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  Chapter One


  The Man in the Dark


  THE fog, that had been deepening ever since midday, was, by dinner-time, so thick that pedestrians had to hug the railings to make any progress at all.
  The streets were a cataclysm of sound: cars hooted persistently, bicycle bells clanged, voices, sounding like the voices of ghosts, muttered eerily through the darkness. Dogs, who could see
  nothing, whined for lost owners; cats, moving like eels in the gutter, tripped up the unwary. Pavements were invisible, and even the lights that many householders had turned on in halls and
  living-rooms as a possible guide were no more than a sickly glow in the fogs density. Now and again a lamp or a match showed, a minute flicker almost instantly extinguished. A few
  enterprising travellers had secured candles, and these they carried in one hand, feeling their way along the railings with the other. The shops that remained open as late as seven oclock
  were packed with people, all putting off the inevitable plunge into the sickly darkness until the last moment. In Tube stations the crowds thronged the stairs, waiting for an opportunity to reach
  the platform; workers would be hours late to-night; they shifted their weight from one foot to another and waited with weary resignation. The omnibuses had stopped running some time ago, and no
  taxis plied for hire. An evil night, a fearful night, a night when anything could happen, and when those safe in their houses sat recalling similar nights and their sometimes dreadful harvest.


  In the cheerful ground-floor front of No. 12 Arbutus Avenue, S.W. 15, two women were waiting for the return of the bread-winner. Although the absent man was the father of one and the husband of
  the other, there was less than sixteen years between them. Nowadays few people mentioned the name of Jack Bartons first wife, the lovely destructive Beatrice Parish, who had gone to her
  sordid death more than nine years ago. His second bride, the homely home-making Jean, could not hold a candle to her predecessor for looks or charm or personal magnetism. Sometimes in the deeps of
  her simple mind she would wonder whether her husband ever compared her with that flashing creature, if he recalled with hunger the early days when the woman on his arm was the desired of every
  beholder. Beautiful, useless Beatrice! She had been like a flame, destroying even where she illumined. Her last adventure, that had ended so tragically, had been one of a dozen. It seemed as if
  she couldnt let a man alone; she fastened on him, she ravished him, she flung him away, she proceeded with the same enchanting vigour to her next conquest. Oh, no wonder that Jack had loved
  her so madly, forgiven her so often. No wonder, too, said his neighbours, that he had taken for his second wife a quiet woman, who burned like a lamp in his home.


  His daughter, Margaret, had some of her mothers beauty and none of her cruelty. She was one of that great army of young women who go out to work in shops and offices six days out of
  seven, and contrive, amid a rush and anxiety that would debilitate a giant, to keep their complexions clear, their voices tranquil and their minds unclouded. One day Margaret would make some man a
  charming and lovely wife, but she would never set him on fire as Jack had been scorched and enhaloed by Beatrice; she, like her stepmother, was a lamp, where Beatrice had been a torch flaming
  through the night.


  It was a cheerful room, with plenty of plush and fancy china about it; photographs in fancy frames stood on the overmantel, and there were rugs with fringe and curtains with tassels, and a
  bright red and blue Brussels carpet. It was the kind of room any man would like to come back to. It wasnt elegant, perhaps, but it was real; and it was a perfect background for the woman
  who sat by the grate, darning her husbands socks. For some time silence had reigned; the black marble clock on the mantelpiece, with its rearing horses on either side of the solemn white
  face, struck eight and, moved by some common impulse, both women looked up.


  He ought to be here any minute now, said Margaret.


  Jean Bartons reply seemed irrelevant. Meg, she asked thoughtfully, do you ever remember your mother?


  The question was so surprising that the girl put down her knitting and stared.


  My mother?


  Yes. Dont mind me asking, do you? I dont seem to be able to get her out of my mind to-night. I suppose its the fog.


  What on earth has the fog to do with her? She was just the opposite.


  I dare say thats why. Not even a fog like this could have doused her. I remember them getting married. I thought if any woman in the world was happy that morning it must be her,
  marrying Jack. There was something about hernot happy, exactly, now I come to think of it, but sort of victorious, the way she went up the church, that Ive never been able to put out
  of mind. She must have made him feel a prince for a bit.


