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  Chapter One




  

    

      “This is a London particular—a fog, miss.”




      —BLEAK HOUSE.


    


  




   




  THE FOG, that had begun as a grey mist about three o’clock, thickened as the afternoon drew on until by night it hung, a thick grey blanket,

  obscuring London and the outlying suburbs. It was almost eleven o’clock when Mr. Arthur Crook, aware that for once nature had superseded the blackout regulations, drew back the curtains of

  his office in 123 Bloomsbury Street and stared at the impenetrable fog. When he thrust out his hand he could see nothing, and might have supposed himself poised over chaos but for the distant sound

  of an occasional footstep muffled by the fog or a whisper checked by the atmosphere, that came floating through the dark. He was quite unperturbed by the realisation that he had to return to

  Earl’s Court and had some way to go to the nearest tube station. He said he was like a cat, he could see in the dark, and it would be ungracious in him to decry fogs since they brought him so

  much business.




  “Fogs are like everything else,” he used to tell Bill Parsons. “One man’s meat—you know the rest of it. A. walks into the road and is run down by a jeep and says,

  if he’s capable of saying anything, This damned fog. But B.’s hanging about in an empty doorway, waiting, and the selfsame fog is a godsend to him.”




  As he stood at the window to-night he thought of that anonymous brotherhood of whom it might be said, Theirs is the kingdom of darkness. On such a night as this they would be lurking unsuspected

  in corners awaiting their victims, following them on silent feet down black roads, noiseless and insubstantial as shadows, creeping out to do their grievous work, and vanishing again like ghosts.

  Far off he heard the mournful strident note of a siren on the river and he thought that there, too, death was lurking. The respectable, the simple, the faint-hearted would at this hour be sitting

  round their firesides or hunched in their comfortable beds. “How quiet it is,” they would say, “nothing moving. It’s like being in a world of the dead.”




  And some of them would turn on the wireless to reassure themselves that life and colour and movement still persisted. And all the while life, arrogant, irresistible, resolved, stalked round

  them.




  With a jerk, Crook closed the curtains and turned back to the room.




  “As bad a fog as ever I recall,” he decided. He knew that when he was on the pavement he wouldn’t be able to see the kerb, while even the railings close at hand would be felt

  rather than seen. Work for the doctor, he thought, work for the wrong’un, for the desperate, for the police and the mortician, and work for lawyers like Arthur Crook, who cater specially for

  the reckless and the lawless and who was known as the Criminals’ Hope and the Judges’ Despair.




  Picking up a pencil in his big freckled fist he scrawled FOG in capital letters on his desk diary. There’d never been a fog yet that hadn’t brought him work and he didn’t

  imagine this one would be any exception. He pulled on his rough brown overcoat over his bright brown suit, jammed his brown derby hat over his red-brown eyebrows, turned up his coat collar, shoved

  the gloves he never wore into the pocket of his coat—a man walking alone in a fog is wise to keep his hands free—and walked out into the dark. As he closed the big street door the

  telephone in his office on the top floor began to ring. It rang and rang with the forlorn ferocity of neglected phones, but no one came to answer it, and after a time it stopped.




  He got home without mishap. There were letters lying on the mat—there always were. There was beer in the cupboard, too, and he drew on that. And rather unusually, for he believed in riding

  your imagination on the curb, he found himself wondering about all those people for whom this would be the last night on earth. . . .




  The young girl, Nora Deane, emerged from the south of the station of the prosperous suburb of Charlbury and stopped, appalled at the darkness. How on earth could she hope to

  find her way in unfamiliar surroundings on such a night? Yet it was urgent that she should lose no more time. She began to recall the instructions she had been given by telephone earlier that day,

  when she was disturbed from her brief holiday to come to nurse Mrs. Newstead of 12 Askew Avenue, Charlbury.




  “There is a small common opposite the station,” matron had said. “You cross that and you will then find yourself in a broad residential street. Askew Avenue is a turning on

  the right. It’s not more than ten minutes from the station, Mr. Newstead says, and as you’ll only be carrying a small case, you can easily walk.”




  But when matron said that she had not visualised the fog, the eerie sounds not significant in daylight, the complete absence of landmarks, her own ignorance of the locality; and she certainly

  had not supposed that Nora would be arriving at eleven o’clock at night, her train having been delayed three hours by the weather and an accident on the line due to the same cause. It might,

  thought the girl, even be unsafe to venture into the roadway, lest some benighted vehicle purring softly through the dark, ran her down.




