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  Chapter One




  DR. OLIVER STUART looked with interest at the last name on his list of appointments for the day. Mrs.

  Rose East. He knew nothing about her, less than he did about most of his patients since she had not been introduced by a doctor, but had telephoned out of the blue to his secretary asking for an

  appointment. Miss Lasker had explained that he only saw people through the medium of their doctors, to which she had replied, “I have no doctor. Please ask him to make an exception in my

  case. I am desperate—desperate.”




  “She sounded quite young and absolutely at the end of her tether,” added Miss Lasker, reporting the message. “I should think she’s quite likely to put her head in a gas

  oven if someone doesn’t help her.”




  “That kind generally puts its head in a gas oven in any event,” was Stuart’s grim retort, “and I’d as soon she did it on her own responsibility.”




  Nevertheless, because he was a man who took his calling with great seriousness, he agreed to waive professional etiquette in this instance and fit Mrs. East in at the end of the day.




  Now he was waiting for her to come through that door. He supposed it was another case of a maladjusted marriage; that was usually why wives wanted to consult him. The unmarried ones were often

  more difficult because it was harder for him to explain to them the source of their distress.




  “Mrs. East,” said Miss Lasker’s voice, and a girl came into the room.




  He rose mechanically, putting out his hand, saying, “How do you do?” and “Won’t you sit down?” but he scarcely realised what he was doing. His first thought was

  that she was the loveliest thing he had ever seen. She was quite young, not more than twenty-five, he decided, and obviously money wasn’t her trouble, not the lack of it anyway. She was

  dressed in a tailored black suit, very plain, very perfect, with a blouse of some red silk stuff and a ridiculous red hat that came down over one eye and was trimmed with a long sweeping red

  feather. Rather big red plastic ear-rings matched her lapel ornament; she had dark red gloves, red shoes of some material that looked like lizard and a red bag to match. She looked indeed as if she

  had walked out of the pages of the Parisian Vague. Very few women, he thought, would have had much sympathy with a girl who could afford to dress like that. But a moment later he realised

  too that he had never seen any one more possessed by fear.




  “It’s good of you to see me at such short notice,” she was saying. “It’s very seldom I can get away. My husband . . .”




  She paused and he said, “Is your husband the trouble?”




  She smiled faintly. Even her obvious misery couldn’t disguise her beautiful month. “Is it always husbands?”




  “Quite often. What’s particularly wrong with yours?”




  “I’m frightened,” she said. “Frightened to death—not my death.”




  Her words startled him out of his normal composure. “What does that mean?”




  “Do you often have people coming to you because they’re afraid they may commit murder?”




  “Only self-murder,” he agreed. “Are you sure quite you’re saying what you mean?”




  “I don’t want you to think I’m out of my mind. I’m not—not yet. But sometimes I wish I were. I don’t like what’s in my mind, and that’s the

  fact.”




  “What it boils down to is that you’re unhappy in your marriage. How old are you?”




  “Twenty-five.”




  “And your husband?”




  “Sixty-four.”




  “I see. What made you marry him?”




  “I was frightened.”




  “Of what?”




  “Not being safe.”




  “And you thought he spelt security?”




  “The way he explained it—yes.”




  “I think you’d better begin at the beginning. Had you known him long?”




  “He was a friend of Uncle Ned. Uncle Ned was my guardian. He was Aunt Selina’s husband. It’s like the House that Jack built.”




  “And who was Aunt Selina?” Give her her head, it was the only chance of getting all the relevant facts.




  “She was my mother’s sister. But she never approved of mother. Mother married the man she loved, and he hadn’t much money or any settled position, and they wandered about a lot

  and they were very happy, mostly in obscure parts of the world.”




  “And you?”




  “I spent a good deal of time with Aunt Selina, and was with them whenever they came back. Then when I was nine they were both killed in a railway accident. I remember Aunt Selina telling

  me about it. I was in the schoolroom, and she said, ‘I always knew nothing good would come of their queer life. And now we’ve got to think what to do with you.’ She explained that

  I had no legal claim on her, nobody could make her give me a home, and if she did it was only on condition that I didn’t make a nuisance of myself. Whenever I got into any trouble she would

  say, ‘Remember what I told you. There are orphanages for little girls whose parents get killed in accidents and don’t leave any provision for their children. I don’t believe

  you’d like them.’ The very name filled me with terror. I didn’t like Aunt Selina, but her house represented some sort of background. Whenever I was tiresome or I broke anything

  valuable or got a bad report from school Aunt Selina would remind me of the orphanage.”




  “What about school? Didn’t you like that?”




