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  Chapter One




  Wherever I look there is nothing but the shape of death.




  OVID.




  MRS. EVELYN—Stella Evelyn, Palmist and Consulting Psychologist on her professional cards—was one of those women for

  whom it is easy to prophesy a life both successful and full of tribulation. If it was obvious from an early age that she would marry it was equally obvious that a comfortable and settled

  relationship would be thrown away on a woman possessed of so much enterprise and fortitude. Kenneth Evelyn, after six years of increasing discomfort on both sides, retired to South America with a

  lady more suited to his tastes, gracefully acknowledging that Stella was a damn sight too good for him. He left her two small daughters and not a halfpenny on which to rear them. There could be no

  question of a divorce since Stella had no funds and her husband apparently found his marriage ties conveniently loose. For four years she experienced every kind of privation and was put to every

  conceivable shift. She knew those mysterious corners of London where it is safe to buy second-hand clothes and, sitting up at night over a sewing-machine, she contrived that she and her children

  should be decently clad. She worked in a dozen ways. Institutions like Home Helpers were always glad to see her; she had a dependable look that their clients appreciated and though she had a name

  for being reserved, even stand-offish, her undoubted ability stood her in good stead. Stella knew that Home Helpers charged a guinea a day for their services, while their employees received only

  seven and sixpence, but the insight she got into various households and the conversations that she was permitted to overhear were capitalised by her when she at length set up a business of her own

  in a single room in Belgravia. In a reckless age, she discovered, betting was the people’s chief recreation; cooks betted with the milkman and typists with the office boy; overdriven wives in

  poor streets betted with the man who sold the papers, and their husbands betted in the public house at the corner. Men and women of position risked enormous sums on horses and at cards, and because

  life was so unstable there became a greater and greater desire to know the future. Stella supposed the movement received its original impetus during the war when mediums and fortunetellers

  flourished and when distracted women, unable to endure further suspense, paid whatever they were asked to be told forthcoming events by other women of whom a large percentage were charlatans. Mrs.

  Evelyn believed there was a genuine science of palmistry but she held that there was nothing magical about it; it was a science like any other, and one for which she showed a peculiar aptitude. So

  in 1930, having taken a diploma in psychology, she hired a room with a tiny office behind it, employed a seventeen-year-old girl as reception clerk and put her slender savings into an undertaking

  of her own. At first results had been small; but her charges were not high.




  “Don’t despise five shillings,” she said once to her clerk. “Four five shillingses make a pound, and there are plenty of girls in shops and offices who don’t mind

  spending five shillings and half their lunch-hour who’d look the other way if your charges began at a higher figure.”




  She had circularised all those whom she had met through the agency of Home Helpers, and gradually her clientele swelled. She got the reputation of being honest, and by calling herself a

  consulting psychologist and exhibiting her diploma whenever it was asked for, she escaped the attentions of the police and inquisitive persons occupied in cleaning up the town, to whom

  fortune-telling, as they baldly expressed it, was another form of blasphemy.




  Nevertheless, it was not until the notorious death of Mrs. Flora Horsley in the spring of 1937, that Mrs. Evelyn’s practice swelled to an extent that justified the car she had longed for

  for years, and the first instalment on the country cottage she wanted to buy for the benefit of her town-bred young daughters. For Flora Horsley, who in life attracted little enough attention, in

  death involved Mrs. Evelyn in one of the most astonishing dramas of the year. The interview lasted no more than a quarter of an hour, but that was long enough to make the psychologist’s

  reputation and to cost the hapless Flora her life.




  It took place shortly after five o’clock on a wet October evening. Mrs. Evelyn had had a difficult day. One drab unintelligent woman after another had filed into her office, the type, as

  she expressed it to Violet (who had developed into a chic and charming girl of twenty-three) who never get far because they won’t take risks.




  “That kind have hands as blank as their minds,” was her way of putting it. “Nothing ever happens to them and, of course, they don’t deserve that it ever should. They

  couldn’t cut a loss if they tried. And they don’t try. They want to see the return half of their ticket before they set out on a journey. The idea of leaving anything to chance would

  make them ill.”




  Her last appointment was for half-past four and as soon as her client had departed, with instructions to pay the clerk in the outer office, Mrs. Evelyn stood up and began to clear her desk.




  “That’s the last for to-day, isn’t it, Violet?” she asked, as the girl brought in the day’s takings and prepared to lock them in the safe.




  “The last, Mrs. Evelyn. You look most awfully tired. I suppose you do get sick of these people sometimes.”




  “I often think the keepers in the Zoo must feel like me. Don’t you ever get tired of them yourself? I can hear them clacking away nineteen to the dozen in your office, if they have

  to wait five minutes.”