  She advanced uncertainly as far as the kerb, and hesitated again. Perhaps it would be wisest to ring up the house and announce her late arrival. Probably they had given her up for the night.

  Still, that would only involve further delay and she knew, for matron had told her, that there was no one who could come and meet her.




  “Mr. Newstead says his wife is quite alone except for himself,” she had said. “Of course, a nurse is under no obligation to do more than the duties for which she’s

  engaged, but I’m sure you’ll do your best to help while things are so difficult. Mr. Newstead seemed so distressed about his wife. . . .” That was matron all over. A man only had

  to step on the soft pedal and she would start promising all kinds of things. No doubt she had said the nurse she was sending was young and obliging and would be glad to help until they got someone

  else. When it came to what was actually wrong with Mrs. Newstead she had been more vague. A sort of breakdown, she thought. Probably as mad as a wild horse and will throw things at me, reflected

  Nora, feeling the gloom of the night enter her soul.




  “Lost anything?”




  She swung round so violently that she cannoned against the speaker. In the darkness it was impossible to see him properly, but he seemed to be tall and his voice was young and amused.




  “I—oh, you did startle me. I didn’t know there was any one there.”




  “I’ve just come up from the station. You were so still I thought you might be copying Lot’s wife.”




  Nora laughed a little nervously. “I was just summoning courage to plunge into the fog. I hate the dark. It always seems full of invisible people.”




  “Which way are you going?”




  “Over the Common to a place called Askew Avenue.”




  “Far?”




  “Matron says it’s only ten minutes, but I should think it might be an hour in weather like this. The trouble is I don’t know the way. I’ve never been here before.

  I’d thought there might be a cab. . . .”




  “On this sort of night?” The drawling voice sounded amused—or was it merely supercilious? “Still, half a mile’s not a very long journey. I’ll go with you

  and find the way. This case all your baggage?”




  “Yes. I daresay I’ll only be here a few days. . . .”




  “Planning to kill or cure your patient at short notice? You do know your own mind, don’t you, even if you are afraid of the dark. Well, give it to me.”




  She felt the case twisted out of her hands by an expert movement and made her protest an instant too late.




  “It’s quite all right. Really. I . . .”




  “If I hadn’t turned up I believe you’d have been found standing on the kerb to-morrow morning.”




  “But it’s quite light. . . .”




  “I’m glad something’s light. My mother brought me up to be a little gentleman, and a gentleman always acts as a beast of burden. Still, it was considerate of you not to bring

  a larger case. Ready?”




  She did not know what to make of this new development. At first she had been glad to hear another voice, but now he seemed merely an extension of the strangeness that surrounded her.




  Before she could speak again, however, he had grasped her arm and, saying, “Coast’s clear,” was leading her across the road.




  “Staying with friends?” he asked casually. “Oh, no, you told me you were on a case. I suppose you won’t find the house locked for the night?”




  “That would be too dreadful. I should have to knock them up. But no doubt they’ll be expecting me.”




  “You’re what’s known as an optimist, aren’t you? I didn’t know there were any left.”




  She explained, a little breathless from the speed they were making, “It’s urgent. There’s no one else in the house but my patient and her husband. Otherwise I could have

  waited till morning.”




  “But you didn’t know about this fog when you started, did you?”




  “No. It came up so suddenly. Oh, dear.” For she had stumbled and almost missed her footing.




  “I can’t carry you as well as the case,” said the young man. “Where did you come from?”




  “A place called Roper’s End. It’s a little place on the river. I was spending the week-end there.”




  “With friends?”




  “No. Just a rest. I’d had rather a hard case before this and of course there’s still a great shortage of nurses.”




  “So you were all alone? Haven’t you any friends?”




  “I—not many, not in London.”




  “That’s a mistake. But perhaps you can’t help it.”




  She was silent for a minute, but the feeling that he was waiting for a reply made her add, “I’m an orphan, you see. I had an aunt, in Scotland, but she died.”




  “And you came south to make your fortune.”




  “To work.”




  “That’s what I said. What’s the matter?”




  “You—you pinched my arm.”




  “We have to cross here.”




  “Oh, I see. It’s very kind of you to come with me,” she added with something of an effort.




  “And at the present moment you wish nothing but that I’d give you back your case and vanish into the fog? No, don’t blame yourself. It’s nothing you said. Besides, it

  shows you were nicely brought-up. All the same, this is no night for a young lady to be out alone. And for all you know I’m your guardian angel—for this occasion only.”