  “I didn’t go for a long time. I had lessons with a backward girl in the neighbourhood. Her parents were very well off, and they thought it was a good thing for her to have someone to

  work with, so my lessons didn’t cost very much. But when I was thirteen she died, and then I did go to school, but I didn’t like it very much. I never felt quite the same as any one

  else. I could never make plans like the others, because I wasn’t sure what was going on in Aunt Selina’s mind. In those days I thought if only I could be safe with any one,

  I’d be happy. I don’t believe she ever meant to send me to an orphanage,” added Rose East, after a moment. “I think she just held it over my head, because she liked to feel

  she had power over someone.”




  “What about her husband?” asked the doctor.




  “He was a disappointment to her. I mean, he didn’t get on and make money and give her a car or any of the things that show you’re prosperous and successful. And sometimes he

  drank a little too much. She despised him, and she didn’t make any secret of the fact. She despised me, too. I wanted to go on the stage when I was fourteen. I dare say most girls do, but she

  wouldn’t hear of it. She said there had been too many gipsies in the family as it was, and I could do some steady respectable job. It wasn’t decided what I should do when she died of

  pneumonia when I was sixteen, and though I’d never liked her I wished she was alive again, because at least she kept a home together. I asked Uncle Ned after the funeral what was going to

  happen to me, and he looked at me for a minute and then he said, ‘Since you ask me, Posy, we’re going to have a bit of fun. Life owes it to us. But not here. Not in this long-faced

  community. And we aren’t going to wear mourning either!’ I had the best two years of my life after Aunt Selina died.”




  “Safe?” asked the doctor.




  “Looking back, I suppose they were about as insecure as they could be, those two years. We lived in a hugger-mugger way Aunt Selina would have deplored. Uncle Ned sold all her furniture,

  he said he’d always hated it anyway, and we lived sometimes in boarding-houses, and sometimes in furnished rooms, and sometimes we went abroad. I thought it was wonderful, it was so free, and

  we did what made us happy. For instance, Uncle Ned loved music and he showed me how to love it, too. I know people would have thought him a queer sort of guardian for a girl of sixteen, but then I

  wasn’t quite a usual sort of girl, and I didn’t want to change. People generally took us for father and daughter, and he used to say I was like a daughter to him.”




  “He had no children of his own?” interrupted the doctor.




  “Oh, no. I don’t think Aunt Selina really liked children. Another of Uncle Ned’s weaknesses, if that’s what you like to call it, was that he was a gambler. That

  didn’t matter so much when we were in England, because the most he could do was put a little money on a horse, but when we were abroad he went to the casino, and he got into real trouble, and

  that’s how we met my husband.”




  “At the Casino?”




  “James didn’t gamble, but he used to go and look on. Uncle Ned said that was the most cold-blooded sport he’d ever heard of, but I think James got quite a lot of pleasure out

  of it. Then, one night, Uncle Ned looked more serious than usual. He told me he really was in a jam. He had a system, he said it was infallible, but, of course, like all systems it did break down

  sometimes. The long and short of it was we owed our hotel bill and we’d got nothing with which to meet it. Then to our amazement, because we hadn’t thought he was that sort of man, Mr.

  East offered to help. Uncle Ned was the kind of person who thought nothing of accepting help, though I don’t believe he ever asked for it. When he was in funds, which wasn’t often, he

  would help any one else, and—it’s difficult to explain without making him sound quite different from what he really was—he never thought of owing money any more than he thought of

  people owing things to him. That was something my husband never understood.”




  “It’s something a great many people don’t understand,” agreed the doctor dryly.




  “Then came the war, and we were back in London. Uncle Ned thought that people who went out of London because there might be raids were incomprehensible. He said if you lived in London and

  had your fun and your friends there you’d no right to get out because it became dangerous. I had taken the usual courses in first aid and gas drill and I went to a Post the day before war was

  declared. Uncle Ned tried everywhere for work and at last he made them take him on as warden. He wasn’t very young, you see—fifty-four—and there were rumours that he wasn’t

  very steady. But the people who thought that didn’t know Uncle Ned. He was wonderful, once the raids began. Even when it wasn’t his night on duty, he always turned out. We were living

  in a boarding-house, and every one was doing something, fire-fighting or watching or Red Cross . . . You got used to the odd kind of life. Uncle Ned had been in France in the first war and

  he’d have liked to go back but of course he was much too old for overseas service. Anyhow, he was extremely useful where he was.”




  “Did you see anything of your husband during this time?”




  “Oh, yes. He didn’t come to London much, he said frankly he didn’t like the raids, and he wasn’t a young man, but he used to ask us down to the house we’ve got now

  at Hinton St. Luke. Though he was such a rich man, much richer than we’d realised at first, he didn’t offer the house or any part of it for evacuees.”