  Margarets clear brow furrowed. Suddenly she looked as she would look a quarter of a century hencehaggard and embittered.


  If she did, it didnt last long.


  I sometimes wonder whether hed have been without it, all the same, his experience with her, I mean. Living with her must have been like living with half a dozen women. It
  wasnt just that she was so lovely to look at, though she was that, all right. It was something that goes beyond words, as though you couldnt be cold when she was there. And yet she
  must have been cold enough at the last, drowning in the black water that awful night. They say when youre drowning all your past life rises up before you. I wonder if its true. If so,
  she must have seen a lota lot. Ive never known any one else like her.


  Why are you talking like this to-night? demanded Margaret harshly. You know I hate to talk about her. You dont realise how she made Father suffer, in his love and
  in his pride. He worshipped heryou know that; every one knewand look what she did with his love. She made him a fool on all sides. All those years she took in lodgers, the whole
  place knew what it meant. When I was a kid at school the other girls used to creep up and whisper things about her. Even when I was too young to understand all they meant, I knew it was something
  shameful. And all those years Father was so wonderful; he never said a word. He forgave her and forgave her, until at last she went away with that man and they were both drowned in a
  fog.


  A fog! repeated Jean softly. No, I didnt know it was a fog.


  There was a collision. That was what happened. The boat on which they were travelling went to the bottom almost at once. Father came back latelater than usual, I meanand he
  got her letter telling him she was going for good, and the news of her death the next morning. It was awful for him. For a bit I thought he was going crazy. He used to sit about staring at the
  chair where she used to sit; he wouldnt sleep in their bed any more. He got himself a little one. It wasnt safe to mention her name. I believe sometimes he thought he heard her voice; hed half get up and stare round, and then look at me to see if Id noticed anything. I cant tell you how glad I was when he told me you were going to marry him. And hes
  been so happy since.


  Not the same kind of happiness, said Jean gently. I couldnt give him that.


  Hed had enough and more than enough, retorted Margaret fiercely. He deserved some happiness and peace.


  Well, he hasnt got either at the present moment, Jean told her.


  What on earth do you mean? Of course hes happy.


  Jean shook her sensible sandy head. Not he. Hes got something on his mind and its driving him half-mad. He doesnt sleep, he doesnt notice things, hes
  forgotten how to laugh, and you know how merry he always is. That was one of the things I loved so about him: he was so gay. Nothing to look at, as he says himself, nothing special in any way, I
  suppose, really, but he seemed to bubble over, in spite of everything. And now somethings gone wrong, and I dont know what it is.


  It couldnt be anything to do with his job, I suppose?


  Why not tell me? Im not a child. Im a woman of thirty-nine, and Ive been his wife for seven years in July. Ive thought and thought. He hasnt said
  anything to you?


  Nothing.


  I wonderedcouldnt it be some other woman and she was making trouble, but I believe hed tell me about that. Besides, a man your fathers age doesnt go
  with a woman without getting some fun on the way, and hes having no fun, poor soul.


  Perhaps its one of those things you cant tell any one.


  And what kind of a thing could that be? Arent I the mans wife? Theres another thing, Meg: Why is he always out of an evening nowadays? He says its the
  firm, but hes been with the firm for more than twenty years, and they never started claiming his evenings before. And when he is here hes all of a dither. No, Margaret, the
  mans frightened, and I dont like it.


  He couldnt have done anythingwrong?


  Hed face up to it if he had. Your dads not the kind to skulk in corners, and you dont need me to tell you that. One thing Ive always said, though, and that is
  hes too good-natured for his own good. Hell do anything to oblige a neighbour and not think about the consequences till afterwards. All the same, I wish I knew. Its
  likea sort of fog of the mind, groping the way Ive been doing for this past month and afraid to go far in case I tread right on him and hurt him worse than hes hurt
  now.


  Margaret rose uneasily and went to the window, where she stood pulling back the blind and pressing her forehead against the black glass.


