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  Chapter One


  AS SOON AS he set eyes on The Haven, Edmund Durward knew that his search was at an end. The Haven was emphatically not everybodys house. It stood
  in a hollow, overwhelmed by green-black trees of incredible age; creepers were draped round the window frames, darkening the rooms whose low ceilings made them dark enough in any case. The knocker
  resounded with a hollow clang, proclaiming the emptiness within. For half a mile in every direction there was nothing to be seen but dense woodland, with an occasional black pool whose waters
  seemed unfathomable. When at length he procured a key Durward found the place inches thick in dust. Cobwebs overspread the furniture, the draperies, the black beams of the ceilings. But when these
  were cleared away, when the creepers were cut back and life moved here again, it seemed to the man that the house would have a certain macabre charm. Whoever had furnished it had had a vast
  admiration for the Victorians. The walls were papered in satin stripes with true-lovers knots and baskets of flowers. There was an abundance of red plush, gilt picture framing, ornaments,
  hand-painted china, woollen mats and fancy work. The lighting was by oil, water was pumped; knickknacks by the hundred stood about on little gimcrack tables.


  A ladys house, he decided. Very suitable for one whose profession is a ladies man.


  He took the place furnished on a quarterly tenancy, rent in advance, and moved in without delay. The solitude had no terrors for him. For the activities he had in mind he could have found no
  place more convenient. There was some trouble in getting his really vast quantity of luggage down the drive, that was half a mile long and, in bad weather, as sticky as a Christmas pudding. By dint
  of encouragement and bribery, however, he had the boxes carried up the narrow stairs, the chests of books unpacked and the cases removed to the woodshed.


  Im going to find that woodshed useful, he said. There doesnt appear to be a lumber room in the place.


  You take care theyre not stolen, the foreman warned him.


  Durward laughed. By the rabbits? I dont appear to have neighbours nearer than three-quarters of a mile. Still, I can keep the place locked. At all events it would prevent tramps
  sleeping on the premises.


  What dyou make of him, Bill? one man asked the other as they tramped back to the gate, half a mile of plodding, mainly uphill.


  One of two things. Either es dotty or es a Nazi agent. Id as soon bet one as the other.


  Nazi agent? E wouldnt learn much in the Bottom.


  Good place for a secret radio. Besides, theyre cunning, these chaps. That wood ud be a treat for parachute landings.


  So long as its not me on the parachute. Why, youd be tore to bits on those trees and land in a pond like as not.


  The village dubbed him the Mystery Man from the start, and was intensely curious about him. But when they did meet him he seemed not merely harmless but attractive.


  Ah, you wait, said Mrs. Hart, the little cockney who obliged him in the mornings. The war had been a godsend to Mrs. Hart. A work-shy husband (he called it air-raid
  nerves himself) made it necessary for her to labour overtime, but until Hitlers hordes drove people out of London there hadnt really been enough work to go round. Now, however, she
  could work all day and night, and her husband sometimes wondered aloud why she didnt.


  Give me a bit of rest, he remarked sourly.


  You and yer rest, scoffed Mrs. Hart. Why, you never do nothing else. I should think youd get tired of resting one of these days.


  So I will, Hart promised her. Do a bit of work on you if youre not careful.


  You! his wife taunted him. She was a little bit of a creature, the size of a cock sparrow, but she had the sort of spirit people talk about on the wireless and the imagination of a
  detective writer. Why, Id be in the next county before you picked up your great lazy ulk.


  One of these days, he threatened, but she only laughed.


  Youll never get shut of a woman that works er fingers to the bone to keep you in luxury. Proper gentleman you are, arent you? And that makes me a lady, dont
  it? She stuck out her tongue and vanished.


  Whats the new man at The Haven like? Miss Martin asked her a few days after Durwards arrival. Mrs. Hart obliged Miss Martin too.


  Film star, said Mrs. Hart briefly. Oh, lovely. Blue eyes, black air, little moustache. Ever such a nice way of talking es got.


  Wonder what hes doing at The Haven, speculated Miss Martin.


  Running away from is wife I shouldnt wonder. Or arf a dozen of them praps. Es the kind thats got glammer. Coo! What wouldnt I do
  with an usband like that.


  What does he do all day?


  Writes. Scratch, scratch, scratch, like a mouse. Oh, well, theyre all dotty, these writers.