  “I thought people in evacuation areas had no choice.” The doctor looked puzzled.




  “It wasn’t an evacuation area from the Government’s point of view. When the raids started the planes went straight over the village, and they even dropped a bomb now and again.

  He said his doctor had warned him his heart was in a poor condition, and he must be careful. Then there came the scheme to provide rest and recreation for wardens who were worn out by raid

  experiences, and he took two or three, Uncle Ned among them, but the scheme didn’t work very well, he said his cook didn’t like it and anyway the wardens didn’t feel at home, so

  after two or three experiments they didn’t go again. Then we had the bad raid, the raid when our street was hit, the raid when Uncle Ned was killed.”




  “Were you there at the time?”




  “I was at the Post. I went on duty at three and left at eleven. Uncle Ned wouldn’t let me be on night duty. It had been a bad night and I was late anyway. A bomb had fallen not far

  from the hospital and they brought in a number of casualties to the Post. Several of them were more shocked than hurt, and one of them was hysterical. She kept on babbling of what she’d seen

  and it was all horrible. It was about one o’clock when I got back and I found a policeman barring my way. He told me there had been an incident and the road was closed. I tried desperately to

  get through but it was no good. They couldn’t even tell me if Number Fourteen had been hit. I went to a Rest Centre and from there I went to Uncle Ned’s post, but no one knew anything.

  It was forty-eight hours before they dug through to the basement of the house and found him and a woman who lived on the top floor. They said both of them must have been killed at once, but

  I’ve never been certain.”




  “And that worries you still?” he asked keenly.




  “No. No, I don’t think of that any more. It’s all over, and whatever he suffered is over, too. But at the time I was absolutely dazed. I didn’t know what to do or where

  to go. I’d no other relatives and no home, because the house was completely wrecked. I hadn’t even any clothes except what I stood up in. I went back to the Post because I didn’t

  know where else to go, and I slept in a shelter that night. Then Mr. East appeared again. He said he’d heard the news and he wanted to help me. He suggested that I should go down and stay at

  his house while I got over the shock, and they gave me a week’s compassionate leave, and said I could apply for a second week if the doctor sent in a certificate. Mr. East was so kind to me

  it seemed to take away every bit of moral backbone that was left in me. Although the war was on, he had servants and a car and good food, and he insisted on treating me as though I were an invalid,

  until I began to think that I was different from other people, more delicate, more highly-strung. We talked about what I should do and he asked me how I was off for money, and I had to say I had

  only the two pounds a week I earned at the Post. When he inquired into Uncle Ned’s affairs, it turned out that, far from leaving any provision for me, he was in debt when he died. Not that I

  ever complained about that. He’d given me a wonderful time. No millionaire could have given me more.”




  “But it did make your situation rather critical?” suggested Dr. Stuart.




  “I couldn’t imagine what I should do. I didn’t know what happened to girls who weren’t trained for anything who suddenly found themselves without a home or a relation and

  with no money, or anyway not enough to live on.”




  “Do you know now?” inquired the doctor.




  “I don’t know what the right answer is. I know mine was wrong. Mr. East told me that he had sometimes discussed facts with Uncle Ned, and he’d promised that if anything should

  happen to him, he—Mr. East, I mean—would make himself responsible for me. I asked what Uncle Ned had meant by that, and Mr. East said, ‘Oh, he never went into details, that

  wasn’t his way. You should know that.’”




  “And then,” the doctor judged it time to hurry up the story a little, “he proposed marriage.”




  “Yes. He said he wanted to look after me as long as he could and leave me provided for afterwards, but it was very difficult to do it unless I was his wife. He said people gossiped

  cruelly, and they didn’t understand the—the chivalry and affection that prompted his offer. He didn’t think I ought to go back to London, and he said I should have plenty of

  opportunity for doing war work at Hinton St. Luke. I suppose now I should have enough sense, enough knowledge of life, to realise that what he suggested was impossible, I mean, that it

  wouldn’t work out like that . . .”




  “Are you trying to tell me that he suggested it should be a marriage in name only?”




  “Yes. He said it was only a formality to make things easier later on. He told me I could see for myself he wasn’t very young and his health wasn’t very good. The doctors had

  warned him he couldn’t expect more than a very few years, but he wanted me to have those few years with him. I didn’t understand about law, I was still getting accustomed to Uncle

  Ned’s death, I believed what he told me. You see, I’d never thought of him in any connection but Uncle Ned’s friend. The idea of him as a husband wasn’t so much repulsive as

  absurd.”




  “You didn’t think that by marrying him you were putting it out of your power to marry someone else you might come to love?”




