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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters

  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which

  have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  Immediately his eyes opened, George Andrews knew what had woken him. It was the landing light shining beneath the bedroom door feebly etching its warped contours. Beside him

  his wife stirred. He could tell that she had been waiting for him to wake up and knew before she spoke what her first words would be.




  ‘Are you awake, dear?’ Her tone was timidly reproachful and he answered her with a grunt while he fought to check the feeling of exasperation she so readily aroused in him.




  ‘The landing light’s still on,’ she continued in an anxious whisper. ‘Something must have happened to Susan. It’s after two o’clock and she promised

  she’d be home by midnight.’




  ‘She’s probably in bed and just forgot to switch it off.’




  ‘She’s never forgotten before. Do you think you’d better . . .’




  George Andrews gave a long-suffering sigh. ‘Yes, all right, I’ll go and see.’ He swung his legs out of bed and felt for his slippers.




  ‘Why don’t you turn on the light, dear?’




  He swallowed the comment which came to his lips, and, groping his way across to the door, found the switch. He peered about him with bleary eyes, watched anxiously by his wife.




  ‘Where’s my dressing-gown? It’s blasted cold out of bed.’ He threw his wife a resentful glance. ‘And stop fussing, Winnie. I tell you Susan’s probably tucked

  up in bed. I’ll give her a good bawling out in the morning, leaving lights burning like that. She can make a contribution out of her pocket money next time the electricity bill comes

  in.’




  Winnie Andrews, lying white-faced and tense and irritatingly submissive, said nothing. To think that this was the same shy, attractive girl he had married twenty-five years ago when he had been

  an alert young constable in the county force. Much had happened in those twenty-five years, though, unhappily, little which had seen fulfilment of any of their original dreams. They had even had to

  wait nine years for Susan to be born and then been denied the hope of any further children.




  The trouble had been, George Andrews now reflected as he stared at his wife’s recumbent form, that she had never been cut out to be a policeman’s wife. What better evidence was there

  on that than the fact of his premature retirement on her account? She hadn’t liked being left alone at nights when he was out on a case and had always carped in her quietly plaintive way

  about the irregular hours. The shy girl of twenty-five years ago had turned into a neurotic woman. Thank goodness Susan seemed to take after him rather than her mother. She was as healthy a

  sixteen-year-old as you could hope to meet, and a good deal less trouble than many of her age.




  He opened the bedroom door and pattered across the landing. Susan’s door was shut and he turned the handle very quietly. That was one thing he’d learnt to do in the police: open

  doors quietly. The room was dark inside and he paused to listen for sounds of breathing. There were none. He put out a hand and touched the edge of the pillow. It was cold. A second later he had

  switched on the light and confirmed that the room was empty.




  ‘She hasn’t come in yet,’ he announced bleakly as he returned to the other bedroom.




  His wife gave a little cry. ‘I knew something awful had happened to her. What are we going to do?’




  ‘First thing to do is to stop your imagination running wild. Nothing may have happened to her at all. Certainly none of the things you’re thinking of.’




  ‘Then why isn’t she home? Where on earth can she be at this hour of the night?’




  ‘She may have decided to spend the night at Christine’s.’




  ‘But why?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ he said grimly. ‘But I’ll soon find out.’ He moved over to the chair on which his clothes lay folded. ‘I thought this was a school dance

  she was going to.’




  ‘It was. She was to pick up Christine and they were going on together. She said it finished at half-past eleven and she promised she’d be in by midnight.’




  George Andrews said nothing further as he quickly slipped on his clothes. He was, however, beginning to feel as worried as his wife.




  ‘Are you going to ring the police?’




  ‘No.’ Then, observing her expression, he added, ‘There’s no point in phoning the police yet—not until I’ve been round to Christine Thrupp’s house and

  found out what’s happened. If the police knew anything, they’d have been on to us.’




  His wife gave a distracted nod and suddenly got out of bed. He knew that she was unconvinced that he was doing the right thing, but then if she had her way, she’d not only be telephoning

  the police but arranging to have the church bells rung as well.




  ‘Now what are you going to do?’ he asked in a gritty tone.




  ‘Perhaps I should come with you to the Thrupps’.’ As a petulant afterthought, she added, ‘I don’t know why they’re not on the telephone.’




  ‘It’d be better if you stayed here,’ he said firmly. ‘You can put on the kettle and make some tea. I’ll need a hot drink by the time I get back.’




  ‘How long will you be gone?’




