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. . . far away,
Behind the row of crosses, shadows black
Stretch out long arms before the smouldering sun.


But who will give me my children?


—“The Superfluous Woman,”
Vera Brittain





HISTORICAL NOTE



Britain after the First World War had about
two million more women than men. The press labelled
them “superfluous” or “surplus” women.




SUPERFLUOUS WOMEN





ONE



Daisy awoke gasping for breath. Her racing heartbeat thudded in her ears. For a frightening moment she had no idea where she was.


Just a nightmare, of course. She had dreamt she was shut up in an airless room with no doors or windows where a faceless figure was trying to smother her. As memory returned, her heart quieted, but her breathing was still laborious. Her chest ached. She started to cough.


Raising herself on one elbow, she reached for the glass of water beside the bed and took a sip. She had gone to sleep sitting up, as the doctor had recommended. The hotel’s inadequate pillows had slipped off the bed during the night. The chambermaid would bring her a couple more if she asked. The staff of the Saracen’s Head had been very friendly and helpful when she arrived in Beaconsfield yesterday.


The pale light filtering through the blue cotton curtains told her she had slept through the night for the first time in weeks.


Getting out of London, out of the Thames Valley, clearly was a good idea. The smog of October 1927 wouldn’t count among the worst to afflict the metropolis. However, the southerly breeze that broke it up wafted the noxious mixture of coal smoke and river fog up the hill to Hampstead, usually happily above the miasma. Daisy’s mild cold had turned to bronchitis.


The doctor ordered her out of town. She didn’t want to impose her illness on friends and she felt too rotten for a long journey. Beaconsfield, a small town on the edge of the Chiltern Hills, seemed ideal.


The air was clean; she was breathing more easily already.


She was about to leave the warm nest of her bed to retrieve the pillows when she heard a tentative knock on the door.


“Who is it?”


“Your tea, madam.”


“Come in.” Calling out set off another fit of coughing.


“Oh, madam, you don’ half soun’ ba’.” The local speech featured unvoiced final consonants, much easier to understand than some dialects Daisy had encountered. She very soon stopped noticing. “You better have a cuppa, quick.”


The maid, a sturdy, sandy-haired, freckled young woman of about Daisy’s age, set down the small tray and poured. “Here. Carefu’ now. You don’ wan’ it to go down the wrong way.”


Daisy managed to stop coughing for long enough to sip, and then to empty the cup. It soothed her throat a bit. “Thanks. Weren’t you waiting in the dining room yesterday evening?”


“That’s right. I’m a waitress, really. I don’t do the cleaning and such, but I live in so it’s easy to help out with early morning teas, and sometimes on reception, to oblige. And to earn a bit extra, too,” she confided. “I’m saving up to go to London and learn to type. I want to work in an office.”


“Good for you. What’s your name?”


“Sally, madam. Sally Hedger. Properly, Sarah. There’s another cup in the pot if you want it. And a couple of biscuits. I saw you di’n’t eat enough dinner to keep a flea alive.”


“I was too tired, and my throat’s a bit sore from coughing. I haven’t been very well, so I came to Beaconsfield to breathe the country air. It’s already doing me good. Would you mind awfully picking up my pillows? I seem to have knocked them off in the night.”


“Here you go.” Sally plumped them up and put them behind Daisy’s back. “That’ll be comfier for you.”


“I don’t suppose you could scrounge a couple more for me? I’m supposed to sleep sitting up.”


“I ’spect so. Can you manage till I’ve done the rest of the teas?”


“Of course. Whenever you have a moment.”


“And how about breakfast in bed? You didn’t ought to be rushing to get yourself up.”


“Sally, could you really? That would be marvellous! You’re a treasure.”


“Don’t tell anyone or they’ll all be wanting it, too.”


She was as good as her word. Daisy didn’t get up till after ten. She was able to take a leisurely bath instead of the usual hotel scramble to get out of the way of other guests queuing up. Back in her room, she went to the window.


Last night she had been too exhausted to bother about the view. Now she looked out over back gardens to meadows where black-and-white cows grazed, and ploughland with winter wheat just beginning to green the pale, chalky soil. A few trees were bare already, but oaks clung stubbornly to the brown leaves they would keep all winter and the bright gold of beeches stood out against the grey sky.


Not the slightest breeze stirred the leaves. Daisy decided she felt fit enough for a short walk. She dressed warmly, a flannel petticoat under her tweed skirt and a flannel vest under her blouse and pullover—her fashionable friend, Lucy, would have been horrified, she thought with amusement. Stout walking shoes, a warm coat, and a blue muffler and hat her stepdaughter had knitted for her, pulled down over her ears: she might well stun the local citizens as well.


She hadn’t paid any attention to the town as she was driven through the streets from the station, but she had noticed a church right opposite the Saracen’s Head. A stroll round the churchyard would be a good start to regaining her strength.


Dressing had tired her. On second thoughts, she took off the hat and stuffed it into the coat pocket, then tidied her hair. It was after eleven, time for morning coffee.


The residents’ lounge had only two occupants, who looked like commercial travellers. Deep in discussion over papers spread on a low table, they scarcely looked up as she passed through to the ladies’ parlour beyond. There, three elderly women were seated at a round table by the fire. They glanced at Daisy and, obviously deciding she was a stranger of no interest, returned to their chatter. Not so many years ago, a woman staying alone at a hotel would have caused disapproving stares. With two million more females than males in the country, most of whom would never have a chance to marry, single “girls” were no longer noteworthy.