  “I didn’t think about love. All I knew of marriage was Uncle Ned’s and Aunt Selina’s, and it had been horrible. I was frightened, that was the plain fact. I felt as I

  used to at Aunt Selina’s after my parents died, that I might be turned out at an hour’s notice and have nowhere to go but an orphanage. And then there was so little time. He kept

  pressing me for an answer. He said if I married him he’d pay off Uncle Ned’s debts, and he said he was sure this was what Uncle Ned would have wanted. And between cowardice and a sense

  of being lost in a wood and only seeing one light in sight, I agreed.”




  “And—how long did he keep to his side of the bargain?”




  She shivered slightly. “Not very long. He said I must see it wasn’t fair to take everything and give nothing, and I should be much happier . . . By the time I’d been married

  six months I knew that I should never make a greater mistake in my life, and I tried every way I knew to get out of it. But, of course, it was impossible. I was dependent on him for everything, and

  people aren’t anxious to employ a wife whose husband doesn’t want to let her go. After a time I realised that he was having me followed wherever I went. He became violently jealous, I

  couldn’t have a friend of either sex. I got so desperate I even went to see a lawyer to ask if there was any chance of getting away, but my husband found out about it. When I got bark he

  asked me where I’d been, and when I tried to deceive him, he—oh, it was terrible.”




  “He wasn’t—violent?”




  “Only with his tongue. If he’d struck me I could have used it as evidence against him. But my home became a prison. Then Mr. Bevin started calling up women from all over the place,

  and I had to go to the Labour Exchange with the rest. I thought that might be my opportunity to get away. I didn’t worry about money any more, I knew I could somehow make a living, looking

  after children of an invalid or something. But my husband had sent a medical certificate to the effect that he oughtn’t to be left, and it was better to release some fully-trained nurse for

  active service than take me and force him to employ a nurse. So back I went, and presently the two women we had had at the beginning of the war left—one was called up and the other said she

  wasn’t going to stay on alone. The chauffeur had gone and the car was laid up. My husband had never been very friendly with his neighbours, but now he refused altogether to see any of them.

  Of course, with no servants and with part of the house closed, we had no evacuees. The billeting officer, Mrs. Hilary, did come once or twice, but each time he insisted on seeing her and telling

  her he was a very sick man and he referred her to Dr. Ventnor.”




  “Was he really ill?”




  “He had definite heart trouble. He couldn’t have been called on to do any war service. I don’t know,” she caught her breath sharply, “I don’t know why

  I’m talking of him in the past tense, he is still alive, or was when I left him to-day.”




  “Does he know you’ve come to London?”




  “He doesn’t worry so much what I do now. Dr. Ventnor told him a short time ago that I couldn’t carry on, doing the housework and the cooking and the shopping, and looking after

  him. He had rather a bad attack a short time ago, and he spends a good deal of his day in bed, which means carrying trays and cooking special food.”




  “Doesn’t this Dr. Ventnor suggest a nurse?”




  “He did. He said either James must give me a servant or he must have someone to look after him in the sick-room, and he said he’d sooner have someone in the sick-room. He has a great

  fancy for medicines of every kind. I sometimes think if he took a dose out of every bottle one would counteract the other, and he’d be back where he started. He looked at Dr. Ventnor and

  laughed in a queer sort of way and said he understood it was every woman’s ambition to be a rich widow, and it would probably be wisest for us all to relieve me of some of my

  responsibility.”




  “This Dr. Ventnor,” asked Stuart. “Has he ever suggested to you that your husband’s mind may be affected?”




  “I did ask him once if he thought James was sane, and he said no doctor would dare certify him. There wasn’t any proof to the contrary. It was just on this one subject—myself.

  He manages the household, arranges about paying the bills, makes me keep accounts for my allowance, and complains of my extravagance.”




  “And he arranged to have a nurse?”




  “No. After Dr. Ventnor had gone he said to me that it was absurd that I couldn’t manage. It wasn’t as if he needed any real nursing, and quite soon he would be up and about

  again.”




  “And that’s where the position remains at present?”




  “Yes. Except . . .”




  “Well? By the way, has your husband been hardly hit by the war—financially, I mean?”




  “I’m sure he hasn’t. In fact, I believe he is an extremely rich man, though he never discusses business with me.”




  “What were you going to tell me before I asked that?”




  “My husband is perpetually saying to me that wives who are in sole charge of their sick husbands have innumerable opportunities for poisoning them or getting rid of them in other ways.

  It’s becoming a sort of obsession with him, but when I once said something about it to Dr. Ventnor he pooh-poohed it, said I shouldn’t give it another thought, said it was just his grim

  idea of a joke.”