  “I like to hear them,” said Violet placidly. “You wouldn’t believe some of the things I get told. You know, it’s been a good day so far as money goes, even if all

  the people did look like yesterday’s special offer. Well, it takes all sorts to make a world, they say.”




  “Do you ever feel you’d like to have your fortune told?” asked Mrs. Evelyn, unscrewing her fountain pen and shutting the lid of her desk with a decisive clang.




  “No thank you. To-day’s enough for me. There’s always something turning up. I must say I’m glad I wasn’t a still-born child.”




  “It might have saved you a lot of trouble,” murmured Mrs. Evelyn absently, and before she could recover herself the bell of the outer office rang sharply.




  “I thought you said we weren’t expecting any one else.”




  “We’re not. I’ll go and see who it is.”




  “I can’t see any one else to-night. It’s Marjorie’s birthday and I’m taking her to a theatre.”




  “I hope you’ll have a lovely time,” said Violet, going out. She came back a minute later to say, “It’s a Mrs. Horsley, Mrs. Evelyn. She says could you possibly

  spare her a few minutes. It’s a matter of life and death.”




  “They all say that. Do they imagine their fate-line will change between now and ten o’clock to-morrow?”




  “She may be like that woman who came in the other day and wanted to know whether she was going to deceive her husband.”




  “She was mad. I sometimes wonder if I’m not a little mad too. Tell her it’s no use for to-night. Try and make her book an appointment.”




  “Thank God, I didn’t know about the future when I married Ken,” she reflected as the girl went out again. “Even for the kids’ sake I’m not sure it’s

  worth while.”




  Violet came back a minute or two later to say, “She can’t come to-morrow. She swears she wouldn’t keep you more than a few minutes.”




  Mrs. Evelyn hesitated. “What’s she like, Violet? Goodness knows I don’t like to send money packing.”




  “She’s a lady. She won’t mind what she pays. Real furs, too. You soon get to tell the difference. Her coat didn’t cost a penny less than four hundred pounds. She came in

  a taxi,” she added, “and she’s keeping it.”




  “You’d expect her to have a car with a coat like that. But perhaps she’s ashamed of coming here. What sort of age?”




  “Middle—very middle. Not the kind that ever looks younger than she is.”




  Mrs. Evelyn hesitated, glancing at the little gold watch on her wrist.




  “All right, Violet,” she decided. “I’ll see her. I don’t want it to get about that I turn people down because they come without an appointment. I’m not famous

  enough for that yet.” As Violet went out she added to herself, “I’m not surprised that pride’s supposed to be the worst of the seven deadly sins.”




  Violet returned, showing in a woman in a broadtail coat, and an expensive, unbecoming hat. Her manner was slightly agitated, but she was clearly a woman accustomed to command. She came forward

  at once, saying, “Good-afternoon. It’s very good of you to see me without an appointment. I won’t keep you long. I don’t,” she smiled faintly, “want to be told

  about my past, or my character. . . .”




  “Won’t you sit down?” suggested Stella Evelyn. “No, they never do.”




  “Who never do?”




  “My clients.”




  “What do they come for, then?”




  “Mostly because they’re afraid. Why did you come?”




  Mrs. Horsley stared. It was obvious that she was suffering from some long-continued mental strain.




  “I believe you can help me. Already, you see . . .”




  “So that is why you came?”




  “Yes. Oh, but surely every one can’t be afraid of something dreadful happening.”




  “Most of them are afraid nothing’s going to happen—ever. They come here to be reassured.”




  “I envy them.” The passion in the quiet voice told Stella Evelyn more than she expected to read in the large, well-shaped hand that Mrs. Horsley now laid on the table.




  “So do I sometimes,” she agreed, unexpectedly, taking the hand in hers.




  “I want the truth,” said her visitor in sharp tones.




  “I’m always glad to get any one who wants that. Most of them only want some sort of comfort. How old are you, Mrs. Horsley?”




  “Forty-eight.”




  Mrs. Evelyn nodded. “Yes.” She paused, sorting her impressions. Even women who want the truth generally only want the cream of it. “There’s a good deal of money

  here,” she went on.




  “Money isn’t everything,” countered Mrs. Horsley at once.




  “Perhaps not. But it’s a good deal. There’s money mixed up in this trouble of yours that you’ve come to consult me about.”




  “You can see trouble then?”




  “Yes. But you knew that.”




  “I didn’t know whether you would be able to see it. Is it only money?” The hope in the flat voice made Mrs. Evelyn wince.




  “No. Not only money.”




  “Ah! I was afraid not. What else?”




  Mrs. Evelyn was silent a moment. “You’re married, aren’t you? And your husband’s living?”




  “Yes.”




  “And you married comparatively late in life?”




  “I’ve been married ten years.”




  “Your husband’s younger than you are?”




  “Seven years younger.”




  “You’ve got no children?”




  “No. Why? Do you see . . .?”