Coffee and a cream cake restored Daisy’s desire for a little gentle exercise. (She didn’t even feel guilty about the cream cake as she had lost several pounds while ill. Well, a few at least.)


She went out. Slowly, feeling like a tottery old lady, she crossed the wide street to the church. She stopped to look at an elaborate war memorial. Bronze plaques on all four sides each listed twenty names: eighty men lost from this small town and the surrounding rural district. Daisy noted several pairs of names, including two Hedgers who must surely be related to Sally, the waitress, as well as a few trios, and six surnamed Child—six killed in one family.


Filled with melancholy, she trudged through the churchyard, right round the church. In spite of the grey sky, the day was now warmish for October. She unwrapped her muffler and undid the top button of her coat.


As she completed the circuit, a ray of sun broke through the clouds to strike a wooden bench near the memorial. Daisy accepted the implicit invitation. Though she had coughed only once or twice, her legs felt a bit wobbly. She was glad to rest and contemplate the scene.


Opposite, on the corner, stretched the gabled west front of her hotel, the Saracen’s Head, a centuries’-old coaching inn. The exposed timbers of the first floor looked much too straight to be the originals, though. The few other half-timbered buildings in the vicinity looked more genuine; most were typical Home Counties, mellow red brick with red-tiled roofs.


All four streets meeting at the crossroads were unusually wide for a town centre. They formed the intersection of the main route from Windsor to Aylesbury and the London to Oxford road, now the A40. Daisy had often driven through, in fact, without taking any particular notice of the town.


She wondered whereabouts Willie lived. Wilhelmina Chandler, a friend from school, had very recently moved from the North to Beaconsfield. They had exchanged occasional letters over the years, but never met since leaving school. Daisy hoped to call on her and refresh their friendship, once she’d recovered a bit more strength and was sure the coughing spells were a thing of the past.


The letter with the address was in her room. When she felt up to a visit, Sally would probably be able to direct her to the street.


She returned to the hotel. Climbing the stairs brought on another spate of coughs and she was glad to collapse onto the bed. A glass of water followed by a cough pastille did the trick. The taste of horehound, wintergreen, eucalyptus, and menthol lingered in her mouth, making the prospect of lunch unappealing.


In the end, telling herself firmly that she must keep up her strength, she went down to the restaurant just before they stopped serving lunch. Only half a dozen people were there, and most of them were just finishing their meals, so Daisy was able to chat with Sally.


The waitress brought a bowl of oxtail soup. “This’ll do you good, madam. If I was you, I’d have the shepherd’s pie after. Nothing in it to scrape a sore throat. It’ll go down a fair treat. Stewed apple and custard for afters?”


Daisy assented. The soup was rich enough to banish the cough pastille taste, and the shepherd’s pie was delicious.


When Sally returned with the pudding, Daisy asked, “Do you know where Orchard Road is?”


“Oh yes, madam. I can tell you how to get there.”


“Is it far?”


“Maybe ten minutes to this end, ’bout the same again or a bit less to the other end. Which end was you wanting?”


“The house is called Cherry Trees.”


“I know it. There’s three ladies just moved in. My Auntie May cleaned for Mrs. Gray, that sold the house, and the new ladies kept her on. Friends of yours?”


“One of them, Miss Chandler. I hope to make the acquaintance of her friends.”


Sally looked doubtful. “When you’re feeling more yourself, madam,” she said firmly. “It’s down the New Town end, too far for you to walk yet awhile. Unless you was to hire a car?” She sounded even more doubtful.


Daisy laughed, which made her start to cough. After a sip of water, she shook her head and ventured to speak: “I’ll wait a bit.”


She waited two days, two days of early nights, late rising, and afternoon naps, eating and sleeping well, walking a little farther each day. On the morning of the third day, Thursday, she wrote a note to Willie Chandler and gave the Boots, a skinny youth, sixpence to deliver it.


An answer came the same evening. Willie was sorry Daisy had been ill. Assuming she didn’t like to stay out late, would she care to come to tea the next day, to meet Willie’s friends and housemates, Vera Leighton and Isabel Sutcliffe? If she arrived at about half past four, Isabel would be at home. Vera, a teacher, was usually home by five at the latest. Unfortunately Willie herself often didn’t get home till six thirty, sometimes seven, but if Daisy felt up to staying that long, they could talk as Willie walked her back to the hotel.


Edward, the Boots, earned another sixpence taking Daisy’s acceptance to Cherry Trees.


The next afternoon she set out early, reckoning that Sally’s twenty-minute walk would be at least a half hour for her. The weather was still good, cloudy but with the sun breaking through now and then. It was a pleasant walk along Aylesbury End, a slight downhill slope. She hoped she would still consider it slight when she had to walk up it going back.


Once she left the shops and cottages behind her, high beech hedges, bronze-leaved, hid many of the houses and gardens along her way. On the opposite side of the street occasional roofs were visible through treetops. They seemed to be quite big houses, fairly modern. The railway hadn’t come to Beaconsfield till the turn of the century. Sally had told her about being taken as a little girl to the opening of the station. The New Town had sprung up around it and now spread to meet Old Town.


Where Orchard Road forked off to the left, Daisy saw a bench on the far side. She crossed and sat down for a minute or two. Not far now, she assured herself as she trudged onward.