  “But—it’s stopped being a joke to you?”




  The girl turned to him desperately. Her expression was oddly at variance with the sophistication of her appearance, it was so wild and helpless.




  “When I can’t sleep at night, and often I can’t, I keep remembering what he says. I think how simple it would be, I open the paper and read how some man or woman has done that

  very thing, tampered with food or contrived some accident. I don’t really believe I should do such a thing, but my mind becomes more and more filled with the idea. When I saw him the other

  day leaning rather far out of a low window to see how the garden was being tended, to see if the vegetables were doing well—you can see it from the landing window—it went through my

  mind how easy it would be to give him a push and every one would think he had fallen.”




  “I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” observed the doctor, dryly. “It’s surprising the notions people get into their heads when a rich man dies suddenly and it comes

  out that the only person in the house at the time of the accident was his wife.”




  “It’s James’s fault really,” she persisted. “If he wasn’t always trying to catch me out—or perhaps he only wants to drive me to the point of

  desperation—I simply don’t understand. He didn’t have to marry me . . .”




  “One presumes he married you for the usual romantic reason that he had fallen in love,” hazarded Dr. Stuart.




  “I think he had, but I was honest with him. He knew there was nothing of that sort on my side. How could there be? A man older than my Uncle Ned. And then, when he saw I—I shrank

  from him, his feeling for me seemed to turn sour. Dr. Stuart, can’t you help me at all?”




  “Is it possible for you to leave him?” the doctor inquired.




  “In times such as these, when he’s sick? Oh, I’ve thought of it a thousand times. If there was any one else, it would be different, but there’s no one . . .”




  “Then get someone,” Stuart advised her curtly. “What about this nurse Ventnor suggested? By the way, I’ll write to him if you like—I believe I know him as it

  happens, we’re both Harton men—and say you’ve been to see me and I consider you quite unfit to continue under the present strain. He can quote me to your husband if he likes . .

  .”




  “No, no. James mustn’t know I’ve been to see you.”




  Dr. Stuart gave her a long, intensive stare. “You’re afraid of your husband, aren’t you?”




  “Yes. I don’t know how his mind works. Sometimes I think it would be better if he were cruel in the ordinary way. Anyway, it would be easier to understand. But his mental processes

  are never still. I’m sure of that. Even when he’s laid up as he is at present his brain’s working and working, he’s laying plots, setting traps. Sometimes I think I shall

  end by going mad.”




  “You can put that notion out of your mind right away. I’ll write to Ventnor, tell him not to mention your visit to me to your husband, but insist on his own account on your having

  some help in the house. If that doesn’t ease the situation, then he must prescribe a holiday for you, but the very fact that there’s someone else on the premises will probably make more

  difference than you realise.”




  After she had gone, he told his secretary he wouldn’t want anything more that night, and he sat thinking about the girl and her situation. It was clear that the old ruffian, James East,

  had made an infamous bargain, taking advantage of the girl when she was utterly distraught, and then breaking his word. Of course, a more experienced girl would never have expected him to keep it.

  Now it looked as though the tale might have some disastrous ending unless Nature mercifully intervened, but it was Stuart’s belief that Nature wasn’t interested in benevolence.




  He took his pen and wrote a line to Ventnor. As he had told Rose, he remembered him quite well, a handsome, ambitious chap. It was funny to think he had ended in a place like Hinton St. Luke, a

  little village half the county maps wouldn’t think worth mentioning. But it could be that he was nursing James East, had expectations in that quarter. For some reason Stuart was unwontedly

  interested in the case. That girl now, she had something that held your attention, not simply beauty, that mattered to most men far less than most women appreciated, but personality, some

  distinction for which there were no words. It would be a pity if she came to grief, as she so easily might.




  “I might go down to Hinton St. John this year,” he mused. “I believe there is an excellent links there. Then perhaps I could go over to St. Luke and just take a look round. In

  the meantime, I’ll get Ventnor to insist on some sort of nurse-companion, ask for a report. It’s not three months to my leave and Heaven knows I could do with it.”




  He remembered sombrely that few people understood that the man who is wounded in battle, no matter how grievously, is often much less of a responsibility than the man or woman on the home front

  whose wounds are of the mind.




  He wrote to Ventnor, and Ventnor wrote back that he had persuaded James East to engage a nurse of sorts, which should relieve Mrs. East of part of her burden. He added that if Stuart was coming

  down in the summer he’d be delighted to meet him again. But before the time for Stuart’s vacation came round the case had changed. Picking up The Times one morning the

  specialist saw that James East had died of heart failure at Hinton St. Luke, and thought with a sigh of relief that that was a problem solved. Presently he wondered precisely how the heart failure

  had come about, and what was happening to that unforgettable girl, who was now presumably a rich widow. The odds were that she would marry again presently, someone of her own age this time, he

  hoped. He saw that the funeral was private and the widow desired no letters.