  She didn’t know what to make of him. She even wondered if he were coming back from a party not quite so sober as he might be.




  “It’s very kind of you,” she said again, in a confused voice. “I don’t think I’d ever have found my way alone.”




  “That’s what I thought. What’s your name?”




  “Nora Deane.”




  “I wish I could see you, Nora Deane. I’ll tell you what I think you look like. Small and dark—what colour are your eyes?”




  “A—a sort of violet.”




  “And you’ve got a small mouth—right? And plenty of courage, and you’re very independent. . . .” He was laughing now and she knew it. “How old are you?”




  “Twenty-three. You haven’t told me anything about yourself, though.”




  “What do you want to know?”




  “What’s your name, to begin with?”




  He paused, as though he hadn’t heard what she said. Then, as fear began to prick through her, he replied lightly, “You can call me Sammy, if you like.”




  “Why?” The word shot out of her before she could stop it.




  “Well, don’t you think it’s rather a nice name? What are your friends generally called? Oh, but I forgot. You haven’t got any. You know, that’s very unwise. You

  should remedy it. Friends are often the only barrier between oneself and disaster.”




  “And what do you do?” she pursued steadily, praying in desperation, Please let us get there soon. Please let the next turning be Askew Avenue.




  “Do you need to ask that?” demanded Sammy. “Isn’t my profession obvious? I’m a squire of dames—in the dark. What you would probably call an

  adventurer.”




  “I don’t think I understand.”




  “Much better not. How many turnings did you say this street was?”




  “I’m not sure. I thought you knew.”




  “I? I’ve never been here before.”




  She stopped dead with dismay, but instead of pausing with her she heard his feet going steadily on.




  “Oh, please. Don’t. I mean, you’ve got my case.”




  “Well, you’re not going to spend the night on that particular paving-stone, are you? You’ll catch your death of cold.”




  “But—I must get to Askew Avenue. They’re expecting me. And I’m so terribly late.” She had an appalling fear that she was going to cry. “Wait a moment.

  I’ve got a torch here.”




  She could hear him laughing. “I don’t know how much good you expect a torch to be in weather like this.”




  “I thought at least we could look at the names of the turnings as we reach them.”




  “I don’t know how many we’ve passed already. It may be behind us.”




  She said desperately, “If you don’t know your way about, what are you doing here?”




  “I’ve told you—dispensation of Providence. I’m your guardian angel, though whether you really need one or not remains to be seen. What’s the name of these people

  you’re going to?”




  “Newstead. I don’t know what you meant about being a guardian angel. I’m not in any danger.”




  “You can never be certain. Isn’t it odd,” he went on conversationally, “how fog creates a world of its own? Even if you knew this place well, it would be as strange as

  a foreign land on a night like this.”




  She said fiercely, “I hate fogs—they’re cruel. They mean death.”




  “Why do you say that? Are you psychic?” He was striding forward again and it was as much as she could do to keep pace with him.




  “I was thinking of ships being run down on the river—people being run down on roads. . . .”




  He said, “If I wanted to commit a murder I’d choose a night like this. I don’t see how they’d ever identify you. For one thing, no one’s about. We haven’t

  heard much less seen a soul since we left the station. We haven’t even seen a lighted window. I doubt whether any one in the neighbourhood so much as realises that any one else is

  abroad.”




  Fighting down the terror that threatened to master her she answered him. “There was the man at the station—the ticket-collector.”




  “Who can prove that a traveller from—where was it you said you came from?—Ropers End, gave up a ticket. And someone else coming in the opposite direction. Do you think that

  would get you very far? No one saw us leave together.”




  “Oh, but they must.”




  “No. Don’t you remember you turned to the right to come up some steps after you’d given up your ticket? No one could have seen us. You could no more be identified than the

  invisible man.”




  At that instant, when fear threatened to overwhelm her, she found herself at a kerb-edge and, flashing her torch, made out the name of the street.




  “This is Askew Avenue,” she exclaimed thankfully. “I shall be able to find my way all right now. Thank you so much for coming with me and carrying my case.”




  “The pleasure is mine. By the way, when’s your day off?”




  “I—I don’t know.”




  “Don’t tell me you don’t have one. I thought nurses had a trades union or something.”




  “I shan’t know about that till I’ve been at the house a few days.”




  “Still, you get some time off during the day, don’t you?”




  “I’m supposed to get two hours, generally from two to four, but some of them prefer you to take four to six. Then if they have friends coming in they can have them to tea. But Mrs.

  Newstead sounds quite ill; probably she has no one coming in. I don’t really know, you see. . . .”