  “If you’d married a man very much older than yourself, this woman I see in your hand might have been his daughter. . . .”




  “He has no children either. What’s she like?”




  Mrs. Evelyn laid the hand down. “It’s about her you’ve really come to see me?”




  “Yes.”




  “You know who she is?”




  “I’ve every reason to believe so.”




  “And you’re afraid of her? That gives her power over you, you know.”




  “In my place, wouldn’t you be afraid? She has everything I haven’t got.”




  “Meaning . . .?”




  “She’s young, she’s good-looking, she sympathises with my husband’s aims. . . .”




  “And you don’t?”




  “How can I? All my people have been conservatives. I believe that conservatism is the only rational creed for this country at all events. I’d rather have a dictator than the

  socialistic form of government that appeals to my husband. And on that issue at least we’ve drifted further and further apart during the past few years.”




  “It hasn’t affected your feeling for one another?”




  Mrs. Horsley hesitated. “My husband is a rather unusual man,” she said at last. “His work has always been pre-eminent with him. So long as he has that he could, I believe, face

  any crisis, but deny him that and he’s like something detached from its centre. So you can realise how much power a girl who cares for the things that make up his world would have over

  him.”




  Mrs. Evelyn made no pretence for the moment of looking at the hand that lay open on the table. The psychologist in her was uppermost as she said, “Are you sure you’re not making a

  mistake, Mrs. Horsley? Men don’t often involve themselves in—romantic relationships to the women who share their enthusiasms.”




  For answer her visitor asked steadfastly, “Can you look in my hand and assure me that this girl doesn’t play any more important part in his life than that of a

  sympathiser?”




  Mrs. Evelyn felt baffled. “You asked me for the truth. I can’t tell you probably everything you would like to know. I can tell you that there is a woman, who is not yourself,

  intimately bound up with your husband. She’s very close to him but what their precise relationship is, it would be impossible for me to guess.”




  “But she’s dangerous to me?”




  “She can be if you allow it.”




  “How can I prevent it? She’s his secretary, she’s infatuated with him. . . .”




  “You’re sure of that?”




  “I’ve no proof if that’s what you mean. But—yes, I’m certain.”




  “I take it there’s no chance of your persuading him to change her?”




  “None. I’m afraid of putting ideas into Charles’s head. Supposing I’m wrong, suppose I’ve been brooding over things so much that I’ve made a mountain out of a

  molehill. . . .?”




  Mrs. Evelyn shook her head. “I’m afraid there’s more than a molehill here. In fact, there’s more in your hand than I can generally see.”




  “What’s going to happen?”




  “I can’t tell you that. I can tell you the alternatives—the final choice rests with you.”




  “What am I to do?”




  “You can either go. . . .”




  “Leave them together, do you mean? Oh, but that would be impossible.”




  “It’s a choice of evils, as I see it.”




  “I can’t run away.”




  Mrs. Evelyn leaned back. “I wonder why you came to me.”




  “Because I couldn’t endure the suspense any longer. It might have been all my imagination. You’ve proved to me that it isn’t.”




  “And because of that you refuse to take my advice?”




  “If your advice is to go away. . . .”




  “I don’t say permanently, but, never mind dignity, never mind what people may say, never mind what you may fear for your husband—only go.”




  Mrs. Horsley looked curiously at her companion. “You say that in such a strange voice. As if it were something of primary importance. . . .”




  “It is, for you.”




  “If I don’t go, what will happen?”




  “You’ll be terribly unwise.”




  “But—what will happen, Mrs. Evelyn?”




  The palmist lifted her handsome head. Every atom of colour had drained out of the firm cheeks; her eyes were dark with foreboding. Her voice when it came was only a thread of sound, yet it

  seemed to reverberate through the room like the roll of a drum.




  “I think it may be—death,” she said.




  Outside, where hitherto all had been quiet with the unearthly stillness that precedes a storm, a wild clatter filled the sky; as though some one had gathered the rain in a cup and flung it slap

  against the windows, the glass streamed with water; a furious gust shook the trees that had been planted along the pavement edge, and the straining of harassed boughs could be heard like a prelude

  to disaster. The window blew suddenly open, and the curtains came billowing into the room, their fantastic scrolled patterns, twisted into indescribable shapes, giving them the appearance of

  creatures flying in out of the night. Mrs. Evelyn rose sharply, slammed the window to. The abruptness of her movements betrayed her apprehension.




  Mrs. Horsley was scarcely aware of the tempest. When the window had been closed and a kind of artificial silence had settled down upon the room, she said in strained tones, “Do you tell me

  that to frighten me?”




  “No. To warn you.”




  “You’re—certain?”




  “As certain as I’ve ever been of anything in my life.”




