the girl hadn’t died a natural death. The blue scarf was no longer the

  decoration it had been when its owner tied it carelessly round her throat some time earlier in the day; it had become an instrument of death. It was, indeed, tied so tightly that in one place it

  was completely sunk in the swollen flesh. And for two or three minutes she, Laura Verity—had been alone—in the dark—with a murderer.




  “As now I find myself alone with his victim,” she added, and the full horror of the situation beginning to open like some poisonous flower, revealing its dreadful heart.

  “But—I cannot remain here with a dead woman all night. I must—I must . . .” Here thought came to a standstill. She could not imagine what her next step should be. Had this

  taken place in S.W.5 she would have called the police—by telephoning if she had been alone, or have shouted to Mrs. Loveday, and told her to get a constable. But at this cottage there was no

  telephone. There were no neighbours; there was no policeman for a couple of miles. There was no mortuary, no hospital—in short, there was nothing.




  “Then, if the police cannot come to me here, I must go to them,” she decided simply. But that again was out of the question. By morning she might feel courageous enough to walk out

  of the house and down the drive, but for nothing she could conceive would she unbolt the door to-night.




  The alternative was to remain in vigil until daybreak. It is absurd to be afraid, she told herself. The poor creature is dead. She can do me no harm. I can leave a candle here, and take the lamp

  into the sitting-room, where the fire is still burning, and I have no fear of falling asleep. Why, millions of people have slept in a house, even in a room, where a dead person is lying. But, she

  discovered, it was not the fact of death that made the situation so unnerving, it was the manner in which it had come. To watch by a dead person was not terrible, but to watch by the body of

  someone who had been strangled put a very different complexion on the affair. Nevertheless, it was obvious that she had no choice. Leaving a candle on the dressing-table, she softly closed the door

  and went back to the sitting-room. But it was impossible to rest. She kept turning her head over her shoulder, expecting to see the body, with its head sagging dreadfully on one side, come stealing

  through the doorway. When presently she moved her seat so that she faced the door, she was certain that it beckoned at the windows, that were now at her back. She glanced panic-stricken left and

  right, expecting to see it watching her from a dark patch of shadow. Each time the curtains moved in the wind, she believed her last hour had come. She no longer felt herself alone; she heard

  footsteps in the hall, in the next room, behind her back, everywhere. Though she struggled for good sense, she felt herself compelled to rise and stealthily to open the door of the death chamber,

  to reassure herself that the corpse had not stirred. The candle gutted wildly in the draught of the door, flinging on the ceiling a monstrous shadow of a fallen head with a grotesque decoration

  like a pair of rabbit’s ears protruding under the chin. That, she told her leaping heart, was a reflection of the ends of the scarf where it had been knotted round the dead woman’s

  throat.




  The unreality of the position robbed it to some extent of its horror. She was afraid, true, but if she could have realised it completely she would have gone out of her senses. For instance, it

  never occurred to her that she could be in any way connected with the crime; she never thought that her story would not instantly be believed. She was already planning to return to London while

  inquiries were prosecuted. She could not imagine being shadowed, or placed in a dock, or having her motives or personal life questioned. Not until about eleven p.m. did she understand that it was

  useless for her to lie awake, planning how to phrase her story to the police, because she would never get as far as the station. The murderer would see to that.




  By this time she had returned to her chair by the fire, and covered herself with a rug. Sheer exhaustion had dulled the edge of her panic. Besides, human nature is notoriously adaptable. And the

  end was in sight. In a few hours she could walk out of this house, down the drive, into the village and put the matter into authority’s competent hands. So she had thought. But now, with the

  suddenness of a conjurer producing a rabbit from his hat, her mind assured her that, foolish though murderers may be, they are not quite foolish enough to allow a solitary witness to live to tell

  the police the truth. Between now and dawning something else would happen at The Nook. And this time it would happen to her.




  







  Chapter Three




  As that realisation dawned, hope died in her. She remembered Poe’s dreadful story of The Pit and the Pendulum, the red-hot walls gradually closing in, the bitter knife

  descending nearer and nearer to the unprotected breast. Of course she would never be allowed to tell her story to the police. Probably at this moment the murderer crouched under her window. He

  would wait, she supposed, until she had extinguished the light. Yet could he expect her to remain in the dark with that lolling Thing on the bed next door? He could not hope that she would not

  discover it. I must just have arrived a few minutes too soon for him, she told her despairing heart. If I had been a little longer he could have disposed of her somewhere—the coal hole or the

  woods themselves, perhaps. In such weather only a fool would go wandering through that wilderness. Of course he did not know the cottage had been let. Miss French assured me she had little

  communication with the rest of the world. And he would think of this place as suitably lonely for a meeting. Perhaps he did not really intend to kill her. Perhaps it was a lovers’ quarrel and

  it turned out tragically. I wonder why he did not leap upon me while we were waiting in the dark?
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