  “I shall come for you at two o’clock to-morrow,” said Sammy, calmly.




  “Oh, no, please. Not the first day.”




  “Begin as you meant to go on. I can see you’re the kind to be put upon. Two o’clock. What number did you say this house was?”




  “Twelve.”




  “Yours is the next one then. Don’t forget. Two o’clock to-morrow.”




  He pushed open the gate and thrust her case into her hand. “Thank you,” she murmured. “It was very kind. . . .” She wanted to get out of the dark night where strange

  invisible men spoke to you and walked with you, wanted to get into the light and warmth of a house, see familiar surroundings, hear voices saying homely things. She hurried up the path and cannoned

  against a monkey-puzzler tree growing in front of the door. Extricating herself, feeling pricked and dishevelled, she found the step and felt for the bell. Now that she was here she began to

  shiver. That was the cold, of course. Fog always made you cold. She remembered that she hadn’t heard Sammy’s footsteps move away; it might be that he was still at the gate, might even

  be watching to see if she got into the house. She pressed the bell and heard a trill from the darkness. Nothing whispered to her of the peril in which she stood; no inward voice said Get away

  while you can, while you’re still safe. Never mind the fog, never mind the strangeness of unfamiliar streets. Keep away from this house, keep away, keep away. Desperately she rang the bell a

  second time. Now nothing seemed to matter but that she should get inside, out of the dangers of the dark. And, unheard by her, her guardian angel of the past thirty minutes had gone; now she was

  defenceless indeed, like some small creature battering feverishly on the door leading to destruction. But she didn’t know. She only thought of lights and warmth and the security of a job.




  





  Chapter Two




  

    

      Oh, no one. No one in particular. A woman of no importance.




      —OSCAR WILDE.


    


  




   




  THE SECOND TRILL had died away and she was nerving herself to ring a third time when she heard the sound of feet slowly approaching from the other side

  of the door. She waited, her breath coming unevenly, the apologetic words on her lips even before the door opened.




  It only opened a crack. “Who’s there?” said a suspicious voice.




  Her spirits chilled her again. “It’s I—the nurse you sent for. I couldn’t get here earlier. . . .”




  “You’re very late.” There was no suggestion of welcome in the voice that answered her.




  “It was the fog—and an accident on the line. Matron said you wanted me urgently. I’m sorry. . . .” Her voice died away. For a horrified moment she thought he was going

  to refuse to let her in. The door seemed to close against her, then she heard a chain withdrawn and the gap widened.




  “Come in, nurse,” said the grudging voice. “Quiet now. I’ve put your patient to bed, and if she wakes up again we may be up all night with her. That’s it. Put

  your bag down while I chain up the door.” He seemed to take a long time, and the sense of security that had lapped her for a moment as she stepped under the shelter of a roof vanished again.

  A sense of desolation overwhelmed her. There was no light in the hall except from a candle the man had been carrying, which threw shadows on the scanty furniture and went streaming up in a wavering

  pillar of gold and black towards the invisible ceiling. On the table beside it were some letters addressed to Alfred Newstead, Esq., and as though he suspected her of prying into his affairs the

  man turned and snatched them up and thrust them into his pocket.




  “I’ve been so busy doing your work, nurse,” he said, with an attempt at jocularity, “I haven’t had time to attend to my own business. Now, as I say, your

  patient’s asleep and there’s nothing to be done for her to-night. I hadn’t expected you to arrive so late, so I made do myself. I’ll show you your room if you’ll bring

  your case along. I expect you’re tired.”




  “I’m quite ready to go on duty,’ she said quickly, barely able to avoid expressing her dismay at this marked lack of hospitality. It was bitterly cold, it was hours since she

  had had food and the general lack of cosiness in the atmosphere lay heavily on her spirits. The house itself struck chill as a tomb, as though no fires were ever lighted in the rooms and no warmth

  ever kindled the hearts of those who lived here. In the morning, no doubt, everything would look different, but now only the strangeness and the lack of that natural warmth that comes from a house

  that is truly inhabited impressed her.




  “You’re very young,” said Newstead, breaking into her thoughts.




  She turned quickly. “You didn’t ask for a middle-aged nurse. Anyway, I’m the only one available.”




  “Now, now, don’t take offence. It’s only that I’m afraid it’s rather a depressing case for a young lady like yourself.”