  Miss Martin nodded. She and her friend, Miss Grainger, lived in a cottage called The Buddies, and reared everything small and inexpensive that could be persuaded to breed. Cats, rabbits, hens,
  ducks, there was always an accouchement in progress somewhere on the premises.


  Violet, shouted Miss Martin, who was a short, stout woman wearing the blue-gray uniform with yellow trimmings that marked her a member of a prominent voluntary service. Are
  you in your room? Im coming up.


  For heavens sake, dont go in, exclaimed Violet Grainger, appearing at the head of the staircase. Josephine will give birth at any minute, and you know how
  sensitive she is.


  I hope shell be sensitive enough to have real Manxes this time, thats all. These kittens with apologies for tails are worse than the usual kind. Ive been asking Mrs.
  Hart about that man at The Haven, she added, joining her friend on the landing. She says hes a writer and has glamour.


  Mrs. Harts middle name is the Daily Liar, as you know. I wonder if he realizes what a snake hes taken into his bosom.


  It sounds as though he might be worth cultivating. Perhaps hed write something for the Womens Institute for us. Im going to take a rabbit up there this afternoon and
  see him for myself. Good neighbours, you know.


  He probably came here to escape them.


  Mrs. Hart thinks it was a wife.


  I wouldnt be surprised to hear it was the police. If he is an author, why havent we heard his name?


  He probably writes under a nom de plume.


  Only people whore ashamed of their work do that.


  He might be modest, if you can imagine a modest author. Anyway, Im going to smell round and see what I can find out.


  Mr. Durwards name was better known to Miss Martin than she realized, and he had certainly just finished writing when she came tramping down the path the same afternoon, swinging a defunct
  rabbit by its ears. Mrs. Hart having departed at midday, he himself answered the bell. For once, thought the visitor, Mrs. Hart seemed to have told the truth. Durward was a tall, soldierly-looking
  man, with eyes of a peculiarly deep blue under peaked black brows, a trim black moustache, long narrow hands and feet and a charming, slightly diffident manner. Oh, good afternoon, he
  said, regarding the rabbit with some apprehension.


  Thought Id just make your acquaintance, said Miss Martin, breezily. Neighbours and all that. Live at The Buddies. Youre alone here, I gather. If theres
  anything we can do . . . shopping at Bridport, fr instance. We go in every Friday, and if youre busy or short of petrol and care to give us a list . . .


  Youre most kind, ejaculated the rather overwhelmed Mr. Durward. As a matter of fact, Im expecting my wife in two or three weeks. . . .


  Hm. Hope shell like living in Bells Bottom. Its supposed to be haunted, you know.


  Oh, shes not superstitious, said Durward thankfully. Yes, Ive heard about the ghost. Mrs. Hart saw to that.


  Youre not Irish? suggested Miss Martin, wondering if this man generally conducted conversations leaning against the door lintel or if there was some more sinister
  explanation of his reluctance to invite her within. Well, then, perhaps you wont see her. As a matter of fact, shes only supposed to appear to women.


  Then we must hope my wife wont be bombarded with the story as soon as she arrives. His tone was cool, courteous, charming.


  Youve a hope, if youre keeping Mrs. Hart.


  Just until I can make more permanent arrangements.


  Miss Martin shook her sturdy graying head. You wont, not here. Most of the local women wouldnt set foot in the place. Youre lucky to have got Mrs. Hart.


  I must try and get someone not a local woman.


  The local women will soon put the wind up her. Oh! She seemed to remember the rabbit she was carrying. Ive brought a contribution to your larder. She swung the
  limp fur bundle in his direction. Mr. Durward fielded it neatly.


  How very kind! I suppose Mrs. Hart can deal with rabbit.


  Ill clean it myself for you, if you like.


  Certainly not. I shouldnt dream of letting you do such a thing. He didnt seem very pleased with the rabbit now he had it.


  Its no use looking scornfully at bunny if youre going to stay in this part of the world, Miss Martin assured him in her penetrating voice. This isnt
  London.


  I dont come from London.


  More used to the country, I dare say. Whats your part of the world?


  But Durward, diffident though he might appear, had no intention of being drawn. This is a very charming part of the countryside, isnt it? So quiet.


  Oh, we get about, said Miss Martin quickly. Youd be surprised. I expect youll be joining the Home Guard. They have manuvres all the time. I belong to
  the Pelicans, and we look after the canteen arrangements.