On either side of the street, the beech hedges continued, allowing only occasional glimpses of largish houses and gardens. At last she came to the green-painted gate she was looking for. A white plaque declared in black script that this was Cherry Trees. She paused for a moment, leaning against a gatepost, to catch her breath.


She had made it, without dropping dead on the way. So much for her doctor’s gloomy prognostications!





TWO



A stout, red-faced woman came down the garden path towards Daisy, the yellowish gravel crunching beneath her run-down shoes, bulging with bunions. She wore a lime green, polka-dotted head scarf over greying hair, and a shapeless, shabby black coat nearly to her ankles.


Daisy opened the gate as she approached, and stood aside. The woman gave her a suspicious look and grunted what might have been an acknowledgement.


Mrs. Hedger, Daisy assumed. Sally, without saying anything derogatory, had given the impression that her Auntie May was a bit of a curmudgeon.


As Daisy stepped through the gateway, she saw that the gravel path led to a brick and timber house, the timbers silvery grey with age and the roof tiles lichened. The façade was rectangular but asymmetrical, with the front door off-centre, a small window to its left, a large one to the right. Yellow climbing roses, still in bloom, flanked the door and spread to meet above it. On each side of the path grew a cherry tree. Long, narrow scarlet leaves still clung to the branches, though many had already fallen.


Beneath one tree a woman was raking the debris into a pile. The gardener was tall and sturdy—robust was the word that came to mind—her dark hair in a severe bob, almost an Eton crop. She was clad in a red pullover, khaki trousers, and stout boots.


At the click of the gate latch, she glanced round in dismay. “Mrs. Dalrymple—I mean Fletcher? Willie still refers to you as Daisy Dalrymple. Good lord, is it half past four already? I’m so sorry.” Her voice hinted at a Yorkshire upbringing. She leant her rake against the tree trunk and came towards Daisy, pulling off her gardening gloves. “I’m Isabel Sutcliffe.”


“Yes, I’m Daisy Fletcher.” Daisy and Isabel shook hands. “How do you do?”


“Come on in. I just don’t notice the time when I’m busy, but don’t worry, the scones are keeping warm in the oven and it won’t take a moment to make tea.”


The fragrance of the roses gave way to lingering odours of baking when Isabel opened the front door and ushered Daisy into the entrance hall, floored with redbrick tile.


“Lovely and warm!” Daisy exclaimed as her new acquaintance took off her boots and donned house slippers.


“I made up a good fire in the sitting room because Willie says you’ve been ill. Let me take your coat, then you can go and thaw out. I’ll just put my boots by the back door and dash upstairs and change. I’ll be with you in a trice.”


“Please don’t bother to change for my sake, Miss Sutcliffe.”


“Really? Right-oh. Do please call me Isabel.”


“And I’m Daisy, of course.”


The furniture in the sitting room was Craftsman-style beechwood, upholstered in a modern geometrical dark and light blue print, with blue and white curtains drawn across the wide window. Sinking into a large, well-cushioned chair, Daisy held out her hands to the roaring fire.


The original fireplace had been huge, surrounded by smoke-blackened beams. A good half was blocked off, faced with blue and white Dutch tiles, leaving a good-sized grate in the centre. Looking around, Daisy wondered whether the room had once been part of a farmhouse kitchen. Isabel, having changed boots for house slippers, returned with a tea tray and confirmed her guess.


“The land was once a cherry orchard, as you might surmise from the name of the street and the house.” She poured tea. “Here, have a scone while they’re warm. Shop jam, I’m afraid, but come again next year and you’ll get homemade.”


“Thanks.”


“This house was the original farmhouse, eighteenth century according to the house agent. The previous owner, a London businessman, bought it in 1904 or thereabouts, knowing the railway was coming. He sold off the land for building and pretty much gutted the house to modernise it. He put in gas, then his second wife made him electrify. They left the gas range, though. I’m glad, because it’s what I’m used to, what I cooked on at home, in Yorkshire.”


“I’m glad, too, since it produced such light scones.” Daisy helped herself to a third. “Delicious! You’re a good cook.”


“Practice. Mother and I turned our house into lodgings when Papa died. That’s how I met Willie and Vera. They were among our lodgers.”


“How did you end up here in Bucks?”


“You know Willie went from typist to bookkeeper to chartered accountant?”


“Yes. She was always good at arithmetic at school. We didn’t go as far as anything worthy of being called maths—unsuitable for ladies and too taxing for our delicate female brains. Willie was probably the only one who actually enjoyed numbers and would have liked to go further.”


Isabel grinned. “Incomprehensible, isn’t it? A lot of people at her old firm were green with envy, and one old fuddy-duddy of a partner didn’t approve of a woman in that position, so she went looking for another job. She got one in High Wycombe and found digs there. Vera and I decided to follow her south. After my mother died, we sort of became a family. . . . You know the situation, nearly a million men dead and many more disabled in the war. ‘Superfluous women,’ they call us.”


“I was lucky,” Daisy said soberly. “Meeting Alec and us falling for each other, I mean. Vera’s a teacher, Willie said?”


“That’s right. Luckily there was an opening in the junior school here in Beaconsfield. She came down in August. I put my house and furniture up for sale and joined them when it sold. We were in horrible lodgings in Wycombe while I hunted for a place to buy. They’d both saved a bit of money, so we went in together, but of course my share is by far the biggest, which is just as well as I have no skills except housekeeping and gardening! Sorry, I’m talking your ears off.”