  He came nearer, picked up the candle; the shadows eddied wildly. She saw him more clearly now, a middle-aged man, about fifty, with a large white clean-shaved face and a small full mouth the

  colour of plum. He was going bald and had a thin line of sandy eyebrow above very light eyes. His hands were very large and freckled and the backs were covered with fine pale hairs, and were of an

  ugly shape, very strong with long curving fingers. She repressed a further shudder.




  “Cold?” asked Newstead with some show of kindliness.




  “I—do you think I could have a cup of tea? If you could show me where things are I could look after myself, but it wasn’t possible to get any food on the train.”




  He hesitated for a moment, then said, “Why, of course. I’d have suggested it myself, but naturally I supposed, arriving at this hour, you’d have had dinner. First of all,

  though, I’ll show you your room. You’ll have to have tea in the kitchen, but you won’t mind that. I can’t risk waking Adela.”




  He moved in front of her, going up the stairs with a peculiar soft step as though he had rubber on the soles of his feet. As they reached the first floor he moved with exaggerated care. Rather

  to Nora’s surprise she found that she herself had been given a room higher up. As though he read her mind he hissed, “Want you to get a proper rest when you’re off duty, and if

  you’re on the same floor my wife will be after you like a dragon. It’s not her fault, mind,” he added, his voice becoming more normal as they went higher, “she’s a

  nerve case. I daresay matron told you.”




  “She said something about a breakdown.”




  “That’s why I was rather surprised they’d sent any one so young. You need rather specialised experience for a case like my wife’s.” They reached the next landing

  and once more he turned to mount a flight of stairs. “Perhaps I should explain. The doctor finds it difficult to account for her illness. He says that organically she’s sound, except

  for her heart. Of course, heart trouble is apt to cause depression, but in my wife’s case it’s abnormal. I mean, there’s no particular reason for it. She didn’t suffer in

  the bombing as many people did, and we never had any children, so she hasn’t had any anxiety on their account. We have enough money, though, mark you,” he added quickly, “we have

  to be careful, we can’t afford to throw it away. And this illness of hers has been a great expense to me. As a matter of fact, to be perfectly candid, she suffers from delusions. But

  don’t get the idea that she’s dangerous. If she’s dangerous to any one it’s only to herself. It all comes of her habit of sitting alone and thinking. Nature never intended

  women to think. It’s all right for men, who have the work of the world on their shoulders, but in women it only too easily becomes brooding. Then they start living in the past, recalling this

  incident and that, until they’ve built up quite a history for themselves that doesn’t touch reality at any point. I’m afraid that’s what my poor wife has done.”




  At last they had reached the door of her room and he stopped and opened it. It had been built for a servant when the house was put up sixty years ago, and the ceiling sloped so that there was a

  little tunnel to the window. The outlook was drab, she discovered next morning, and the furniture poor and ill-matched.




  “I think you’ll be quite comfortable here,” said Mr. Newstead, putting the candle down and looking at the pale saffron walls blotched with bunches of orange wallflower tied

  with blue ribbon. “Of course, we don’t live in luxury, but then who does in a war? No, as I was saying, my wife can’t face facts. She’s like most women—you’re a

  romantic sex. She feels somehow she’s been cheated—don’t ask me of what because I couldn’t tell you. You mustn’t pay too much attention to what she says. I suppose if

  you’ve expected a great deal more from life than the ordinary life can be expected to yield, sooner or later you’re going to feel you’ve been badly treated, and if you feel that,

  of course you’ve got to blame someone. I daresay you understand.”




  “I’m not sure if I do,” said Nora slowly. “Do you mean your wife is out of her mind?”




  “No, no, nothing like that. Please don’t suggest such a thing. It’s just that she suffers from acute depression. Last year she even attempted to take her life. No reason, you

  understand, but she was miserable and she hadn’t any work to take her mind off things. And so she makes a drama out of the most insignificant happening. For instance, if a neighbour

  doesn’t happen to see her in the street, she will come home convinced that a determined attempt is being made to boycott her. If she wants something quite unreasonable and unnecessary,

  something it’s quite beyond my power to buy for her, then I’m trying to starve her. She has decided, without any warning, that she doesn’t like this house. She says it’s

  unlucky. You can see for yourself there’s nothing wrong with the house, and it’s almost impossible to get anything these days, certainly nothing as good as this. You see what I mean.

  She’s lost her sense of proportion. If you could see the letters she writes, often to people who don’t exist, or hear the conversations she holds with imaginary friends, you’d

  appreciate my anxiety.”




  “But is there no one who could come in and sit with her? She must be terribly lonely.”