  “Then,” slowly Mrs. Horsley began to lift back to her shoulders the heavy fur coat she had opened upon her arrival, “you’re right, I’ve no choice. I’ve got to

  go.” She looked around her in perplexity as if even now she could not recognise this drama as being something happening to herself.




  “It seems so—ridiculous. It’s hard to believe it,” she said. “Of course, you are sure?”




  Mrs. Evelyn nodded without speech.




  “I see. I’m grateful to you. You can’t tell me more?”




  “There’s nothing more I can tell you.”




  “You can’t give me any hint as to how the danger might arise?”




  “No. One sees indications—but not details.”




  “I see.” Automatically Mrs. Horsley opened her purse. “And I suppose you can’t tell me what will happen if I go, if it’ll mean the break-up of my present

  life?”




  “I can’t tell you that, either.”




  “You mean, it isn’t in my hand?”




  “I mean, if it is, I can’t see it.” She pressed the bell and Violet appeared in the doorway.




  Mrs. Horsley drew on her gloves and held out her hand. “Does it frighten you sometimes to think of your own power?” she asked curiously.




  “Power? That’s a strange word to use. What frightens me is my own futility.”




  “To change things?”




  “Perhaps. Or to make people sufficiently self-mistrustful. For the most part they know exactly what they’re going to do before they come in, and I can’t do much to help

  them.”




  “You’ve helped me. I’m very grateful. I’m sorry you couldn’t tell me even more . . . Let me see—what do I owe you?”




  “A guinea. Would you pay my clerk?” Habit reminded her as the door closed on her visitor that she might quite as easily have asked two, and certainly the interview had been worth it.

  Mrs. Evelyn, her hands pressed palm downwards on the table, her head bowed, her eyes mechanically noting to-morrow’s appointments, all thoughts of Marjorie and the birthday treat forgotten,

  stood for a moment lost in thought. Violet, returning, broke the spell.




  “She gave a cheque, Mrs. Evelyn. I suppose that was all right?”




  Mrs. Evelyn looked up. Her eyes were dazed. “What? Oh, yes. Of course. Put it in the safe, will you, and enter it up. And don’t wait any longer. I’m going myself in a

  moment.”




  But even after she had heard the door close behind her assistant, even when the clock on the mantelpiece chimed the half-hour, she did not move. The roar of the wind seemed to fill the world. At

  last she went across and pulling back the curtain looked into the drenched and sparkling street. The gutters had been transformed into rivers of light, reflecting as they did the lamps of

  innumerable vehicles. “I must take a taxi,” she thought, but even her mind—that gripping, far-seeing mind—was numb. Standing by the telephone, dialling the familiar number,

  she began to speak aloud.




  “No,” she whispered, as though the burden of her knowledge was more than she could endure, “no, I couldn’t see anything else in your hand, you poor fool, because

  there’s only one thing there. You see—you’re not going away after all.”




  





  Chapter Two




  Beneath every stone a scorpion sleeps.




  HORACE.




  MRS. HORSLEY’S taxi-driver greeted her with alacrity as she came out of the tall building into the

  drenching street. Jumping down to open the door of his cab he said, “I begun to wonder if you’d had a bad turn in there. You all right, mum?”




  “Quite all right,” said Mrs. Horsley. “Don’t stand out there in the rain. You’ll be soaked. 200 Eaton Terrace.”




  When she caught sight of herself in the little strip of mirror inside the cab she was not surprised at the driver’s question. She looked ghastly, her cheeks sunken and greyish in colour,

  her eyes feverish.




  “I look as if I were sickening for influenza,” she thought, fumbling for a vanity case. “I can’t let Charles see me like this. He mustn’t know where I’ve

  been. He hates these people, thinks the whole business blasphemous. I wonder what she meant, that it would be death if I stayed. That girl couldn’t be wicked enough. . . .”




  The taxi skidded on the wet road and ran into a Belisha beacon. There was a crash of breaking glass, and Mrs. Horsley was shocked to hear herself cry out, “Oh, God! What is it?”




  The driver’s face, ludicrous with apprehension and woe, looked at her through the broken glass. “Not ’urt lady, are you? It’s these roads. Can’t ’elp the

  rain, can you?”




  Mrs. Horsley pulled herself together. “Of course not. But I can’t go home in this cab.”




  A policeman’s face appeared beside the driver’s. He wanted her name and address.




  “What for?” asked Mrs. Horsley.




  “Case of damage,” retorted the policeman in stolid tones.




  “I’m not hurt,” she protested, rising to her feet.




  “Take care of the glass. Don’t want to cut yourself,” said the driver hastily.




  He was giving the policeman his name and address and producing his licence.




  “Nobody can’t ’elp the roads,” he said again. “Like ice they are. There’s things skidding all over the place. Look at that now!” A large red omnibus

  sidled soberly round at right-angles, narrowly missing the island in the centre of the road. “There’ll be a lot of deaths to-night, you take my word,” said the driver. Mrs.