  Chapter Two




  ALTHOUGH he had lived quite obscurely for some years James East was sufficiently well remembered in Fleet Street to merit a short paragraph in the

  obituary notices of the press. It was recalled that he had made a fortune by great audacity many years before the war; he had bought up a vast number of shares in an apparently derelict mine, and

  some time later it was made known that gold had been found there. There had been some ugly rumours, though naturally the press was discreetly silent as to these, to the effect that the mine was

  worthless, and some outspoken critics declared that James East had rigged the whole story. There was, however, no ground for legal action, and he retired with a considerable fortune and prudently

  made no more speculations. The press merely observed that he had made a fortune speculating in mines many years before the war, had spent a good deal of time abroad prior to 1939 and the last years

  of his life in poor health in the country. His sole remaining relative was the wife he had married five years previously, and for good measure several papers added that she was forty years her

  husband’s junior.




  The majority of English folk are law-abiding people, accepting a monotonous existence and on the whole living virtuous if uninspired lives. They enjoy their excitement by proxy, by residing

  detective stories and seeing gangster films and following with breathless excitement the more sensational stories in the press. The casual comment—that Mrs. East was forty years her

  husband’s junior—appealed to a great many imaginations, and in bus queues and potato queues and bread queues and cinema queues, and round teashop tables where men and women sipped

  ersatz coffee, and at bridge parlies, a remark would be made about this odd case of a girl marrying a man forty years her senior. Something fishy, they said. Very convenient for her, they said. She

  can’t have married him for anything but his money, they said. And—wonder if there’ll be an inquest, they said.




  “Very nice,” said Arthur Crook, glancing at the paragraph.




  “Think there’s any my eye about it?” asked Bill Parsons.




  “I’m not being paid to think—yet,” said Crook.




  “Any one can die of heart failure, particularly a chap of about sixty,” Bill offered.




  “Every one does,” Crook agreed in his amiable way. “I wonder what the girl’s worth. The Chancellor ought to be fond of her, she’ll bring him quite a slice of

  revenue in the shape of death duties. Well, it’s an ill-wind that blows no one any good.”




  But if this particular wind had brought any one any good it certainly wasn’t Rose East.




  The public was permitted to realise this a few days after the original announcement of James East’s death. It began with a little paragraph in an evening paper:




   




  RICH MAN’S DEATH MYSTERY




  Nurse’s Statement




  The nurse in question was a Miss Monica Beake, who was the direct result of Dr. Stuart’s advice to the widow.




  “Insist on having another woman in the house,” he had said, and he had written the same to Frank Ventnor. It had been difficult to get a fully-trained nurse for such an out of the way

  village since, though the war was over, shortage of labour was still very great and not many nurses wanted to go down to look after a tiresome but not very sick elderly man at Hinton St. Luke. Miss

  Boake, however, was beyond the age limit of the Ministry of Labour. She was forty-nine years old and therefore could not be directed. Miss Beake explained that she was like a practised amateur

  actress: she couldn’t claim professional status but she knew her job a great deal better than an inexpeienced pro. She seemed to have spent most of her life moving from the sick-room of one

  relation to another.




  “What happened to your mother and your Aunt Teresa and your Cousin Alice?” Rose East asked her one day.




  “They died,” said Miss Brake.




  It was from one point of view an encouraging reply. All the same, she had to work a stormy passage at Hinton St. Luke, for James East at first set his face absolutely against her appointment. It

  was an unnecessary waste of money, and proof positive of his wife’s disloyalty and indifference. A good wife would strain every nerve to keep things going without outside assistance, and

  indeed at the beginning he suspected that the two women were hand in glove.




  “Where did you first meet this Breake woman?” he demanded sullenly of Rose.




  “She answered the advertisement. I’d never heard her name before.”




  “I suppose she thinks there’s something in it for her.”




  “It’s a job,” Rose pointed out.




  “Don’t be so simple. She could get plenty of jobs, or so they tell me, but they won’t all be jobs with rich men. You can make it clear to her that if she thinks she’ll

  feather her nest at my expense she’s making a great mistake.”




  Monica Beake was certainly a trier She wasn’t young, she had very little money, she had no connections to speak of, but she went to work on James East like Monty going to work in Libya.