  “My dear, she’s frightened off all her erstwhile friends. You see, sooner or later she makes up her mind that they’re plotting against her in some way, and then she tells them

  so, and naturally they don’t come again. It’s the same with servants. She lives in a sort of day-dream in which she’s waited on hand and foot and everything is done perfectly.

  Then she comes back to reality and finds dust in the drawing-room or sees that the silver hasn’t been polished, and she talks to the maid of the moment as if she were a machine, and naturally

  the girls won’t stand it. If you knew what a slave I am—and I have my own work, too. I can’t tell you how thankful I am to see you. Perhaps being young will be an advantage.

  Perhaps it will cheer her up. I tried to get a neighbour to come and be with her, take her out of herself, but it was no good. She said such outrageous things to her that naturally Mrs. Forbes

  wouldn’t come again.”




  “Perhaps she won’t like me either.”




  “You’re a nurse, aren’t you? Then you’ll know it’s your duty to make your patient like you. Besides, I don’t suppose it will be difficult. Only—if she

  should take some wild fancy into her head—she’s like a lot of middle-aged women, she’s apt to resent young people—you mustn’t take her very seriously. If you can

  persuade her she isn’t really as ill as she imagines and get her out of bed and out of doors, you’ll be doing more for her than any doctor can do.”




  “Has she no relatives?” Nora wanted to know.




  The man’s voice sharpened. “None who’re any good to her. The fact is she’s becoming cunning. She’s out to win sympathy, at any one’s expense. That’s

  why I’m warning you. Every one can’t be rich. Now you, who have to earn your own living, don’t, I’m sure, go about being sorry for yourself. That’s the kind of idea I

  want to get into my wife’s head. It’s not every woman who has a husband to earn a living for her, and if you can make her understand that she’s a great deal better off than many

  women of her age, that might be the first step towards a cure.”




  Nora had been nervous of the fog, had shrunk from the mysterious Sammy, had been grateful to find herself under a roof, but now she experienced a creeping dread that made her former

  apprehensions seem childish. The whole house frightened her; she was afraid of the man at her side, and already all her sympathy was with the patient she was not yet to see. Privately she thought

  Mrs. Newstead was probably as mad as a hatter and might well set the house afire, but if so she was quite prepared to believe her husband had driven her to it. Her thought fluttered for a moment to

  Sammy and she felt grateful to remember that he would be coming to-morrow. He was a stranger, but he was at least a link with a normal world. Here the shadows of insanity crept round like

  bats’ wings. She shivered again.




  “You’re cold, aren’t you?” said Mr. Newstead, avoiding looking at the empty grate. “But a cup of tea will soon put that right. By the way, you’ve brought

  your rations, I hope. That’s right. Oh, no, I didn’t mean I wanted you to find them now. We’re quite ready to share our tea with you this evening. In fact, now you come to mention

  it, I believe I could do with a cup myself.” He moved towards the door. “Don’t forget to turn out your light (he had switched on a poor little bulb, about 25 candle power, as

  they entered the room.) With my poor wife in this lamentable state and no responsible woman on the premises, I have to do the housekeeping, though I must say some of the neighbours are very kind.

  Now, you’ll be down in a minute or two, won’t you? There’s a bathroom at the end of the passage on the next floor, and you better come right down to the basement. And whatever

  you do, don’t wake my wife. Perhaps you’d better come down in your slippers. Yes, I really think that would be best.”




  He smiled in a way that made them seem conspirators, and shuffled off in a furtive manner that was somehow less straightforward than the natural concern of a man for a sick wife. Nora remained

  motionless, staring at the unappetising walls, and thence back to her case which she supposed she should unpack. So uneasy did she feel, however, at this extraordinary reception, that she went no

  further than the removal of a brush and comb and a sponge-bag for immediate necessities. There was a large marble-topped washstand against one wall, but when she went up to it she found the plain

  white china ewer empty and grimed with dust, and a fresh foreboding troubled her.




  “He was expecting me. Yet he made no real preparation. This room hasn’t been dusted for days. . . . Still, I suppose if he has no servants and his wife’s as ill as he makes

  out, it’s not so odd.” She took off her hat, straightened the uniform in which she had travelled and found her way to the bathroom. Remembering his warning, she came very quietly down

  the next flight of stairs. As she turned the corner on to the first landing, however, she was arrested by a long moaning sound as of some creature in terrible distress. Involuntarily she paused.