  ‘Five minutes there, five minutes back and a couple of minutes to find out if Christine knows where our Susan is.’




  The Thrupps lived about a mile and a half from the Andrewses, and Christine, who was a few months younger than Susan, had been her inseparable friend since they’d first met at school. But

  that represented the only link between the two families, who otherwise had little in common. Christine’s father was one of Society’s pricklier thorns, anti- almost everything and in

  particular anti-authority as spelt with a capital A.




  As he reversed the Ford Anglia out of the garage, George Andrews’s expression was grim. If anything had happened to Susan, he wouldn’t rest till justice had been done. And

  that meant justice as he recognised it. Since his retirement from the police four years before, Susan had become the repository of his few remaining hopes.




  Though he was earning more money now than he had as a detective-inspector, he still felt bitter over the circumstances which had precipitated his retirement, a bitterness which was aggravated by

  the private knowledge that he had failed to earn either the esteem or the affection of his colleagues. Now, as a security officer at Yander’s Radio and Television Factory, he didn’t

  bother whether anyone liked him or not.




  He drew up outside the Thrupps’ house and strode purposefully up to the front door. There was not a sign of life anywhere, though this was scarcely surprising at half past two in the

  morning. He set about rousing someone.




  He had given the door a third heavy pounding when he noticed the furtive pulling aside of a curtain at one of the upstairs windows. Expecting such a move, he had stepped back from the door

  between each assault so that he would be visible to anyone reconnoitring the cause of all the disturbance. A moon was shining fitfully through gaps in a bank of low cloud and its light was

  sufficient for recognising general outlines and shapes. A few seconds later the window was opened and Thrupp’s head and shoulders appeared. ‘Who’s there?’




  ‘It’s George Andrews, Mr. Thrupp.’




  ‘What do you want?’ The tone was suspicious and Andrews was tempted to reply sarcastically that he was no longer with the police and that Thrupp therefore had nothing to worry

  about.




  ‘I’d like to speak to you urgently. It’s about my daughter, I’m afraid something may have happened to her.’




  The window was noisily closed, and a minute or two later Thrupp appeared at the front door dressed in an old khaki shirt, long woollen underpants and a pair of laceless gym shoes. All relics of

  an army career spent largely in detention barracks.




  ‘Is your daughter home?’




  ‘What, Christine?’




  Andrews nodded quickly.




  ‘She came in around half-eleven. Why? What’s up?’




  ‘Susan hasn’t come in yet and they went to the dance at the school together.’




  ‘Well, Christine’s in all right,’ Thrupp said defensively.




  ‘I’d like to speak to her myself for a moment. Could you fetch her?’ Thrupp appeared to be sourly weighing this request when Andrews went on, ‘She’ll probably know

  where Susan went after the dance. Mrs. Andrews and I are very worried over what can have happened to her.’ He paused and gave Thrupp a flicker of a placatory smile. ‘After all, I

  don’t knock people up at half-past two in the morning just for fun.’




  Leaving him standing on the doorstep, Thrupp disappeared inside the dark house. George Andrews waited with growing impatience for what seemed like eternity, and was on the point of pushing his

  way inside when the door opened and he could see Christine standing just behind her father. He called her name and she shuffled forward and greeted him with a cavernous yawn.




  ‘Hello, Mr. Andrews,’ she said, trying to stifle the yawn and at the same time hugging an out-grown dressing-gown to her which made her pyjama-ed legs look unnecessarily

  functional.




  ‘Do you know what’s happened to Susan?’ he asked urgently, and immediately thought he detected a certain wariness in her manner.




  ‘No.’ She shook her head in open-eyed innocence. ‘Isn’t she home then?’




  She was suddenly very wide awake, which George Andrews found curiously disquieting. ‘What time did you last see her?’




  The girl bit her lip and appeared thoughtful. ‘I can’t really remember, Mr. Andrews.’




  ‘Did you leave the dance together?’




  She shuffled her feet uncomfortably. ‘No. Well, not exactly.’




  ‘Do you mean that Susan left before you did?’




  ‘Yes, that’s right. She left a bit before I did.’




  ‘With someone?’




  ‘I didn’t notice.’




  George Andrews knew that it would be fatal to show his irritation at her deliberate obtuseness. With a supreme effort at patience, he said, ‘I know you don’t wish to get Susan into

  trouble, but you must understand how worried Mrs. Andrews and I are about her. So please tell me everything that happened. For Susan’s sake you must tell me, Christine. Now, who was it you

  saw her leave the dance with?’