  Horsley, who had begun to feel in her handbag for a card, looked up sharply.




  “Take care,” the driver exclaimed. “Lady’s going to faint.”




  But she didn’t. All the same, it seemed a grisly coincidence after what she had just been told in Mrs. Evelyn’s office.




  “You’ll want another taxi,” said the policeman, but she hesitated.




  “If the roads are so dangerous, I might be better off in the tube.”




  “Just as easy get suffocated there,” opined the driver. “’Ere, lady, you’re getting wet through. You don’t want to die of pneumonia, do you?”




  A second cab had drawn up by the kerb, and Mrs. Horsley got hurriedly in. The first driver put his head through the window.




  “You’ll say I wasn’t driving reckless, won’t you, lady?” he implored her. “Not my cab, see, and they make no end of a fuss, these insurance companies

  do.”




  “Of course, I will,” she promised. “The policeman knows who I am. Would you tell the driver 200 Eaton Terrace?”




  Just as the cab was driving off she remembered that she had paid the poor man nothing. Impetuously, she leaned out of the window that she had not yet pulled up, half a crown in her hand. The

  traffic here was very heavy and her driver was edging away from the kerb. As she put out her head a great lorry laden with petroleum oil drew up abruptly with a screech of brakes. A man’s

  voice demanded indignantly what the something she thought she was doing.




  “Always thinking of new ways of committing suicide, these ladies,” he remarked to the world at large. The little driver had no such fears. Realising why she had appeared, he dived in

  among the seething wheels and collected his coin.




  “Thank you, lady.” He touched his battered hat. Mrs. Horsley dropped back into her seat. Her heart was thudding like a trip hammer; again she had recourse to the little box of rouge,

  dabbing it on recklessly so that she looked quite ten years more than her age.




  As she was driven home at the discreet pace dictated by the weather and the condition of the roads, she brooded over what she had this evening heard, A woman of considerable common sense,

  accustomed from a very early age to handle property and to dispose of a large income of her own, she had nevertheless certain superstitions—what her husband called hoodoos—shared by

  other well-educated women. Hitherto, more because of a certain indefinable fear than because of her husband’s well-known antipathy to ‘that kind of thing,’ she had avoided

  fortune-tellers, hand-readers, psychologists and the army of men and women who foretell events from the stars. But Mrs. Evelyn had recently become the fashion in the social set in which Flora

  Horsley moved. Her friends would tell her, often laughing at their own folly, of events she had foretold that had actually materialised, and warnings she had given that had proved of the greatest

  benefit to her clients. It had been in a spirit, partly of self-disdain and partly of recklessness, that she entered the office to-day. “I don’t suppose I shall believe anything she

  tells me,” had been the general burden of her thoughts; and now she knew that an angel from heaven could not have impressed her more terribly than Mrs. Evelyn had done.




  She thought of her husband, the notorious Charles Horsley, the man who, passing through the ranks of liberalism, was now one of the leading lights of the socialist party; she thought of the

  absurd gigantic scheme he had created and financed with every penny he dared call his own; he was like that, reckless and adventurous, prepared to take enormous risks. She had been utterly against

  his notion of floating a great building company that should enable even the very poor of the population to own their own homes. “It isn’t practicable,” she told him, but he was

  obsessed by the knowledge of the thousands of landlords in London alone who charged infamous prices for accommodation in which no beast should be housed. Shilling shares had been issued and these

  had been taken up by thousands upon thousands of working men, some of whom had invested the savings of a lifetime in the company. And now a tremendous crash threatened. For weeks past Charles had

  been harassed and exhausted working late at the House, where he was labour member for a North London division—scarcely putting in an appearance at his own home, writing letter after letter to

  men in authority who might help him to avert disaster. Of his own losses if the scheme failed he thought little; but the knowledge that in its fall it would involve ruin to numbers of little men to

  whom his voice was the voice of an archangel kept him sleepless of nights and drove him hither and thither in desperate and fanatical attempts to save the situation. Flora was, of course, aware of

  his preoccupation, though she could feel no sympathy with his distress. She had deplored the scheme from its inception, prophesying the ruin that had so promptly overtaken it. Charles Horsley, as

  she knew, had never thought of himself as a rich man; he was married to a rich wife, a very different state of affairs.




  The recollection that Mrs. Evelyn had spoken with some gravity of money, before she even mentioned another woman, here returned to disturb her. She had never hitherto supposed that her fortune

  represented any temptation to Charles, who had never asked or expected her to finance his wildcat schemes. But now for the first time a black suspicion shot through her mind, and, vigorously though

  she strove to dislodge it, it would not be wholly dissipated.