  She took a great deal of pains about her appearance. She could have had no illusions as to her looks; she had been born with large plain features, but she had taken great care of her figure, and

  she was very careful about her clothes. She had her hair permanently waved, took a lot of trouble about make-up, never wore stockings with runs in them, and if her clothes were a little startling

  she did contrive to give the impression that here was someone a little out of the ordinary. She made it quite clear from the start that she had come to nurse, and though she was prepared to look

  after her patient’s room she could not be asked to cook or do any form of housework generally. James began by being uncooperative, not to say rude, but she treated him with cheerful

  friendliness, and sooner than Rose would have thought possible the two were exchanging life histories. She had a way of telling hard luck stories with a smile and a pat of her careful coiffure that

  James East found inspiring. She could evoke sympathy without ever appearing sorry for herself, and within a few weeks she was quite securely dug in at the household at Hinton St. Luke.




  “That proposal of Stuart’s was a definite success,” remarked Frank Ventnor to Rose a short time after Miss Beake’s arrival. “She’s smoothed your husband down

  no end.”




  “Yes,” said Rose, non-committally. “She knows her job all right.”




  “You don’t like her?”




  “I suppose James would say she was sensible to reap as much as she can while the sun’s still shining. After all, she has her own future to consider.”




  “But doesn’t it make things easier for you having her here?”




  “In a way,” Rose admitted. “It’s easier to get the household expenses, which is a help, of course.”




  “Then,” Frank began, and Rose said unemphatically: “I don’t trust her. I don’t trust her an inch. She’s virtually shut me out of my husband’s room. He

  won’t even let me mix his medicine nowadays.”




  “Seeing that’s what she’s paid for, why should you mind? Oh, Rose!” He stopped. “I could be crossed off the medical register, I suppose, for trying to make love to

  my patient’s wife, but—I can’t stand seeing you look so miserable. If ever a woman was made for happiness, it’s you.”




  “But, Dr. Ventnor—Frank—I never guessed . . .”




  “Didn’t you? Or don’t you ever imagine being in love?”




  “I never look beyond the day,” Rose confessed, “I’m afraid to. Still, in a way you’re right. It is a good thing having her here. James doesn’t taunt me as he

  used to. Miss Beake’s a new interest for him. They spend hours talking together. Did you notice she was wearing a new ring, a pearl and diamond affair?”




  “I hadn’t,” Ventnor admitted. “Did your husband give it to her?”




  “Yes. She had a birthday a few days ago. She told him she has no relations and she’s stopped keeping birthdays, and he said, ‘What nonsense.’ She brought me the ring to

  show me; she said she could cry at being remembered again by any one. And then she asked me if I minded her having it. She said I had so much, and women who owned jewellery had no idea what it was

  like to love beautiful things and know you’d never possess them.”




  “But did you mind? I thought you didn’t really care very much about jewellery?”




  “I don’t—not very much. But any wife would mind being made to look a fool to her husband’s nurse. Oh, I don’t mean he’s trying to make love to her or anything

  of that sort, though I do wonder sometimes, if I died suddenly, would he marry her?”




  “Very morbid of you,” said Dr. Ventnor crisply.




  “I know he’s pretty old and in poor health, but he certainly seems better since she came.”




  “He is better,” the doctor agreed. “She’s provided a stimulus.”




  “Yes.” Rose hesitated for moment, then said courageously, “I’m going to ask you a question, and if it’s unprofessional you mustn’t answer it.

  But—precisely how bad is James?”




  “Do you mean, how long is he likely to live?”




  “Yes. I suppose that’s what I mean.”




  “It all depends. His heart’s not at all sound. If he takes things very quietly he may go on for a considerable time, but any sudden shock or upset might finish him off. That’s

  another reason I was glad when he agreed to Stuart’s proposal. It halves your responsibility. Now, if anything happens, no one can point at you—at either of us, come to that—or

  suggest that we neglected any conceivable precaution.”




  She looked so white, so miserable, so strained and devoid of youth, standing there facing her own hopeless future, that impulsively he caught her arm and drew her towards him.




  “Courage, Rose,” he said. “It won’t be so very much longer I’m certain of that. Don’t let your heart fail at the last lap.”




  She stood very still, her heart beating thickly, in the circle of his supporting arm, without speech, almost without breath. Then at last she whispered, “I’m so tired, Frank, so

  desperately tired. I’m not sleeping well . . .”




  “I’ll give you some stuff. You must sleep. Remember, you’re still young, you’ve still got so much of your life ahead. Don’t mortgage it now, simply because you feel

  you can’t carry on.”




  There was a shocked sort of giggle from the doorway and the two moved quickly apart. Miss Beake had pushed the door open unnoticed, and now she stood bridling and simpering on the threshold.