  ‘I didn’t see her leave the dance with anyone. Honestly I didn’t, Mr. Andrews.’




  She seemed on the verge of tears as he went on, ‘What did she say to you before she left? She must have told you why she was going.’




  ‘She didn’t.’




  ‘You mean that she didn’t speak to you at all before she left?’ He looked at her reproachfully. ‘That’s not true, is it, Christine?’




  ‘I just thought she was going home. I think she said she had a headache.’




  ‘What time was that?’




  ‘Near the end.’




  ‘Were you together the whole evening?’ The girl hesitated, and he added, ‘You must tell me more than you have, Christine.’ She was now staring at him in open-eyed

  bewilderment. ‘It’s half-past two in the morning and Susan’s not come home. Something awful may have happened to her. You must help me.’




  With a great choking sob, Christine suddenly turned and buried her face in her father’s side. ‘I don’t know where she is. I promise you I don’t,’ she stammered

  through her tears.




  ‘But you do know something you haven’t told me, don’t you?’ he urged.




  ‘No . . . no . . . oh, no.’




  ‘Then it’ll be for the police to find out.’




  ‘Don’t you start threatening my daughter,’ Thrupp broke in belligerently. ‘It’s not Christine’s fault if your Susan doesn’t come home at a proper hour.

  You want to be careful before you start accusing people of things.’




  George Andrews’s shoulders sagged as he said wearily, ‘I wasn’t blaming Christine or accusing anyone of anything.’ He turned to go. ‘If you do remember anything

  else, Christine, let me know at once, won’t you?’




  Leaving the girl still weeping against her father’s sleeve, he walked slowly back to his car. On an impulse he decided to drive home past Yander’s factory where he worked. It meant

  going two or three miles out of his way, but there was just a chance that one of the night watchmen, all of whom knew Susan, had seen her in the course of the evening.




  As he approached, his car headlights illuminated the stout wire fence which surrounded the factory. At night one had the impression that some sinister secret organisation must be in possession

  of the place, and George Andrews reflected with grim satisfaction that there had been no burglarious entries since he had taken over as security officer. As the car drew up with its bonnet almost

  nuzzling the main gate, he flicked his lights off and on to attract attention, and called out his name as soon as one of the two guards emerged from the small brick building at the side of the main

  entrance. Bowyer, the guard in question, appeared nonplussed at seeing his chief at such an hour, but immediately assumed it was part of a security exercise.




  ‘All quiet, Mr. Andrews. Nothing to report. I’ve just done a round and Gale is patrolling now.’




  ‘I haven’t come about that. I wondered whether either of you might have seen my daughter this evening. She went to a dance at the school and hasn’t come home.’




  Bowyer looked shocked. ‘No, I haven’t seen a soul, Mr. Andrews. And I’m sure Gale would have told me if he had.’ He shook her head slowly. ‘That’s worrying,

  isn’t it!’




  ‘It was just an outside chance you might have seen her.’ Before the guard could say anything further, Andrews had got back into the car and driven off. His return journey through the

  silent village street was accompanied by only the deepest foreboding. No one knew better than he, an ex-police officer, the perils which could befall a girl of sixteen, particularly when she was as

  healthily attractive as Susan. On the other hand he comforted himself with the thought that she had never shown the sort of precocity with boys which inevitably spelt trouble. Moreover, though she

  was only of average build, she was physically fit and surprisingly strong, having always enjoyed the games side of school life more than most girls of her age. He could not imagine her succumbing

  easily to the first Ted who might accost her. This last thought, however, brought him mixed solace since the greater the struggle she might put up, the more vicious her assailant might become.




  As he drove, his eyes searched every doorway, every turning in the hope that he might suddenly catch sight of her. He shivered when he thought of the absolute maze of footpaths and lanes which

  formed a web round the village of Offing. Along any one of them Susan might at this moment be stumbling, physically violated and mentally shocked into incoherence. Worse, she might still be lying

  bruised and unconscious in the corner of a field, even be dead—Susan, who only a few hours before had set out from home brimful of health. George Andrews winced as he recalled how she had

  obviously taken special trouble over her appearance that evening and how he had taken her to task when she had looked in to bid her mother and him good night.




  ‘Come here a minute, Susan. Yes, I thought so, you’re wearing too much make-up. You don’t need stuff on your eyelids at your age. Just go easy with the muck next

  time.’




  She had coloured up and pouted her annoyance at his tone. ‘If Mum doesn’t mind, I don’t see why you should,’ she had replied over her shoulder, and then quickly gone out

  before either of her parents had been able to speak.