  Like pitch outside, she said. Must be awful to be blind.


  They say you sort of see with your mind, murmured Jean absently. We wont wait more than another ten minutes, Margaret. He wouldnt want us to. And if
  its as bad as this in town he will get something to eat there, as likely as not. Anyway, itll be better to eat some of that steak before its like a piece of shoe-leather than
  sit here worrying ourselves sick over a thing we dont understand and cant help.


  She rose to her feet with characteristic energy. I dont know why I should have been thinking about your mother to-night, Im sure, she said half-apologetically.
  Thinking about Dad, I suppose.


  She had just reached the door when she heard a sound that brought her to an instant standstill. Margaret, who had heard it also, turned eagerly from the window.


  Thatll be him, she said. Did you hear the gate?


  Of course I heard the gate, returned Jean scornfully. Do you know, I even hear that gate in my sleep when Jack swings it open. He ought to oil it, though, and thats
  a fact. You can hear it creak all down the road.


  Hes a long time coming in, suggested Margaret. Perhaps he cant find his keys in the fog. Ill open the door.


  At that instant the electric bell pealed through the hall.


  Coming, called Margaret.


  Jeans hand shot out and caught her shoulder. Just a minute, she said. Make quite sure it is Dad.


  Why, who else . . .?


  We dont know. We dont know anything, remember. We dont even know why he hasnt rattled the letter-box.


  Perhaps hes forgotten, Margaret was beginning when the flap of the letter-box began to agitate sharply. Rap, rap, rap. Margaret laughed with sheer relief.


  How hell laugh at us when he hears. Well, itll be a treat to hear him laugh again.


  Behind her Jeans voice sounded, hoarse and urgent.


  Margaret, look. Only look!


  At what?


  That hand. It isnt your father, after all.


  What hand? Jean, what are you saying?


  Jean caught her fast by the shoulders. Im telling you to look at the hand, what you can see of it, and then tell me, if you dare, that its your father outside that
  door.


  Margaret felt the slow panic rising in her breast. Looking in the direction indicated, she saw, with a movement of horror, the tips of slim brown fingers lifting and letting fall the flap of the
  letter-box.


  Whowho could it be? she whispered.


  Someone who wants us to think its Jack, so that well open to him. But well not, not if I stay in this hall the whole night.


  The unknown gently rapped again. The women stood there, fascinated, watching the flap rise and fall with the movements of the slender brown fingers. Suddenly Margaret shook herself free.


  We ought to be ashamed of ourselves, she announced. Of course it isnt someone trying to make us think its Dad. Its some poor fellow whos
  confused the houses in the fog and cant find his key and is probably wondering whether hes got to spend the night on the doorstep. And without heeding Jeans warning cry
  she ran forward a few steps and flung the door open.


  The man on the step might have materialised out of the fog. Wisps of it hung limply round his soft, brown hat and his smooth, lively brown face, not the bronzed empirical brown of the pioneer of
  wide open spaces, but a shade more nearly resembling milk chocolate. He wore a brown raincoat, unbuttoned to reveal a brown suit, a brown and white tie, a fawn shirt, brown bootsaltogether
  such a symphony in brown that Margaret caught herself wondering whether he were equally brown under his clothes, and barely repressed a giggle. The stranger did not seem at all disposed to laugh.
  Nor did he instantly apologise at the sight of Margaret, so it seemed as though he hadnt come to the wrong house after all.


  Instead, he lifted a brown hand to remove the brown hat and said piercingly, Mr. Barton? Thank you.


  There was a faint flavour of an accent in his voice, so that even if he hadnt had that foreign appearance you would not have supposed him to be English. That Thank you
  seemed the prelude to his entrance, and Margaret hurriedly half-closed the door.


  He isnt here, she said.


  The foreigner did not seem distressedmerely unbelieving.


  If you tell him I am here you will, perhaps, I think, find that he is at home, he suggested.


  Jean came forward and took a hand in the conversation. What Miss Barton says is quite true, she told the stranger frigidly. My husband is not at home.


  But you are expecting him?


  It will be quite impossible for him to see any one to-night.