  Mr. Newstead had said that his wife was asleep, was not in any circumstances to be disturbed. It was possible of course that she was making this distressing noise in her sleep, but unable to stop

  herself, the young nurse moved softly to the door of the sick-room and opened it a few inches. The room was large and heavily furnished and lighted by a dim blue bulb hanging from the ceiling.

  There were thick curtains drawn tightly over the windows, a great writing-desk facing them, and a small glass-topped table loaded with bottles and phials beside the large old-fashioned bed in which

  Adela Newstead lay. A single glance was enough even in that light to assure Nora that this woman’s illness was more than an imaginary condition; there was the faulty respiration, the dark,

  unnatural colour of the skin, the irregular pulse, for automatically she touched the sick woman’s wrist, the restlessness that betokened a serious condition. It seemed to her that the woman

  was trying to speak but that her tongue was too big for her mouth and was choking her. Most likely she had had some sleeping-draught, and when she looked at the table she saw a bottle marked

  Sleeping-mixture. She took it up and glanced at it. It consisted of a number of tablets of which one was to be taken each night. She put the bottle down and leant over her patient.




  Mrs. Newstead opened her eyes. “Who are you?” she demanded in a queer sleepy voice. “You’re new. I haven’t seen you before.”




  “I’ve just arrived. I got held up by the fog. Is there something you want?”




  Comprehension was growing stronger in the dark eyes staring into hers.




  “Where’s the other one?” she demanded. “You know who I mean.”




  Nora knew nothing, but she said with a nurse’s instinct to soothe: “She isn’t here any more.”




  The woman laid her head back restlessly on the pillows. “She’ll come again. As soon as I’ve gone she’ll come again.”




  “No one’s coming but me,” said the girl. “Is there anything I can do for you?”




  Something like intelligence brightened the dull eyes. “Yes. Yes.” A hand came out and held her wrist. “I want Herbert,” she whispered. “Quickly. I want

  Herbert.” The breath panted between her lips.




  “I’ll call him,” Nora was beginning, when she remembered the superscription on the envelopes in the hall. Mr. Alfred Newstead. Herbert, then, was someone else. Mrs. Newstead

  took her hand off the girl’s arm and indicated the desk by the window. “In there,” she whispered.




  Nora crossed to the desk and opened it. “You want me to get something out of this?” She half-turned. Mrs. Newstead’s hand was wavering in mid-air.




  “That’s it. My husband. . . .”




  “I understand.” It was something Alfred Newstead was not to know about, and her conviction that something was desperately wrong here increased.




  “The address book—the top shelf.” The voice was hoarse and urgent. “Don’t—tell—him. . . .” Nora found it at once a small notebook bound in dark

  red morocco. She came back to the bed without closing the desk.




  “Herbert,” whispered the sick woman again. “Get him—you understand.”




  “I understand.” She dropped the notebook into the pocket of her apron. Suddenly the woman’s face changed again.




  “Water,” she said in a choked voice, as though she could hardly speak. She seemed sinking back into a coma. Nora took up a glass and a carafe of water from the bedside table. The

  condition of both repelled her, for they were smeared, and she could not even be sure that the water was fresh. She was used to cleanliness in a sick room even when the rest of the house was

  imperfectly cared for. She would have paused to wash the glass and refill the carafe but for the urgency in her patient’s face.




  As she leaned over the bed, guiding the glass to the sick woman’s lips, the door behind her was pushed open and a soft rather guttural voice said, “Come, come, what’s all this?” Alfred Newstead came into the room. “Nurse, I told you particularly not to disturb your patient. Now she’ll be up all night and we shall be up with her.”




  “She called out,” said Nora shortly, refusing to be alarmed. “She woke and wanted some water.”




  “I daresay she has been rambling on as usual.” His eyes roamed over the room, saw the opened desk. “What’s that?” he demanded.




  “Mrs. Newstead wanted me to get her something out of the desk.”




  “What was that?” The big face seemed menacing. Nora glanced at the woman on the bed, saw the imploring expression and returned, “I can’t be sure. I was coming over to

  make certain.” She looked at Mrs. Newstead. “Could you tell me what it was you wanted?”




  Newstead crossed the room and closed the desk with a slam. Turning the key, he dropped it into his pocket.




  “My dear young lady, my wife wants something every minute of the day. I thought I had warned you. You can’t treat any one in her condition as you’d treat a normal

  person.” He spoke as though she were not there. “She’ll ask for ridiculous things, things that don’t exist, things she gave away years and years ago.”




  Nora put her hand into the pocket of her apron, nodded slightly at her patient and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Newstead. But perhaps I’d better stay on duty now, in case I’m

  wanted.”