  He wondered if it were possible that she was still in a pique at being told off and was deliberately frightening her parents by staying out late in order to teach them a lesson. It seemed

  incredible, though she had on a few rare occasions reacted unpredictably to rebukes. She was not by any means a hyper-sensitive girl, but when her vanity was wounded she could become as capricious

  as any mule on a mountain pass.




  George Andrews swallowed hard at his recollection of the sharpness of their parting that evening, for he knew that Susan deep down was as fond of him as he was proud of her. Between them lay a

  bond of steady affection which was not repeated between daughter and mother. Not that Winnie didn’t love Susan, she did. But it was a love so inhibited by fuss that it manifested itself in a

  never-ceasing flow of anxious inquiry and wild imaginings which left little room for understanding.




  His mind tacked away on a new course as he tried to recall the names of boys he had heard Susan mention of late. The trouble had always been that as soon as he had committed one name to memory

  sufficiently well to make an interested inquiry after its bearer, he would invariably be met with some such scornful reply as, ‘Oh, him! I haven’t seen him for ages.’




  There had, of course, been that young fellow, Michael Neale, whom she had met at the church fête last summer. His mother, Lady Neale, had opened it and Susan and Christine had been there

  to give a hand at one of the stalls. Susan had obviously been flattered by young Neale’s attention—he was up at Cambridge and moved in far more sophisticated circles than any other boys

  she knew—but on the other hand she had made little protest when at an early stage her father had discouraged the possibility of a friendship developing. It was not that he wished to restrict

  her social horizon. Indeed he was extremely ambitious for her, but mixing with people from a completely different walk of life was not in his view a desirable trait, at any rate not in a

  schoolgirl. As soon as he had realised that Neale was beginning to show a steady interest in Susan, he had intervened and brought her back to earth with some pungent observations on girls who got

  the reputation of being social climbers. Moreover, on the one occasion he had met Neale, he had thought him a bit supercilious. ‘Lacks guts’ had been his private judgment.




  At all events Susan had listened to him gravely and apparently accepted his strictures, since Neale’s name had never been mentioned again, except on one occasion when he asked her directly

  whether she had seen him again and she had denied it. Since then she had had a succession of boyfriends of seemingly ephemeral interest whose company she sought rather as a status symbol than

  anything else—or so it seemed to her father. He found he could remember the names of only two of them, one called Ray and another Tony. If they had surnames, he wasn’t aware of

  them.




  He noticed as he turned to drive into his garage that every light in the house was now burning. This, however, he knew was no more than his wife’s way of fending off the dark forces which

  she always imagined to be lurking outside when she was alone in the house at night. He found her in the kitchen fully dressed and preparing to iron one of Susan’s dresses. She looked up, her

  face creased in worry. He could see that she had been crying.




  ‘She hasn’t come in, I suppose?’ he asked in a flat voice.




  She shook her head. ‘No. Didn’t you find her?’




  ‘I hardly expected to find her.’ Even at the moment of their shared anxiety her tone was able to provoke him into sarcasm. ‘Christine says that Susan left the dance early to

  come home because she had a headache. She doesn’t know what happened to her afterwards.’




  ‘What are we going to do, George?’




  ‘There’s only one thing left to do. Inform the police.’




  As he spoke, he went out into the hall. Although over two minutes passed before he received any answer from the exchange, he was no longer aware of the passage of time, for his earlier

  impatience and the urge for immediate action had suddenly given way to a sense of bleak hopelessness. With thoughts far away he idly plucked a leaf off the calendar which hung on the wall above the

  telephone. It was, after all, a new day, and in a few hours’ time life for most people in the village of Offing would resume where it had left off the previous day. But not for George

  Andrews.




  He remembered vaguely noticing that the new day was Saturday, April the thirteenth.




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘Is that you, darling?’




  At the sound of his mother’s voice, Michael Neale paused on his stealthy journey across the landing. Her bedroom door was partially open and a second later he was caught in a wedge of

  light as she switched on her bedside lamp.




  ‘Are you there, darling?’




  ‘Yes, Mother.’




  ‘Come in and say good night to me then. I was beginning to think something had happened to you. You didn’t say you were going to be so late.’