  I have come a long way, please.


  Im sorry, of course. It was a pity to come out on a night like this without making an appointment.


  There is no need for me to make appointments with Mr. Barton.


  Youd better write, Jean told him harshly. In any case, he couldnt see a stranger at this time of night.


  Mr. Barton and I are not strangers.


  And he doesnt keep business appointments, either.


  I would not call this precisely a business appointment.


  The strangers self-possession filled Jean with an unnameable fear; now she was assured that her secret panic had foundations in fact. Something sinister, something terrible, was afoot,
  something that threatened the husband she had loved for years, far back in the days when he was courting Beatrice Parish, and she was in a blackness as dense as the fog that pressed like a curtain
  against the windows.


  She made an abrupt movement to shut the door, saying as she did so, You must write, as I said. You cant possibly see my husband to-night, even if he does decide to come back.
  Often in really bad weather he stops in town.


  It wasnt true, of course, but there was only one thought in her mind: to get rid of this fellow before Jack came in. Then she might be able to persuade her husband to tell her the truth
  about what was worrying him, give her an opportunity to share his trouble, perhaps even show him how to solve it. But she had no sooner uttered the words than she regretted them. She had the usual
  prejudice of her class against foreigners, particularly when they were coloured. In her own mind she thought of this visitor as a nigger, although plenty of men and
  women would be returning from holiday coasts in the course of the next few weeks with browner skins than his. And now she had made him a present of the fact that she and Margaret might be alone
  to-night. She made a last effort to retrieve the situation.


  If you care to leave a name, she said. But the stranger only smiled, showing remarkably pointed teeth. Almost as though theyd been filed, she reflected.


  There is no need, he replied. You will tell him that I came. He will understand.


  And then he had disappeared. Just like that. One minute he was on the step showing her those regular pointed teeth, and the next he seemed to have immaterialised back into the fog. Maskelyne and
  Devant had nothing on him, Jean reflected.


  What do you suppose he really wanted? asked Margaret as the door closed and they stood listening, though for what neither could have told you. In such a fog, all footsteps would
  be muffled into the merest semblance of sound, and anyway he might have had rubbers on his shoes.


  He wanted your father, said Jean hardly. Whats more, he means to have him.


  Butwhat for?


  Thats what I want to know. And I dont believe Jack will tell me.


  Margaret looked at her critically. Youre as white as a sheet, she commented.


  Im frightened, was Jeans simple reply. She turned and led the way back to the sitting-room. As she reached the fireplace she shot round, her eyes wide with terror.
  Margarets involuntary cry was caught back in her throat.


  Ive just realised what Ive been listening for, Jean explained. The click of the gate. And it didnt click. Do you realise what that means?


  Margaret hesitated. We might not hear in this fog, she suggested weakly.


  We heard it click when he came in, Jean reminded her. No, it didnt click because hes still therewaiting.


  But why?


  He doesnt believe what I told him. He believes Jack will be back this evening, and hes going to wait.


  He cant do Dad any harm. I mean, people dont commit murder in your own front garden.


  A man like that might do anything. And, anyway, in your own garden, on a night like this, what could be safer? Not that I think he is going to murder Jack. But hes going to wait
  and jump out on him. Oh, if only we could warn him!


  We dont know where he is.


  We couldnt get at him if we did.


  He wont do Dad any harm, Margaret protested. After all, he came here for us to see him.


  And do you think youd recognise him again, if they put up a dozen chocolate-coloured men in court? Or any one would believe you if you did?


  What can he know about Dad that we dont?


  Perhaps Dad knows a bit too much about him. And a desperate man doesnt stick at anything.


  And you think hes out in the garden there, waiting for Dad? Im going out.


  Dont be a fool, Meg. What could you do?


  Ill go upstairs and see if the fog is quite so thick from that floor. If I could see him hiding in the garden I could get the police or something.


  Id prefer the something. It doesnt look healthy to me, ordinary folk like ourselves getting the police in. Besides, you have to remember Dad. He mightnt want the
  police. And if you are going upstairs, Ill come with you.