  “If you’re here my wife will certainly want something. The only time she gets any rest is when she is alone. Then, with no one to talk to or give orders to, she may settle. As a

  matter of fact, I shall stay with her for a little, and when she’s asleep—and she’s drifting off now—I may hope for a little rest myself.” He put his hand on the arm

  of the shocked girl and went on in a lighter voice, “Really, nurse, you’ll have to curb your tender-heartedness if you’re to be of any use to me here. And you’re worrying

  yourself about nothing. My wife’s almost asleep again already. She’s like that all the time, doesn’t know what she wants, invents something and by the time she’s got it

  can’t imagine why it’s there. No, no, you come down and have your tea, and then get some rest. I’ll sit up for a bit and if I think it’s necessary I’ll call you later

  on. Now, don’t argue. You can’t work twenty-four hours on end, you know, and you’ll have your turn to-morrow. When you’ve been here a short time you’ll be glad of a

  chance to sleep.”




  He ushered her out of the room, came back to look at his wife who had drifted off into semi-consciousness, leaned his ear to hear what she was saying. But it was quite incoherent and after a

  moment he joined the girl at the head of the stairs.




  “You mustn’t let it worry you if you don’t know what my wife’s talking about,” he warned her. “She says a lot of things that don’t mean anything at

  all. I daresay it was just a babble of nonsense just then. Or do you really know what she wanted?”




  “Something out of the desk, she said.”




  “Did you give it her?”




  “No.”




  “Much better keep that desk locked up. It’ll probably be something under the carpet next time. Now, here we are, one more flight, and then you can have your tea. I’m sure you

  must be longing for it.”




  The tea was made and was standing on the kitchen table. “I really think I will have one myself,” said Mr. Newstead, “just give me one of those cups out of the pantry and we

  can be quite cosy.”




  Nora, however, was full of misgiving. She fetched the cup, receiving in return one he had just filled, but though she was grateful for the hot tea she was uneasy at the recollection of the sick

  woman left alone two floors away. Mr. Newstead could say what he pleased about a nervous breakdown, but there was much behind this no doctor or nurse would be told. And who was the other

  one—presumably a nurse, too—who had gone away but who would, Mrs. Newstead feared, come back?




  “Another cup, nurse,” said Mr. Newstead, but she shook her head. “Sure? Well, you go along upstairs and have a good sleep. Don’t go into my wife’s room again,

  mind. I don’t want her roused and she’d gone off nicely.”




  Nora washed her cup and saucer, said Thank You for the tea and made her way up the stairs. Her feet dragged; she didn’t know when she had felt so tired. She couldn’t believe it was

  only a few hours ago that she had received matron’s summons to go to a case at Charlbury, Middlesex. On impulse she peered over the banisters from the first floor and there, sure enough, was

  Alfred Newstead, his round white face, like a full moon seen through water, staring up from the dark hall. Her flesh crept. If she was to be followed, spied on, entrapped if possible, she thought

  she would ask matron to send someone else on to the case. One week she must stay, but surely at the week’s end if any one else were available she could ask for a change.




  There was nothing to be heard as she passed Mrs. Newstead’s door, and she climbed as quickly as her leaden legs would carry her up to her own room. She resolved not to go to bed, but to

  remain awake, listening for sounds in the dark silent house. There was something wrong here. Even during a war you could get people to come in and work from time to time, but the condition of the

  rooms showed that they had been neglected for a long time. She sat down on the edge of the bed—there was no comfortable chair in the room—and felt so tired that she lay back with her

  head on the pillow for a five minute rest before preparing for the night’s vigil. She was, however, more exhausted than she knew. She felt sleep coming upon her like a tide against which she

  struggled in vain. Although the light was on the room seemed to be darkening; the darkness approached her from all sides. For a grim moment she recalled the horrible tale of the Pit and the

  Pendulum, and put out her hands to push the blackness away. But it rolled over her, quelling her puny struggles. Her case stood on the table waiting to be unpacked, her apron waited to be donned,

  and her clean cuffs beside it; her uniform frock was crumpled from travel and she knew she must rise, brush her hair and her teeth, be ready for an emergency. But she was no match for the darkness

  and the exhaustion. When Mr. Newstead came softly to her door a little later, knocked and, receiving no reply, peered in, she was sleeping “like the dead” he told himself. He waited

  there a moment, then crept away. But after he had gone the door opened again an inch or two and one big powerful hand came through the crack and switched off the light.
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