  The taxi drew up at the gate of No. 200 Eaton Terrace, and the driver alighted and opened the door.




  Her butler said, afterwards, that he thought his mistress had had a shock. She got out of the cab with extreme care and showed an unusual deliberation in mounting the steps. He said

  respectfully, “You’re not feeling well, madam,” and she said “I had an unpleasant experience, Harlow. That was my second taxi. The first one skidded and crashed into a

  beacon.”




  “You weren’t hurt, madam?”




  “No. And luckily the driver wasn’t hurt either.”




  Harlow’s masterly gesture, achieved with a minimum of movement, indicated that for all he cared the driver could be scattered in ragged fragments all over the High Street so long as his

  employer had escaped unscathed.




  “You’re sure you’re all right, madam? You wouldn’t wish me to ring up Dr. Pontifex?”




  “Certainly not. I’m just a little shaken. Is Mr. Horsley in?”




  “Yes, madam. He’s in the library. There’s a gentleman with him.”




  “Who is it?”




  “Mr. Hooper, madam.”




  Flora Horsley said nothing. Hooper, that fanatic who egged Charles on in every fantastic dream that irradiated his brain, a man whom she disliked and distrusted and whose influence over Charles

  she feared.




  “Has he been here long, Harlow?”




  “About half an hour, madam.”




  “I see.” She went into a small room on the ground floor that she sometimes used as a writing room and laid aside her wraps. She refused Harlow’s offer of a cocktail or a

  brandy and soda, and sat down, immersed at once in reflections on the past momentous hour. After some minutes, urged by a curiosity she could not altogether explain, she rose and crossed the hall

  to the library door. This she opened gently. The great room was in darkness save where a reading-lamp stood on the central desk; in and out of the golden circle that it cast moved the highly-strung

  distinguished figure of the man who was her husband; ten years ago she had known that her life was worth nothing to her, unless she could secure him for herself, and it had been easier than she had

  anticipated. In those days he had represented her hope; now he stood for her security, and she found irony in the fact that he was one of the few men of her acquaintance to whom money, as such,

  made no appeal. Now her whole being was shaken by the thought that she might be going to lose him. She was honest enough to acknowledge, to herself at all events, that all her money would serve her

  to very little purpose once that catastrophe occurred. Charles, who was a welcome guest even among those who detested his political ambitions, was the background of her existence. Without him she

  would resolve into one of the army of elderly, drifting well-off women, with no particular aim in existence, who fill foreign health resorts and are the delight and profit of those who arrange

  costly luxury tours.




  Now he was speaking in that unforgettable voice that had moved first to silence and then to thundering applause so many halls and meeting-houses, the voice that ten years ago had aroused in her

  a storm of desire that nothing short of marriage could satisfy.




  “The position’s appalling, Hooper,” he was saying. “London stinks with money and I can’t raise £20,000. I could name you a hundred, five hundred men in this

  city alone who could put down that money without having to raise a mortgage, and I can’t raise as many shillings. There are times when I feel I could rob a bank—I’ve always rather

  fancied myself robbing a bank, bursting through the plate glass windows with a bag of gold in each hand. It’s fantastic, of course,” his mobile face clouded again, “but I—if

  I could get this money by mortgaging my own life, I wouldn’t hesitate.”




  “I know that,” said Hooper quietly. “The whole party knows it. Thank God, it wouldn’t be any use.”




  “I suppose not. Hooper, there must be some way out. This ghastly thing can’t really be going to happen. Aren’t there enough public-spirited people . . .?” He broke off,

  and Hooper said quietly, “Have you thought that perhaps your wife . . .? She’s a rich woman. . . .”




  “That doesn’t make me a rich man. In a way, Flora’s money has been one of my greatest disadvantages. Do you think I don’t know what people—yes, even men in the

  party—say? Charles Horsley, the fellow who calls himself a socialist and lives in the lap of luxury in Eaton Terrace.”




  “I see. That’s hopeless then. What next?” Automatically, the speaker had already dismissed Flora Horsley from his mind.




  All this time the woman of whom they had been speaking had stood there, invisible to both. The big chair was turned with its back partly towards the door, and in any case Hooper had eyes for no

  one but his chief. The light fell on the austere lines of brow and cheek and throat, the intent, dark eyes, the thin, resolute mouth. As for Horsley, he never lifted his gaze from the carpet upon

  which his footsteps were tracing their intricate pattern. Very softly Flora closed the door and crept away.