  Upstairs the fog pressed as densely against the pane as before. Nothing in the garden was visible. It might have been a waste expanse of water beneath them instead of a trim little lawn, a trim
  little shrubbery, tulips in a round bed and wallflowers in the borders. But if the eyes were impotent, it was still possible to hear; and after the window had been thrown up, letting the strong
  smoky odour of the fog into every corner of the room, a faint, faint sound was discernible in the darkness below them.


  Somethings out there, whispered Jean tensely.


  Can you see anything?


  No. But I can hear. Listen!


  They listened an instant in silence. Then Margaret said slowly, Jean, I think itheis coming nearer. The sounds more that way now. And she pointed with her
  hand to their left.


  The kitchen window! exclaimed Jean. Margaret, could he get in?


  Its shut, but not bolted.


  Ive always told Jack that window was too easy to open from the outside. If he does mean that, hell be in before we can get there.


  He cant move very fast on a night like this.


  These niggers are like cats. They can see everywhere.


  Moving with self-conscious care, they came slipping down the stairs and along the narrow passage leading to the kitchen. It was Margaret who opened the door and put out her hand towards the
  switch of the electric light. The next moment she had uttered a scream and stepped back into Jeans arms.


  What is it? Wont it go on? Meg . . .


  Margaret was shivering from head to foot. Jean, quiet. II touched something. I think it was a face.


  Margaret!


  Hush! Dont you seethe girls voice had sunk to a mere thread of soundif it was a face, hes in here, somewhere in the
  dark.


  They clung together for a petrified instant. Then Jean said, Your father would be ashamed if he could see us now, behaving like two mice, with not an ounce of spirit between us. Put on
  that light, girl, and lets see what it is were up against.


  Obediently Margaret reached a second time for the switch. But, although it clicked, no answering flood of light sprang up.


  The lights gone.


  There are some matches in the dining-room. Get them, quick.


  There was no gainsaying Jean when she spoke in that tone. Even Margaret did not guess at the storm of panic in the older womans breast when she found herself in the dark with something
  unknown, moving she knew not whither, something that might at any instant spring at her out of the dark, drag her down. . . .


  If it is a criminal affair hell not want Margaret or me left to tell the story, she assured herself, convinced that she heard laboured breathing not many yards away. A
  gradual sifting of the acrid odour of fog into the air made her realise that the window must be open, a conclusion that admitted of only one reply to her fears. She turned her eyes to the place
  where she knew the window to be, but on such a night it was impossible to trace its outline in an unlighted room. Margaret, she thought, was being an unconscionable time with the matches. There was
  a sudden noise of creaking furniture. Somethingsomeone?had stumbled against a chair. That sound enabled her to locate the intruder. He could be barely five yards away. She forced
  back a scream, and at that instant Margarets voice called from the passage, I had to open a new packet. But here . . . Obeying a nameless impulse, Jean stepped quickly aside;
  as she did so something moved; she felt a rush of air strike her face. Then at last Margaret struck her match; but before she could lift it high enough to pierce the dark somethingsomeone?blew it out. It might have been a puff of windor it might have been a human breath. Now the intruder was making no attempt to conceal his presence. A chair went over, Jean moved
  again, Margaret kindled a second match, and a shadow vanished through the open window. All in the same instant. Another impulse sent Jean in the direction of the window, and she slammed down the
  sash. It came down easily enough, and too swiftly for whoever was making his escape, for there was a violent jerk, a ripping sound, and then feet in the little cobbled path that connected the side
  door with the street.


  Well, hes gone, whoever he was, commented Jean grimly, but hes left something behind him. Bring that light here, Meg.


  Cautiously they pushed up the sash and Jean extricated a scrap of material, probably torn from a coat.


  He wore brown, didnt he? I knew he hadnt gone.


  Were not likely to trace him by that.


  Jean was pondering deeply. Id like to understand what its all about, she confessed. Why did he want to come in here to-night so badly that he broke in? Jack
  might have come back any minute; we might have got the police. Whats he after?