  Actually, said Mr. Durward, Ive had a nervous breakdown. Ive got to avoid anything in the nature of energetic movement for a bit.


  Funny, said Miss Martin, you dont look at all that sort. Id have said you were as strong as a horse.


  You should ask my wife, returned Durward, with a faint smile.


  I will when she comes. When did you say you were expecting her?


  As soon as she can get things settled up. Shes the business head.


  You write, dont you? I was wondering if youd help with our Womens Institute. A one-act play, you know. Its so hard to find anything without a royalty attached.
  Or perhaps you act yourself.


  Not professionally, said Durward, giving her an odd smile. His lips were laughing, but his blue eyes were wary.


  Anyway, were glad to get any men these days. Are you going to accept bunny?


  Thank you very much. I wonder if I might ask a favour of you?


  Im sure you can. As a good neighbour . . .


  Durward took a letter out of his pocket. I was just going to post this. It would save me a mile of walking if youd slip it in my post box as you go by. Its fixed on the
  fence by the gate. The postman collects my stuff when he leaves the letters, and hell be coming in about half an hour.


  Of course Ill post it. Its a long tramp for you every time, right up to the gate. She slipped the letter into her uniform pocket.


  A little effort of mine for the Morning News, smiled Durward, anticipating the moment when she would examine the envelope for herself.


  Fascinating job, writing, suggested Miss Martin. Seems queer for a man, but I always say it takes all sorts to make a world. Whens this going to be
  published?


  In the course of the next day or two.


  Ill look out for it.


  Oh, it wont be signed, Durward assured her. Im not famous enough for thatyet.


  Im sure you will be. Durward smiled politely, but made no reply. Anyway, Im glad youve come, she told him heartily. Only hope you
  wont find this place too gloomy. They offered it to us, but I said when I wanted to be buried there was nothing wrong with the churchyard.


  Its been standing empty some time, Durward acknowledged.


  Not surprised. Too much out of the world, too damp, too sinister.


  Perhaps it only wants living in, the man suggested.


  You may be right. At present it feels as though its been mainly used for dying in.


  Again he flung her an odd look, but said nothing. Miss Martin took the hintand her leave.


  Hes got a wife, she told Miss Grainger on her return. Shes coming down in the next two or three weeks.


  Sez he. Miss Grainger prided herself on putting a bit of ginger into things. Id like to see her marriage lines. Well, would any wife bury herself away here? No,
  theres more to this than meets the eye, Evelyn. We may find our pictures in the papers yet.


  II


  The envelope posted by Miss Martin reached the offices of the Morning News the following day, the 4th November, 1940, and the advertisement appeared in the
  papers personal column the next morning. It read:


  
    
      MIDDLE-AGED Gentleman, single, wishes to meet Gentlewoman, aged 3542, view matrimony. Independent means. Should appreciate quiet country life. No family ties essential.
      Write Box 702, Morning News, London, E.C.4.

    

  


  It was observed with some interest by a variety of people.


  Arthur Crook saw it in the tube on his way to his office in Bloomsbury Street. When he arrived, he pointed it out to his A.D.C., Bill Parsons.


  Might as well file that, he said. There may be a job of work for us within the year.


  Bill looked at the paper and nodded. Think this might be The Shiner on the warpath?


  It could be, Bill. It could be. And if it aint its his twin brother. How many answers should you think this chap will get?


  Bill raised his black brows. Couple of hundred?


  Couple of thousand more like. On my word, Bill, I sometimes wonder whats the sense of the higher education of women, seeing most of them dont seem able to read. Have they
  never heard of Landru or George Joseph Smith or that chap, Dougal, who put his wife in a moat and made merry with the next girl? Dont they know no man has to spend good money advertising for
  a wife unless hes a wrong un? And dont it rouse the teeniest suspicion when they see he isnt even interested in them till theyre beginnin to drop off the
  perch? Think of all the women of fifty-and-the-rest whore goin to answer this and say they were forty-one last birthday. Think of the boom theres goin to be in hair
  tintin during the next few days, and mud packs and surgical needles. And you take my word for it, Bill, therell be another Trunk Mystery in the next few months, and thats where
  you and me will come in.