  Standing outside his mother’s door poised to enter, he began suddenly to tremble all over. At times he found it insufferable the way she would keep herself awake listening for his return

  when he had been out. And it was not made any less so by the fact that she always pretended it was pure coincidence that she had happened to hear him at the precise moment he was tip-toeing past

  her door. And tonight of all nights he had fervently hoped to be allowed to slip unheard into his own room. Bracing himself he entered and went and stood uneasily in the shadows at the foot of the

  bed. Lady Neale flashed him a look of faint surprise. Normally, he always gave her a filial peck on the cheek and she wondered what was amiss.




  She was lying in bed looking as crisp and well-ordered as she invariably managed to do, whether it was giving a dinner party for twenty, or attending an acrimonious committee meeting or just

  taking the dogs for a walk. Ten years as the wife of a colonial governor together with a born sense of occasion had combined to give her the appearance of being permanently on public duty. She

  searched her son’s face gravely for a second before allowing her own to break into a friendly smile; a smile, too, which revealed a strong sense of proprietary pride.




  Michael, who was her only son, had been born when his two sisters were already in their teens. When only a few months old he had contracted a mysterious fever out in Malaya, where his father was

  serving at the time, and had nearly died. The fact that he had survived not only this but a string of other potentially mortal illnesses while still a child had caused his mother to regard him with

  extra maternal warmth, and she had never lost her fondness for reminding him and everyone else what a delicate child he had been. During the years that he had been at school in England and while

  his father was still serving abroad, she had been compelled to surrender her personal direction of his life. But now that Sir James had retired and they were living in the old family home at Offing

  she was again making every effort to link his life to hers in a hundred different subtle ways.




  ‘Had a nice evening, darling?’




  ‘Yes, quite.’ His tone would have belied his words to someone far less perceptive than his mother.




  ‘What were you doing?’




  ‘I’ve been up in town.’




  ‘With anyone I know?’ Lady Neale cocked her head inquiringly against the white pillow.




  He shook his head brusquely. ‘Some Cambridge people. No one you’ve met.’




  A faint frown flickered across Lady Neale’s brow. ‘I hope you didn’t go anywhere smart, darling, dressed like that! I wouldn’t have thought an old rough sports shirt

  without a tie and that not very elegant suede jacket would be acceptable dress even in the less fashionable parts of town.’




  He gave a slight shrug and put his hand up to his forehead.




  ‘Aren’t you feeling well?’ Lady Neale asked quickly.




  ‘I’ve got a headache, that’s all.’




  ‘Let me get you some Disprin.’




  ‘No, Mother, please don’t get out of bed,’ he replied with a touch of alarm. The prospect of being fussed over by his mother at this moment was more than he could bear.

  ‘I can get some for myself. I’ll be all right in the morning. Anyway, we don’t want to wake up Father.’




  Sir James Neale and his wife had occupied separate bedrooms for some years, though this was due to nothing more than an amicable disagreement over the matter of nocturnal practices. Sir James

  was a light sleeper who regarded bed as essentially a place for repose. If you couldn’t sleep, then you did the next best thing, which was to lie still with your eyes closed. Lady Neale, on

  the other hand, could manage on five hours’ sleep a night, leaving her approximately three further hours in bed to be accounted for, and it was her custom to put these to use in reading,

  munching quantites of fruit and, in the early mornings, writing letters. It was the story of Jack Spratt and his wife all over again in a different context.




  Oblivious of his mother’s careful scrutiny, Michael Neale now suddenly made a dash out of the room and reached the lavatory just in time to be violently sick. For a while his body was

  seized by uncontrollable shuddering spasms. Then slowly the nausea subsided and eventually he dared to shuffle to his bedroom, only to find his mother standing in the middle of the floor with a

  glass of some cloudy mixture in her hand.




  ‘I knew you weren’t feeling well,’ she said briskly. ‘Here, drink this.’




  It was simpler to do so than to argue. Afterwards, with his mother still hovering, he began to undress, letting his clothes lie where they fell.




  ‘You’ve most probably caught a chill,’ Lady Neale observed, retrieving his shirt and trousers from the floor. ‘Either that or a touch of food poisoning. What did you have

  to eat?’




  ‘I can’t remember, but I’ll be all right in the morning.’




  ‘If you’re not, I’ll send for the doctor.’




  ‘That won’t be necessary.’ And for God’s sake, leave me alone, he wanted to scream in her face.




  ‘On second thoughts I think it probably was something you ate. It seemed to come on so suddenly.’ He was about to slide into bed, when she went on, ‘If I were you, darling,

  I’d clean your teeth. It’ll make you feel a bit fresher, both now and when you wake up.’