  I dont know, replied Margaret. What was wrong with the light? She had kindled a little piece of candle, that she now lifted so that its ray fell on the
  ceiling. Why, theres nothing wrong. Only the bulbs been taken away. Here it is on the table here.


  Dont touch it, Jean cautioned her swiftly. Remember that case at Hanwell the other day? They got the man there through fingerprints on a glass. Unless, of course,
  this chap had kept his gloves on.


  I wonder how long he was in the housethat is, if it was the same one?


  Why, how many of them do you think there were, you silly girl?


  I dont know, returned Margaret simply. How should I? But are we absolutely sure that the person who blew out the match is the same as the one who went out of the
  window?


  I hadnt thought of that, Jean confessed. Well, its no use taking any chances. Wed better search the house. No, dont touch that bulb.
  Well lock the door and go through the place, room by room.


  On such a night the most reassuring of houses may seem full of strange sounds, of ghostly footsteps, of voices haunting the stairs and dark corners. Every nightmare of childhoodTommy
  Dodd, the man who lived in the dark cupboard and whose arms were so long that no matter where you crouched he could reach youthe Tiger on the Stairs, the Ghost in the Cornerall these
  returned to follow Margaret up the stairs and in and out of rooms rendered mysterious by fog. Even familiar objects seemed unfriendly to-night; pictures assumed hostile meanings, furniture that
  one had dusted and polished light-heartedly for years seemed half-alive. Something brooded over the house, something alarming and beyond understanding. Once she paused to laugh abruptly at the
  thought that she and her stepmother, two calm, unimaginative women, were really checking up with stealthy footsteps on the movements of a man glimpsed for an instant on the doorstep. It was like a
  dream from which, surely, in another moment they must awake.


  Meanwhile, here they were, snapping on lights, examining corners, peering under beds, opening the doors of cupboards, and at the same instant the Brown Man might have stolen back down the
  passage and be watching their progress from room to room, eager to note their first slip and take advantage of it. In Jeans mind, as, heart thudding, hands shaking, she compelled herself to
  finish her self-imposed task, was the thought, as they entered each room, that perhaps another foot had just left it an instant before. Once even she thought she heard a door close, once she
  believed she discerned a ghostly figure beside a window, but the light dispelled the shadows, the door had blown shut in a draught. Then the final shock smote them. They were standing at the head
  of the staircase when, without warning, the light in the hall went out. Now, except for the scrap of candle, they were in the dark again.


  He did get in, muttered Margaret. Jean, what are we going to do?


  Stop making a fool of yourself, retorted Jean brutally. Maybe it wasnt the man at all. Maybe it was the fog. Ive known electric currents to fail in lesser
  fogs than this. She turned resolutely to the window and stared out. If there was a light burning in yon window wed see it; and theres none, she pronounced after
  a moment. Theyre all out; and if you hold the candle that way, my girl, thatll go out, too.


  If hes a man with a grudge against father, he might think it would be a fine revenge to let him come back and findand find . . .


  Jean swung her arm and caught her stepdaughter a resounding slap.


  And theres more where that came from, she warned her. Are you a woman or a jibbering idiot? It was the fog, I tell you. Margaret, what was that?


  It wasperhaps it was the wind.


  If there was enough wind to make that noise, it would have blown the fog away. It was a voice, Meg, a human voice, and it was outside. Im going down.


  It wasnt Dad. I know his voice. Take care, Jean, I believe its a trap to get you outside.


  Why should any one take all this trouble?


  Suppose it isnt what we thought? Suppose Dad knows something about this man, or has got something dangerous? He may be a criminal and Dads found him out; then if he
  could get hold of you, he could dictate his own terms.


  This is Putney, not Chicago, Jean told her dryly. Listenthere it is again. A cat. Were losing our wits as well as our heads. Come downstairs. Theres
  no one in this house but our two selves, and the steak will be scorched to a cinder, and as for the pudding . . . Still, Id give all the fried steak on earth for a cup of tea.


  Im not as brave as you, Jean, Margaret confessed. Are you sure those lights are just the fog?


  Try one of the upstairs rooms.


  It was speedily shown that all the lights in the house were off; but even that proved nothing. It was simple to cut off electricity at the main.