  She went back to the little room where she had left her clothes and sat down, shaking still with apprehension. She could not have said precisely what it was she feared, but one of her chief

  sources of dread was the fact that she could not know from which direction danger threatened. Only she was aware of it spreading over her as a thundercloud spreads over the sky. She knew that

  already she distrusted every familiar feature of her life; her husband, Miss Bannister (Charles’s secretary), even Harlow and her own maid. Mrs. Evelyn had said that unless she went

  away—at once—she was in peril, and though, reviewed in cold blood, that was absurd, the incident of the taxi-cab, followed immediately by what might be the coincidence of the lorry, had

  shaken her nerve. What she had just heard, although she could not have put the dread into words, increased her apprehension. When she heard the front door close she waited a few minutes more and

  then for the second time she opened the library door. This time Charles Horsley heard her. He was sitting in the chair that had previously been occupied by Hooper, and he was still talking, but

  this time to his pretty, fair-haired secretary, Clare Bannister. It seemed to the wife, hesitating for an instant on the threshold, that there was about the couple an intimacy she herself had never

  achieved, and her anger leaped up, chilling her voice, as she said, “Oh, you’re still busy, I see. You’re keeping Miss Bannister very late, aren’t you?”




  It was the girl who answered. “Oh, please, Mrs. Horsley. As if I mind at a time like this.”




  “You’ll be able to make up for it afterwards,” Mrs. Horsley agreed.




  Charles said quickly, “That’ll do to go on with, Miss Bannister,” and she collected a pile of papers and disappeared through a door on the farther side of the study. Mrs.

  Horsley snapped on another light. “You’re very gloomy in here, Charles.”




  “It’s all right if you’re sitting at the desk,” explained her husband. “Have you only just got in?”




  “I came in a few minutes ago, but Harlow said you had a man with you. Who was it?”




  “Hooper from the office.”




  “With news?”




  “No good news—not yet.”




  “You’re expecting good news, even at this stage?”




  “I was always an inveterate optimist as you know.”




  “And you’re waiting for a miracle?”




  “I remember being told as a kid that the man who wants miracles has to work them himself.”




  “And you’re going to work one?”




  He laughed. “What man has done . . . You know the rest.”




  Flora seated herself in a deep hide chair. “I warned you you were pouring your money into a sack without a bottom.”




  “There are some risks you have to take.”




  “I hope this means you won’t take this sort of risk again.”




  “I shall go on taking it whenever opportunity offers until the end of the chapter.” The words might sound obstinate but the tone in which they were spoken was almost gay. It had been

  that indomitable spirit in him that had attracted her at first and that alarmed her now. The man was a born gambler and no risk was too great for him to incur. It was only necessary to inspect his

  record to realise that.




  “You’ll only lose again.”




  Something in her voice caught his attention. “What’s the matter, Flora? You look done up. Have you been out in this weather the whole afternoon?”




  “Yes. I had so much to do.”




  “It always seems to rain on Musgrave’s afternoon out.”




  “I took taxis. I didn’t get wet. I had a nasty shock though.” And once again she repeated the incident.




  Charles Horsley looked concerned. “I say, are you sure you’re not hurt?” But though the tone was solicitious she thought he was only offering her the fag-end of his sympathy.

  All his real energy was wrapped up in the problem in which he was utterly involved.




  “No. I’m only a bit bruised.”




  “All the same, it was a rotten thing to happen. I’ll get you a drink.”




  She watched him cross the room with that long, graceful step that had held her attention years ago. He seemed now so much younger than she, and she recognised with bitterness that while she was

  a middle-aged woman he was still a man in the prime of his life. He was a longer time than usual fetching the drinks, and when he came in, he said, “Sorry to keep you waiting. But it occurred

  to me you might like a Club Clover. I mixed it myself.”




  “Why didn’t you mix one for yourself, too?”




  “I never have anything but sherry at this hour. You ought to know that.”




  She took her glass from his outstretched hand and lifted it slowly to her lips. A sudden thought struck her and she looked up abruptly.




  “What’s the matter?” Her voice sounded high and jangled.




  “What do you mean?”




  “Why are you looking at me like that?”




  “Was I? I’m sorry. I simply thought you were looking rather washed out.”




  “And why do you keep telling me I look ill?”




  “Because you do look under the weather. You’ll feel better when you’ve had your drink.”




  He spoke in a casual, inconsequent tone, and the dread in her mind increased.




  “I’m not sure I want it.”




  “Why on earth not?”




  “I believe I’d rather have sherry to-night.”




  “I thought you adored a Club Clover.”




  “I don’t fancy it to-night.”




  “Then I’ll get you some sherry.”




  “Give me that glass and fetch yourself another.”




  “I’ve been drinking out of this one,” demurred her husband. “No, Flora, it really wouldn’t be suitable. We’re not a young honeymooning couple. I’ll get

  you a clean glass. I shan’t be a second.”




  “You needn’t bother. Harlow can get it.”




  “It’s no trouble.”




  “No,” she cried desperately. “Let Harlow do it. It’s his work, really. Besides, I want to talk to you.”




  Charles shrugged his shoulders and crossed the room to ring the bell.




  “I’m sure the Club Clover would do you more good.”