“No, you’re not. I’m interested. Besides, talking still makes me start coughing sometimes, so I’m much better off listening. Yes, I’d love another cup, please,” she added as Isabel lifted the teapot in her direction. “And is that parkin? I adore parkin.”


“It is. Let me cut you a slice. The thing is, we haven’t been here long enough to make any friends, so I’m pretty much alone all day except for the shopping and our char three days a week. And she’s not exactly chatty.”


“Mrs. Hedger?”


“How on earth did you know?”


“Her niece is a waitress at the Saracen’s Head. Sally’s chatty all right, very friendly and helpful.”


“Oh, yes, she came over to give her aunt a hand one day. Mrs. H is the grim-faced sort, never two words when one will do, but she’s efficient. It wouldn’t be easy to replace her in a small place like this, so I’m glad she was willing to stay on when Mrs. Gray left. She already knows things like how to cope with the cranky boiler and how to open the desk drawer that always sticks.”


“Very handy!”


“We bought the furnishings with the house, you see. Mrs. Gray was going abroad and wanted to get rid of everything. She’s recently widowed, poor thing, though I can’t say she seemed exactly grief-stricken when she showed us round the house. Mr. Vaughn, the house agent, told us her husband was thirty years older. A lot of us surplus women grasp anything in trousers they can catch.” Isabel grimaced. “No, that was catty. I don’t know anything about their marriage.”


“I know what you mean, though.”


“I expect I shall turn into a catty old maid.” Isabel seemed unconcerned at the prospect. “The others have careers to occupy their minds, but I—” She raised her head as if listening. “The front door. That’ll be Vera. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just go and put on the kettle. She’ll be dying for her tea.”


Daisy heard voices in the hall, then Vera Leighton came in. A wiry woman, she had mousy, frizzy hair pulled back in a knot with exuberant wisps escaping. It was the only exuberant thing about her. She looked tired, and her dark grey skirt and jacket and prim white blouse did nothing to enliven the picture, though doubtless proper for a schoolmistress.


She introduced herself in a low, pleasant voice. Perching on the arm of a chair, she said, “I’m glad you’re recovered enough to come to tea. Isabel and I have been longing to meet you. We all read your articles in Town and Country, of course, and Willie has told us so much about you.”


Daisy wondered how much Willie could find to say about her writing. She was sure she had asked her friend not to mention that Alec was a police detective, and she certainly hadn’t disclosed her own unorthodox activities in the detecting line. If that was what Vera was talking about, Willie must have heard through the Old Girls’ bush telegraph.


“Well . . .” she temporised.


“One should never say that.” Vera smiled, lighting up with amusement so that she became quite attractive, almost pretty. “It always makes me want to ask, ‘What exactly did she tell you?’ Nothing but good, I assure you.”


Laughing, Daisy agreed. “I’ve never found a response that wasn’t either discourteous or defensive. I’ll just have to reciprocate in kind. Isabel told me you found a job here just when you wanted it. You must have had excellent references from your last position.”


“I was lucky that there was an opening, but yes, I’m a pretty good teacher though I don’t like to boast.”


“How do you like your new school?”


Vera’s face clouded. “The children are marvellous. Two or three naughty ones—there always are; none as bad as the little toughs I had in Huddersfield.” She hesitated, then decided not to utter the “but” Daisy was sure hovered on her lips. “Willie is our great success story, of course. The first woman chartered accountant qualified in 1919, and there still aren’t many. Where on earth is Izzie with the tea? I’m parched.”


“Do go and change if you want to. Don’t mind me.”


“Are you sure you don’t mind? Teachers are expected to look so boringly respectable. Which I dare say I am, but I like to wear a bit of colour at home. I’ll be back in two ticks.”


Left on her own, Daisy’s eyelids grew heavy. She awoke with a start at the clink of china. For a moment she thought she was in her hotel room and Sally had brought her tea. She started to thank her, then, blinking, recognised the room and the two anxious faces looking at her over the teacups.


“Oh dear, I nodded off. How impolite! I hope I didn’t snore.”


“Not at all, just wheezed a bit,” Vera assured her. She had brushed out her hair and wore it in a single loose plait. Though still on the mousy side, she was a trifle more vibrant in a brown skirt and canary-yellow jumper, set off by a short but good string of pearls and lipstick in a brownish red shade. “Are you feeling all right?”


“A bit groggy. I always do if I nod off during the day. The doctor said the wheeze might last a few weeks even after I stop coughing. But I’m all right, really. I’d love another cup of tea.”


Isabel now wore a moss-green wool dress, but still no makeup. She lifted the tea cosy and felt the teapot. “It’s still hot. You were only out for a few minutes.” She passed the cup and saucer and, unasked, another slice of parkin.


They let Daisy eat and drink in peace, discussing household matters. Isabel was clearly in charge of domestic business, and Vera, at least, seemed grateful not to have to deal with shopping, cooking, laundry, cleaning, and coping with Mrs. Hedger. Sally’s aunt was not only grim-faced but pigheaded, it seemed.


“She has her own way of doing things,” said Isabel, “and nothing I say can make her stop straightening the stuff on your desk, Vera. You can try talking to her yourself. If that doesn’t work, you’ll have to put up with it or do your own room.”


“I could have killed her when she stacked those books on top of the one paper I needed urgently. I spent half an hour hunting through the other papers, then biked back to school to look for it.”