  She was still in his bedroom when he returned from his reluctant journey to the bathroom. He decided the only thing to do was to ignore her—not that this was difficult in his present

  condition of mental agony. He got into bed and closed his eyes.




  His mother’s voice floated down from somewhere above him. ‘Don’t get up in the morning until I’ve been in to see how you are. It’s Saturday, so there’s no

  hurry.’




  He felt her cool hand rest a moment on his forehead, then the door closed with a faint click and she was gone. Immediately, he switched on his bedside lamp—anything to dispel the

  threatening darkness of his room—and lay back staring blankly at the diffuse circle of light it cast above his head. His body was racked with exhaustion and his mind utterly numb. His

  thoughts were going round and round in a tight circle from which he felt they would never break out. He wished he could die and leave behind the horror of the last few hours. As it was, he was

  filled with gnawing dread at the prospect of a new day. Slowly, he turned his head to see the time by the small alarm clock on his bedside table. It showed half-past two.




  He tried closing his eyes, but nothing could blot out the nightmare picture in his mind. If anything, it became yet sharper. A name and a face consumed his mind until he thought he must be in a

  delirium. Finally with an agonised cry, he buried his face in the pillow and his voice was a smothered, choking whisper.




  ‘Susan . . . Susan . . . Oh, my God!’




  







  Chapter Three




  Peggy Kingston woke up with a start and with the indefinable feeling of apprehension which she always experienced when she awoke in the still hours of the night. Sometimes it

  was so powerful that she would have to get up and turn on lights and go downstairs and do something practical in order to re-occupy her mind with mundane matters. She had given up trying to explain

  to her husband, Bernard, how she felt on these occasions, since he merely looked at her as though she was overdue for an asylum.




  As she lay awake trying to focus her mind on what had disturbed her sleep, she heard the baby grandfather clock in the hall strike the half-hour. She turned her head and peered at the twin bed a

  couple of feet to the left of her own. So Bernard hadn’t come in yet! That meant he’d probably be quite drunk when he did reach home. He was never incapable after these nights-out with

  the boys, but the later he came in, the more time he had had to drink. Always supposing, of course, that this was such an evening. Peggy Kingston sometimes wondered.




  Once she had minded very much that he appeared to prefer the company of others to taking her out for an evening, but she now realised somewhat bitterly that she should never have expected

  anything else after marrying one of nature’s hearty extroverts who remained more in tune with the life of his old army mess than with that of his own home. Anyway, she no longer cared how

  many evenings a month he spent allegedly out with his male cronies, and it had even become something of a relief that his work kept him away from home so much of the time.




  As one of Yander’s sales representatives, he was not only out the whole of every day, often till eight or nine o’clock in the evening, but on the occasions when he had to relieve a

  colleague and take on additional travelling, he was away for nights at a time as well. Life was not made easier, as he had reminded her in the days when she used to complain, by the fact that they

  lived so far from Offing. A good two-hour drive it was with Greater London sprawling in between. And it was she, of course, who had not wanted to move.




  She suddenly pricked her ears at a strange sound somewhere in the house. She felt certain, too, that it was the same sound which had woken her up. Yes, there it was again and there was no

  mistaking it this time. It was water running out of the bathroom basin. One of the girls must be unwell. She quickly got out of bed and slipped on her dressing-gown. No sooner did she open the

  bedroom door than she saw a light coming from the bathroom. She flew across the landing, not even noticing that her daughters’ bedroom door was firmly shut, and flung open the bathroom

  door.




  ‘Oh, Bernard. It’s you! . . . I thought it must be one of the girls . . . Bernard, what have you done to your face?’




  ‘It’s only a scratch.’




  As he spoke, he began to dab at his chin where the scratch terminated and where there was an encrustation of hard blood.




  ‘How on earth did you do that?’




  ‘A kitten did it,’ he replied sourly. He glanced sidelong at her in the mirror. ‘I ought to have known better than to try and make friends with it. Vicious little creature it

  was.’




  ‘Let me do that for you,’ his wife said, after watching him dab away without obvious effect.




  ‘Thanks. I’ll perch here on the edge of the bath.’




  Taken aback by his ready acceptance of her offer to help, seeing that he normally disliked being fussed over unless really ill, she decided that she must also have misjudged him in another

  respect. Usually when he arrived home in the early hours he was either monosyllabically surly or aggressively truculent. At the present moment he appeared to be neither. She opened the small

  medicine cupboard and, after casting an eye along a row of jars, bottles and the like, pulled out a tube of antiseptic cream.
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