  “Oh dear, I hope I didn’t come in at an inconvenient moment. Mr. East sent me down to look for Mrs. East. He understood you’d gone some time ago, doctor.”




  “I’m prescribing for Mrs. East,” said the doctor, briskly. “She’s run down, Miss Beake, I want her to take things easy for a little.” He turned back to Rose

  and held out his hand. “I’ll send that stuff up during the day, and mind you take it every night till you’ve got back into the habit of sleeping.”




  “Will you be coming in to-morrow, doctor?” inquired Miss Beake.




  “Not unless you send for me, and I hope that won’t be necessary.”




  “I’ll tell Mr. East that. He seemed quite anxious—I thought perhaps you found he was worse . . .”




  “Not at all. Under your care he’s flourishing. I believe you’ll keep him alive long enough for him to follow all our funeral coaches to the tomb.”




  “Well, naturally that’s in my interest.” She giggled again. “If anything happened to him I should lose a most generous employer. Now, Mrs. East, don’t look so

  worried. I’m here to take the worry off your shoulders. If you go on frowning like that I shall think you’re dissatisfied with the way I carry out my work.”




  “Of course not,” said Rose stiffly. But all the same there was now an element in the house at least as unwelcome as her husband’s previous suspicion. She was convinced that

  something was, as Crook would have said, ‘cooking’ between her husband and this unscrupulous woman. Ventnor saw and recognised her suspicions.




  “You must appreciate her position, Rose,” he said. It was only recently that he had begun to address her by her Christian name. “She has a living to get, and she means to

  consolidate her position here. Well, you can’t really complain of that. Anything’s better than that you should be left alone with him.”




  “Do you think he might do me some harm?” There was surprise in her voice, as though this contingency had never hitherto occurred to her.




  “Not in the sense you mean, but I’m far happier to know there is a third person on the premises. There’s not much sense your being sound in wind and limb if your nerves are

  shot to pieces.”




  As the weeks went on Miss Beake’s attitude towards her employer’s wife begun to undergo a change. She had been at first aloof, if not actually hostile, but now she manifested a

  breezy friendliness that seemed to say, “We’re in this together. We both know he’s impossible, but we both of us think it’s worth while putting up with present discomfort

  for the hope of future benefits.”




  Rose came to loathe her, but under that loathing was a shoot of fear. Something in the woman’s manner, in the tone of her voice, the significance of her glance whenever Ventnor’s

  name was mentioned, made her apprehensive. She had no illusions whatsoever about the woman, and if Miss Beake thought it would suit her book to poison her employer’s mind, Rose was convinced

  she would not hesitate to do so. It seemed to her, too, that James East’s attitude towards his amateur nurse was undergoing change. He had resented her at first, the expense she involved and

  what he described as her damnable cheerfulness.




  “She’s delighted I’m ill,” he complanined to Rose. “The longer I’m in bed and the iller she can persuade the nincompoop of a doctor I am, the more pleased

  she’ll be. I’m simply a bread ticket to her. I never met such an inhumane creature.” That had been at the beginning. But now, a few months after her arrival, the pair had reached a

  pitch of mutual confidence that might have alarmed any wife. It was some days later that James began to speak of going up to London.




  “But, James!” Rose was appalled. “Are you fit? You know what Dr. Ventnor said, that you must keep very quiet, avoid all possible shocks.”




  “I’m no more likely to have shocks on a carefully carried out journey to London than in my own home,” returned James. “I should go by car, of course. Thank Heaven, some

  of these absurd petrol regulations have been removed, though doubtless they will be reimposed before long.” (This was the summer of 1947.) “Miss Beake would accompany me . .

  .”




  “Miss Beake?” The words burst from her in an exclamation of dismay.




  “Certainly.” He regarded her with cold malice. “She’s my nurse, isn’t she? You were very anxious to be relieved of your responsibility, so what have you to complain

  of now? Naturally, she would explain to the driver I must make the journey as comfortably as possible, and I could take a good rest for some days, if necessary, after my return.”




  “But why are you going to London, James?”




  Her husband laughed at her dismay. “Business affairs,” replied he, airily.




  “But couldn’t your lawyer come down here?”




  He looked at her for a minute without answering, wearing that twisted, mocking smile that she hated and feared.




  “Perhaps it would be as well for him to be preserved from your influence, my dear. Now, you mustn’t think either I or Monica is a fool. And you’re a very pretty young woman and

  men, particularly middle-aged men, can easily be made to lose their heads where youth and beauty are involved. Well, I should know, shouldn’t I? You quite bowled me over. Already you’ve

  got that conceited popinjay of a doctor on your side. Oh, yes, I can see what’s in the wind as well as the next man.”
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