“Perhaps it’s revenge for the kirby grips you lose all over the house. I found a couple myself today and put them on the mantelpiece.”


“Oh, thanks. Sorry, they will fall out, no matter what I do.” Vera went to the fireplace, found and pocketed a couple of hair grips, and returned to her chair.


“Well,” Isabel sighed, “I’ll keep checking the notices in the newsagent’s window, but chars are hard to come by here, as I was telling Daisy earlier. We were lucky to inherit her.”


“I inherited my treasure of a cook-housekeeper from my mother-in-law,” said Daisy, and instantly regretted her words. She hoped she didn’t sound as if she were bragging about her marriage, her “treasure,” or being able to afford a cook-housekeeper, not to mention other servants. “Mrs. Hedger seems to be a mixed blessing,” she added quickly. Perhaps the woman had been soured by losing a close relative in the war, one or even both of the two Hedgers on the memorial.


But that was another topic best avoided. The chances were that Vera or Isabel or both had lost people they loved. Kind and friendly as they were, Daisy had only just met them. They were still strangers. She didn’t know what subjects they were touchy about.


Vera sighed. “I suppose it’ll teach me to keep my desk clear. I’m glad you’re the one who has to deal with her.”


“She’s more of a holly hedge than a beech hedge,” said Isabel, “but I’d rather cope with her than with a classroom full of children. Daisy, you have twins? They must be a handful. Do they go to school yet?”


“No, they’re just toddlers. I have help with them, thank goodness, and talking of prickly, their nanny qualifies as a gorse thicket! My stepdaughter is fourteen and away at school except for the holidays. She’s a darling, though, not at all difficult.”


“I seem to remember being at my worst at fifteen. That’s why I trained for primary teaching, not secondary.”


“My mother claims I was always difficult,” said Daisy, “and still am, come to that.”


Vera laughed. “Tell us about your babies, Daisy, if it won’t set you coughing.”


Daisy was always ready to talk about Oliver and Miranda, and both women seemed genuinely amused by stories of the twin’s antics. Given that Vera and Isabel had little chance of becoming mothers, Daisy included a tale or two of naughtiness and illness, to remind them that having children wasn’t all sunshine and roses.


“I miss them,” she said. “I haven’t seen them for weeks, except for blowing kisses from the door, for fear of infection.”


Vera shook her head. “Believe me, I’m pretty good at judging when a child with the sniffles is going to spread them to the whole class! I doubt you’re infectious still.”


“That’s what my doctor told me before I came away, or I wouldn’t be visiting you.”


“Is Daisy here?” Willie breezed in, bringing a breath of cold air. “Daisy, old top, it’s good to see you! How are you?” She stood, hands on hips, looking down at Daisy.


“Much better, darling.”


Wilhelmina Chandler ran one hand through pale blond curls as exuberant as her personality. Even in her grey business costume, her makeup discreetly unobtrusive, she managed to bubble. “Looking a bit pale and wan, but I see Isabel’s been feeding you up nicely. Izzie, pour us a cuppa, would you? I’m parched. Picked up a nail in the front tyre and had to run for the train, pushing my bike.”


Isabel felt the teapot. “It’s barely lukewarm. I’ll make another pot.”


“Don’t bother. As long as it’s wet. Ta.” She gulped down the tepid tea. “Now, Daisy, how long are you staying in Beaconsfield?”


“At least till Sunday evening.”


“Oh, good, then we’ll see you again.”


“Izzie and I thought you might like to come to lunch on Sunday,” Vera proposed.


“Good idea,” said Willie. “Do say you will, Daisy.”


“I’d have loved to, thank you, but my husband is coming to join me on Saturday morning, if he can get away.”


The other three consulted with a glance.


“He’s welcome, too,” said Isabel, “if he doesn’t mind an excess of female company.”


“Of course he wouldn’t. I won’t be sure he’s actually coming, though, till he arrives. Alec’s working hours are . . . erratic.”


“Never mind,” said Isabel, “we’ll expect him if we see him. I was thinking, to even out the numbers, we might invite the Cartwrights, but—”


“No!” Vera exclaimed vehemently.


“All right, keep your hair on! It was just a thought.”


Willie finished her tea. “Daisy, are you up to staying for supper tonight, or shall we set out?”


“I’d better head back, or you might have to push me in a wheelbarrow.”


A few minutes later, with Daisy carefully wrapped up against the night air, she and Willie started up the gentle slope of Orchard Road.


“Who are the Cartwrights?” Daisy asked. “Isabel said she hadn’t had time to make any friends here yet.”


“Vera’s headmaster and his wife. They invited her over for drinks one Sunday soon after the beginning of term, and we haven’t returned their hospitality. Partly because we’ve only just got the house sorted out. Also, we haven’t really been able to afford any halfway decent sherry, let alone spirits for cocktails.”


“She—Vera—didn’t sound frightfully keen.”


“No-o.” Willie’s expression was invisible as they were still some distance from the next street lamp, but she sounded as if she were frowning. “I don’t know what that’s about. She hasn’t talked about any trouble with Mr. Cartwright. Bosses can be difficult in a million ways, though, as I know from experience. Be glad you’re your own boss.”


“Editors can be awkward, too, believe me, but on the whole I’ve been lucky. As for Alec’s superintendent, the less said the better. By the way, did you tell the others he’s a policeman?”


“No, you asked me not to, though I didn’t gather why. He’s not in some top secret undercover branch, is he?”