  Do we go down? Margaret questioned.


  Jean said slowly, If it is his work, and if this mans up against Dad, then Im not so surprised he didnt come back to-night?


  Arent you? observed Margaret dryly. Ever known Dad to run awayand leave us?


  He wouldnt think the chap would come here.


  Looks to me as though Chocolate Face was pretty desperate. They were both silent a minute, remembering that merry little man they both loved who would never be kept away from home
  because of a fog, and so must be skulking somewhere, afraid to return.


  If only hed tell me, Jean burst out.


  Perhaps its one of the things you cant tell.


  But Dads not like that. Dads good.


  Terry says that often its the good ones that get into the worst messes. Being bad is a sort of protection in itself, whereas the good seem to have a skin short. They dont
  know how to look after themselves in the same way.


  It was midnight before Jean could be persuaded to go to bed.


  Dad wont come back now.


  Its funny he hasnt let us know. Hes never done that before.


  Perhaps hes had to go off in a hurry on the firms business. He once went to Halifax without any warning.


  What sort of a firm is it thats going to send a man out in a fog like this? I know he has a bag packed at the office, but it doesnt make sense. Why, I dont suppose
  there are any trains running to Halifax to-night.


  Then perhaps he thought it was too bad to come back at all and he sent us a linethats what he did the Halifax time, you rememberand it hasnt got delivered
  because of the fog.


  He might have made it a telegram.


  Perhaps he didnt think, countered Margaret weakly.


  I was wondering if we should ring up the hospitals. There are always accidents on a night like this.


  If he was able to tell them who he was theyd have been in touch with us already; and ifif he wasnt, hed have papers in his pocket. Either way, wed
  have heard. And he wont thank us for making a fuss if nothings wrong.


  Theres something wrong, all right, said Jean grimly. But most likely he wouldnt want us to start a scare. Maybe in the morning well hear
  something.


  After all, urged Margaret, he has been kept late a lot by the firm these last few weeks.


  I know hes been late.


  You dont believe him when he says its the office?


  Do you?


  Yes, replied Margaret calmly.


  Jean did not pursue the point. Meg could be like that sometimes, like a locked box to which she herself kept the key. No telling what might lie concealed under the lid. Jean sighed and,
  stooping, raked out the fire.


  Youre maybe thinking me a fool, and maybe youre right, but when you feel about a man the way I feel about Jack it makes you a bit silly.


  I know.


  How can you know, a girl like you?


  Theres Terry.


  Wait till youve been married seven years. Youll laugh then at what you feel now.


  Ill never do that, returned Margaret soberly.


  The electric current was still off, and they went to bed by candle-light. Margarets was soon extinguished, but Jean allowed her candle to flicker down into a mess of wax before she put
  out a finger and thumb and pinched the wick to death.


  A little while after this, when he felt the house had at length settled down for what remained of the night, the man who had been all this time concealed in the garden emerged, half-frozen, sick
  with the fumes of the fog, raging at his enforced vigil, and tiptoed softly round the house, trying all the windows and doors, without effect. A fly, he told himself savagely, could not get into a
  house so securely barred. Abandoning his hopes at last, he stole up and left an envelope propped against one of the uprights of the porch, and then crept noiselessly away. Only the treacherous gate
  betrayed him. Jean, waking from an uneasy doze, heard the tell-tale creak and, sitting up in bed, called her husbands name. It was some minutes before she recollected the position; then,
  instantly wide awake, she put on a dressing-gown and went down to the hall. Once there, however, she hesitated. It might have been her imagination, in which case there could be no harm in opening
  the door and reassuring herself that she was simply the victim of her own nervous condition. But, on the other hand, it might be a trick of the strangers to effect an entrance.


  Its queer how much more helpless you feel in a night-dress, she reminded herself.


  Standing there, irresolute, she called, Jack! Jack! in a low voice. But there was no reply, and after a minute she stole back to bed, chiding herself for her folly.


  At about the same instant the Man in Brown was fishing a latch-key out of his pocket and letting himself softly into the house where he had furnished rooms.
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