  “I don’t want it. How maddening you are to-night, Charles. Mayn’t I even have what I want in my own house?”




  “Of course. Pity to waste it, though.”




  “Then have it yourself.”




  “You know I hate the drink.”




  A sudden thought struck her. “Give it to Miss Bannister,” she suggested. “You’re keeping her late and she’s got rings round her eyes, too.”




  “She hasn’t yet contracted the bad habit of drinking at this hour. I’m not going to be responsible for starting her on that path. The longer she keeps off liquor the longer

  she’ll keep that school-girl complexion.”




  “What a lot you know about her, Charles.”




  “She’s been working for me for over a year, and if you’d ever had to break in secretaries you’d know how thankful one was to find one with some intelligence.”




  The door opened and the butler came in.




  “Bring in the sherry, Harlow,” said Mrs. Horsley. “Charles, I’m thinking of going away.”




  “For a holiday? Old Pontifex would back you up there.”




  “You agree it would be a good thing?”




  “Excellent. What put the idea into your head?”




  She hesitated a moment, then answered, “As a matter of fact, I saw a kind of doctor this afternoon. A woman. She told me to go away.”




  “You’ll get into trouble with Pontifex if you start a rival medico.”




  “Oh, it was no one qualified. It was a psychologist.”




  Charles pulled a face. “Much better take a holiday than waste your time with those birds. Here comes your sherry. If you like to wait a little I could probably come with you. In fact, a

  holiday will shortly be highly beneficial to me—absence notoriously makes the heart grow fonder. What about a couple of weeks in Switzerland? We could scramble about on the lower

  slopes.”




  Flora Horsley put out a blind hand for her glass; it shook in her hand and, “Look out, you’re spilling it,” exclaimed Charles.




  “I don’t think Switzerland,” said Flora faintly, and through her mind there flitted visions of headlines in the daily press:




  

    WIFE OF SOCIALIST M.P. IN ALPINE TRAGEDY MRS. CHARLES HORSLEY KILLED MOUNTAINEERING


  




  “No,” she concluded in a stronger voice. “Not Switzerland.”




  “It ought to be rather decent this time of year. Or we could take a boat on the Adriatic, coast among the little islands.”




  “It isn’t the right season.”




  “Cleland did it last year. He came back full of enthusiasm.”




  “Two people were drowned in a yacht off Split only last week.”




  “They didn’t know how to handle their boat. I do.”




  “I don’t think I want to go as far as the Adriatic. There’s too much trouble in that part of Europe.”




  “If you’re afraid of being knocked on the head, let me assure you, you’re in just as much danger here. I told you you were going to upset that sherry. Let me fill up the glass.

  I don’t know who your famous woman was, but she’s certainly right about your needing a holiday. You’re all in.”




  “What did you mean when you said I was in as much danger here?”




  “I mean you might get bowled over by a bicycle. Or there’s a case in the evening paper of a woman who fell into the area while she was opening a window. It’s fatal to start

  thinking of all the things that might happen to you.”




  “Did she—do it on purpose! That woman at the window.”




  “I don’t know. They haven’t held an inquest, yet.”




  “Perhaps some one threw her out?”




  “Like Jezebel? Not so easy, you know. If I wanted to murder you, I wouldn’t throw you out of a window.”




  “What would you do?”




  Charles Horsley sat on the edge of the table, meditatively swinging a leg.




  “I wonder. I hadn’t thought.” He began to laugh. “Is that why you didn’t want to come to Switzerland with me? You know,” he waited for no answer to his absurd

  question, “I shall have to be careful. Think how easily they’d establish motive. Rich wife, desperate husband. . . .”




  “Are you desperate?”




  “I’m desperately in need of money. Can’t you hear the coroner asking, ‘Is it a fact, Mr. Horsley, that you had approached your wife for money and she had refused to

  supply you?’ And the shivering witness says . . . What’s the matter, Flora?”




  “I wish you wouldn’t talk like that, Charles. I know you think it’s funny, but it doesn’t amuse me. You know I’m not feeling myself—Mrs. Evelyn said I was

  suffering from nerves. . . .”




  “It’s all right,” said Charles. “I’m not contemplating murder. I haven’t the temperament to put it through successfully. I say,” gravity returned to him

  suddenly, “I haven’t really scared you? Oh come, Flora. . . .”




  “Of course you haven’t. It’s just that I’m a bit shaken by the accident.”




  “I’m not surprised. I wish you’d let me call old Pontifex in.”




  “I don’t want him. I’m perfectly all right.”




  “Are you? I doubt it. Look here, why not have dinner in bed?”




  “Perhaps I will. Would you mind?”




  “I’m afraid my dinner will be a sketchy affair at best. I’ve got to go out afterwards. I think you’d be awfully wise.”
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