“Heavens no, a common-or-garden detective chief inspector.”


“Tall, dark, and handsome, is what I’ve heard.”


“Handsome? Well, he has the most adorable hair, dark and springy. It just won’t lie down flat as he’d like.”


“I’d want to boast about him, to friends.”


“It’s just that most people badger me about what it’s like being married to a detective, or they want to hear about his cases, or they go silent.”


“I didn’t reveal your ventures into sleuthing, either,” Willie said, her voice mischievous.


“I’d like to know who told you, because I didn’t.”


“I can’t remember. More than one Old Girl, I think. Always with a ‘top secret’ caveat attached.”


Daisy laughed—and doubled up coughing. Willie helped her to the bench at the end of Orchard Road, and they sat there for a few minutes while she recovered. Few people were out and about at half past six on a chilly weekday evening. A couple of cars passed, going towards the new town; an errand boy on a bicycle zipped by in the opposite direction, whistling, his basket laden and his front light casting a weak and erratic beam.


A moment later, a motor roared behind them. Daisy glanced round to see a black car speeding up Orchard Road, only its side lamps lit. It barely slowed at the intersection, narrowly missing a van as it swung into the main road, towards the old town.


“Something something eight seven four,” said Willie.


“What? Oh, the number plate?”


“Yes. If I see him driving like that again, I’ll report him. Did you notice the letters?”


“No, sorry. And it’s no good asking me what kind of car it was, either.” Daisy stood up. “I’m all right now. Let’s go.”


By the time they reached the Saracen’s Head, she was worn out, though pleased with herself. In the brightly lit lobby, Willie took one look at her and said, “Come on, let me buy you a drink.”


“My treat. I’ve already been royally entertained to tea and I have high hopes for Sunday lunch.”


Daisy would have gone to the ladies’ parlour, but Willie pushed open the door to the saloon bar.


At their entrance, half a dozen men at the bar and three at a table looked round and fell silent. They looked like a mixture of prosperous farmers, shopkeepers, possibly a lawyer’s clerk or two, and the better kind of commercial traveller. Every face instantly registered disapproval, from raised eyebrows to scowls.


Respectable women unescorted by a male were still taboo in a barroom. The barman said gruffly, “You ladies’d be more comfortable in the parlour.”


Willie gave him a bright smile as she marched over to the bar. “Thanks, but this will do us very well. What’s yours, Daisy? A hot toddy?”


“Vermouth and soda, please.” She delved into her bag for money.


“And I’ll have a half of draught mild.”


Stony-faced, the man poured and siphoned Daisy’s drink and drew Willie’s. Daisy paid. Willie, her point made, carried the glasses to a table as far removed from all the others present as possible. Hidden by the high-backed settle, she burst into giggles.


“They’ll learn,” she said tolerantly. “These days, there are too many of us to be ignored or shunted off into a backroom.”


Next time Daisy saw Sally, the waitress had heard the story and was full of admiration for “that Miss Chandler.”


“She put him in his place proper, didn’t she, madam! And as polite and ladylike with it as you please.”


“She took him by surprise and he was flummoxed.”


Sally’s giggle sounded just like Willie’s. “Men! Too big for their boots they are, the most of ’em. Good for her telling our Mickey where to get off. He’s cross as scissors, he is.”





THREE



Alec had been sent to Oakham, to help the minuscule Rutland county force. Two simultaneous investigations had overwhelmed their meagre resources. By late afternoon on Saturday, three people had been arrested on a variety of charges. Alec left Detective Sergeant Ernie Piper to deal with the paperwork, his forte. After sending Daisy a wire to say he’d be with her by dinnertime, he set out cross-country for Beaconsfield in his new royal blue Austin Twelve.


Before leaving London for Oakham, he had received two cheerful letters from Daisy recounting the immediate improvement in her health and continuing progress. All the same, he was worried about her. She was so seldom ill she was inclined to belittle her own symptoms, besides not wanting to worry him . . . Yet here he was worrying anyway.


He concentrated on driving, through a light but relentless drizzle, the complicated route from Rutland to Beaconsfield that Ernie had mapped out for him.


It was dark when he reached the Saracen’s Head, to find himself expected. The ping of the bell on the reception desk brought a young woman from the room behind it. On hearing his name, she exclaimed, “Oh, Mrs. Fletcher will be ever so happy to see you, sir. She’s ever so much better than when she came. Hardly ever coughs and none of them terrible coughing fits yesterday.”


“Thank you, Miss . . . ?”


“Hedger. Sally Hedger, sir. Mrs. Fletcher’s in her room—your room. Number eleven, turn right at the top of the stairs. She has a key, and here’s another one for you, in case you need it.”


“Thanks.”


“Any bags to be brought in, sir?”


“This is it.” He hefted his valise. “I can manage, thanks.” Luckily he’d taken an extra clean shirt to Rutland. He went upstairs and found the room. Knocking, he called, “Daisy, it’s me,” while trying the handle.


The door wasn’t locked. As it opened, Daisy cried, “Darling!” and jumped up from a chair by the fire, dropping a book on the floor.


He dropped his valise as she flung herself into his arms. Kicking the door closed behind him, he kissed her. Her enthusiastic response lasted long enough to prove she no longer suffered from severe breathlessness.


“Darling, I’ve missed you. I’m so glad you managed to get away.”


“Ernie Piper knows where I am. The Yard doesn’t.”


“Good.”


He held her away from him and scrutinised her face. “You don’t look quite as like a death’s head as you did.” Still a bit wan, but the curl was returning to golden-brown shingled hair that had lain limp and drab when she left London.


“How kind of you! I’m perfectly well, I promise, and trying not to regain too many pounds.”


“I like you with the pounds,” Alec said firmly, remembering that, at their first meeting, “cuddlesome” had been the word that came to mind.


“That’s a great relief, but I’m trying anyway. Did you get my last letter? When did you leave town?”


“I had two letters.”


“Then you didn’t get the one about the invitation to lunch tomorrow.”


He groaned. “I hoped—”


“I know. I rather wish I hadn’t accepted, but I did. I told them I wasn’t sure whether you’d make it, though, so you could go away again.”


“Not till I can take you with me, love. Not till tomorrow evening, that is, or early next day at latest. I have to turn up at the Yard on Monday morning.”


“We’ll stay over till Monday, then, so we’ll have the evening together. I’m sure you’ll get a good Sunday lunch, at least. I gather Isabel is an excellent cook.”


“I’m glad to hear it. And speaking of food, I’m hungry. I missed lunch today, as usual.”


“I’m ready, let’s go down.”


They went to the saloon bar first for a predinner drink. The barman was surly, and Alec got the impression that Daisy was a particular target of his scowl. When they sat down, she explained.


Alec laughed, but said, “Your friends have just recently moved here, didn’t they? I’d have thought they’d do better not to start out by antagonising people.”


“Willie said they’ll stick to the White Horse in future. They’ve been in a couple of times without anyone objecting.” Daisy bristled. “I don’t see why women shouldn’t have a quiet drink in a respectable bar just because they don’t happen to have a male escort.”


“Nor do I, love, so there’s no need to look daggers at me! It sounds as if your friend handled it just right.”


“That’s what I thought,” she said, mollified.


“If I’m meeting them tomorrow, you’d better tell me a bit about them,” Alec proposed.


Daisy was glad to oblige. The harmonious ménage she described seemed to Alec to be a bit too good to be true. He’d come across quite a few households made up of “superfluous women,” and in his experience they were liable to suffer from most of the same sources of discord as the average marriage.


Not that he would say so to Daisy.


When they went to the dining room, he noted with amusement that she was on the friendliest terms with the staff, especially Sally Hedger. Obviously the barman’s attitude had not affected the others.


As usual, Daisy made friends wherever she went. He regarded her fondly across the table, happy to see the natural colour returned to her cheeks, the bounce and shine to her hair. She hadn’t coughed once since he arrived.


The clouds dissipated overnight and the sun shone bright in the pale blue sky. Though it gave little warmth as yet, it promised a perfect autumn day. After breakfast, Alec drove Daisy to Burnham Beeches, where they rambled through the ancient forest, glowing golden in its autumn glory.


Alec found it exhilarating. He was amused at Daisy’s awe. She wasn’t easily awed. He had to agree that the straight grey trunks of the beech trees gave the impression of a vast cathedral spreading as far as the eye could see in every direction.


It was chilly in the shade of the woodland paths, but when they returned to the open area of heather and birch where Alec had parked the car, the sun was surprisingly warm. Daisy shed scarves and gloves and coat and even, defying propriety, her woolly hat.


“You’ll get cold.”


“I can easily put them on again. It’s hardly any distance back to the hotel, though, and if you drive fast, we’ll be there in no time.”


“Twenty miles an hour.”


“The most disregarded law in the country,” Daisy teased.


“But I’m a copper.”


She laughed. “And if coppers all drove no faster than twenty, they’d never ever catch anyone.”


Alec proceeded at his usual steady thirty miles an hour, keeping an eye out for coppers. Mindful that life is precious and fragile—the doctor had spoken of pneumonia—he held Daisy’s hand as he drove except when he needed his to change gears. They didn’t often manage to spend more than a few hours alone together. Damn those well-meaning friends of hers and their invitation!


After washing and changing at the hotel, they drove to Cherry Trees.


The ladies welcomed them warmly. As soon as Daisy had introduced Alec, Isabel Sutcliffe, a strapping creature, excused herself to go and see to the gravy. Vera Leighton appeared to be average in every way, the sort of person one met and immediately forgot. Daisy’s schoolfriend, Miss Wilhelmina Chandler, was small and fluffy. Alec recalled with a start that she was a chartered accountant.


“Do come into the sitting room,” she invited. “We have some just about passable sherry.”


“We were hoping the previous owner of the house might have accidentally left a bottle or two of the good stuff in a dark corner of the cellar,” said Vera, “but the key is missing and we haven’t been able to open the door to find out.”


“What kind of lock is it?” Alec asked.


“Just an ordinary old-fashioned one. Not a Yale or Chubb or anything. Isabel fiddled with a wire coat hanger without success.”


“Would you like me to have a go?”


“Will you? You’re not a burglar by profession, are you? Willie went all cagey when we wondered what you do.”


“I did not go cagey, if you must use that revolting term! You’d better take care or you’ll find yourself teaching American slang to your kids.”


“They already know it from the cinema, all but the littlest.”


“Anyway, I was being discreet.”


“I hope Daisy is sufficiently discreet not to have revealed that I was a burglar—if I were one! My thanks for your discretion, Miss Chandler. I’m a detective officer, Miss Leighton. We tend to learn a few burglarious tricks. Is the coat hanger handy?”


“In the cupboard under the stairs. I’ll get it,” Willie said promptly.


“Even if there are no bottles in the cellar,” said Vera, “Isabel wants to use it to store apples. We have five trees, and the fruit’s sitting in crates in a damp garden shed full of spiders and earwigs. The house agent told Iz the cellar’s practically airtight, to control the temperature for old Mr. Gray’s collection of wines. The old man was fanatical about it, apparently. Mrs. Gray was going to sell the lot, but you never know, we might find something that wasn’t carted away.”


Willie reappeared with an unravelled coat hanger and a torch. “I’m not sure if there’s electric light down there. This way.”


Alec followed her across the hall, Daisy and Vera trailing behind. At the rear, an open door revealed a dining room, the table set for lunch. Willie turned into a narrow passage, with a staircase on the right leading up to the first floor. A door in the left-hand wall also stood open. Daisy peeked in and saw the kitchen, with Isabel stirring something on the stove. An appetising smell of roast beef wafted out.


At the end of the corridor was a half-glazed door to the outside. Beside it on the left, a row of pegs held coats, with a shelf above for hats and a row of rubber boots beneath. Willie gestured at a door on the right, under the stairs.


“This is it, Mr. Fletcher. May I watch?”


“Really, Willie!” Vera exclaimed.


“I promise I won’t take up burglary!”


“You’re welcome to watch, but you won’t learn much. It’s mostly a matter of feel.”


Alec bent the wire to the angle most likely to be helpful. The keyhole had a hinged draught excluder. He swung it to one side and inserted the lock pick. It didn’t go right through—there must be another flap on the other side—but it went far enough for his purpose. He was out of practice so it took a couple of minutes, but the wards eventually clicked back.


He stepped back, turned the doorknob, and gave the door a slight push.


“Whew!” Willie retreated, holding her nose.


“Aargh!” Daisy fled, gagging.


“A dead rat,” said Isabel, who had come out of the kitchen to see what was going on. At Daisy’s heels, she rapidly returned to her stronghold.


“A Hamlin-Town of dead rats!” Vera followed them. “Coming, Mr. Fletcher?”


He shook his head without a backward glance. “Duty calls.”


The kitchen door thumped shut.


A handkerchief held to nose and mouth, Alec switched on the torch and cautiously set foot on a small landing. To his right, flimsily railed wooden stairs ran steeply down against the wall. The middle section of the railing was broken. He went down a few steps and directed the beam at the floor below the break.


On the pale grey floor lay a corpse, just one, not a horde of rats. It wore a tweed costume, a silk blouse, pearls, and one shoe.


The cellar was airtight enough to keep out blowflies, apparently. But nothing could prevent the ravages of decomposition. Having seen what he needed to see, Alec hastily stepped back into the passage and slammed the door.





FOUR



Daisy, feeling rather green, sat at the kitchen table with Willie and Vera. Isabel had gone back to stirring her gravy. The savoury smell helped banish the sweet, sickly stink of death from Daisy’s nostrils.


“Could a badger have burrowed in?” Daisy asked. “Or a fox, perhaps?”


“Don’t think so,” said Isabel. “I only had a glimpse when the agent and Mrs. Gray showed me round the house, but I’m pretty sure the walls are bricked and the floor is stone.”


“Besides,” Vera pointed out, “if an animal could get in, it could get out by the same hole.”


Willie, her face as green as Daisy’s felt, shuddered. “Thank goodness we invited your Alec, Daisy. He’ll know what to do.”


“I suppose no one’s going to feel like sitting down to roast beef,” Isabel said regretfully. “Oh well, it can be eaten cold, and the gravy will reheat. I can rescue the potatoes, too, and the carrots, but the Yorkshire pudding’ll be a dead loss. Tea, everyone?” She filled and plugged in an electric kettle.


“So, let’s face it,” said Vera, her eyes filled with horror, “it’s a person. But who on earth—?”


Alec came in, opening the door as little as possible to squeeze through and closing it sharply behind him. In spite of these precautions, a nauseating whiff accompanied him. His clothes were probably permeated, Daisy thought in dismay.


“I’ve opened the side and front doors and all the downstairs windows to air the place out. I checked that all the doors upstairs are shut. I suggest you stay in here for the moment, all together. Are you on the telephone?”


“No, we’re waiting for them to connect it,” Isabel told him. “There’s a phone box just round the corner in Station Road, outside the post office. Three minutes’ walk.”


“Where’s the police station?”


“I think it’s in the Old Town.”


“Yes,” Vera confirmed. “Wycombe End, practically next door to your hotel.”


“I’ll ring, then, unless I meet your beat bobby on the way. Not rats, as you’ll have guessed.”


“Would you like one of us to go and phone?” Willie asked reluctantly.


“No, thanks, I’d better. There’s nothing to be done until the local force takes over. I haven’t attempted to relock the cellar door. I assume none of you is likely to open it.”


“No fear!” they chorussed.


“Darling, are you going to tell them you’re from Scotland Yard?”


Alec grimaced. “I’d rather not. They won’t like it. But on the other hand, they’re pretty well bound to find out and then they’ll be offended. Best policy is to reveal all up front.” He looked round the table. “And that goes for you ladies, equally. They’re going to be asking you a lot of questions. For pity’s sake, don’t hold anything back. I’m off.”


“Turn right at the gate,” Isabel directed him, “then left on Station Road and it’s on your right.”
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