  Miss Agatha Forbes read it over her frugal breakfast of tea and toast and honey. She was forty-six years old and had had a drab existence to date. Up till the age of thirty-five she had tended
  an invalid mother and smoothed life for that ladys irascible husband. From thirty-five to thirty-nine she had listened to other women telling her how they envied her Dear Mr. Forbes. At any
  time during those four years she would willingly have traded Mr. Forbes for an income of three pounds a week and a room of her own. Patiently she trailed a line of hopeful widows in front of the
  widower, but that gentleman knew when he was well off, and the widows faded out like last winters snow. When he died unexpectedly of pneumonia Agatha found herself in possession of three
  hundred pounds a year and the furniture, all of which she hated because of its associations. She remained alone in the suburban house for another twelve months, partly because the shock of her
  liberty numbed her senses, but also because she felt that in some way she would be defrauding the landlord if she moved out before the lease had expired. At the end of the year she sold all the
  furniture and took a two-roomed flat in London that she filled with the kind of chairs and tables she had always wanted and, to complete the metamorphosis, had a permanent wave and bought a jar of
  rouge, price one-and-nine. She also had her ears pierced and replaced her gold-rimmed spectacles by the invisible sort that are so much kinder to the middle-aged face. At the age of forty-one she
  discovered there were institutions called Womens Clubs where solitary and undistinguished females may mingle with amusing people who have done things, among whom Agatha felt it might be
  possible to build up a new life. By good fortune, her vicars wife was able to give her an introduction to the secretary of the Hiawatha, and after a little doubt as to her qualifications her
  cheque was passed and she found herself one of the two thousand members of one of Londons most prominent womens clubs. She was, as they say, a good club member, which meant that she
  bought tickets for every club activity and was prepared to sit on committees and back up the chairman. It was scarcely a gay and colourful existence such as she had sometimes dreamed, but, at
  least, she could open her diary and see a number of engagements dotting the pages. Also, since the experience of many of her fellow members seemed much the same as her own, she could generally find
  someone to accompany her to the pictures (at matinee prices) and share her table at luncheon. She began to pay some attention to clothes and to learn what she could and what she shouldnt
  wear. Coats and skirts in sober colourings were for her, she found, and she had her hair discreetly cut and rolled on her neck. She ceased buying shoes from the sixteen-and-nine tray and paid
  thirty-five shillings instead; she wore small pearl earrings and her mothers diamond ring, with the result that, whereas when she joined the Hiawatha she was forty-one and looked ten years
  older, on the morning that she read the advertisement she was forty-six and looked rather less than her age.


  She saw the advertisement quite by chance when she turned to the back sheet of the paper to see the text for the day. The text said: Good luck have thou with thine honour, and
  immediately underneath was the advice that a middle-aged gentleman, single, wished to meet a lady with a view to matrimony.


  What sort of women answer advertisements like that? wondered Miss Forbes, turning back to see what the Prime Minister had said about home defence and the duty of the civilian on
  the previous day. But for once she couldnt concentrate on Mr. Churchill. She wondered why a man whose intentions were sinister should stipulate that his correspondents should be middle-aged.
  What sort of a man can he be? she demanded. For some reason she could not put the thought of him out of her mind. It was easy to say, as her friend, Grace Knowles, certainly would,
  Hes a bad lot, but wasnt it possible that there were men who, like herself, were shy, lonely, eager for human warmth and companionship, and lacked the usual facilities
  for meeting the right sort of mate? She pictured him in his remote country home, wording the advertisementhopefully? nervously?impossible to tell. Perhaps it was a jokebut, if
  so, what did he expect to gain? And when the answers came in, would he open them anxiously, wondering if the right sort of woman had applied?


  Im the last person to make light of loneliness, she chid herself, since I know it is like a mist hiding the rest of the world from sight.


  For the twentieth time she reread the advertisement. She could not have said precisely when it came to her that she was going to answer it. If it was a practical joke, then no harm would be
  done, but what if it were genuine? What if Fate were giving her this last opportunity to snatch at romance before the candle went out for good? There was a song Mr. Forbes used to sing at church
  socials; he had been great on church socials.


  
    
      Fate gives us all one chance, they say,


      She gave me mine that November day,


      She gave me mine and I threw it away.

    

  


  It seemed to her an omen that the text for the morning should be one about honour. It almost seemed a promise that the advertisement was genuine. Providing herself with a pencil
  and a government circular on What to do in an Invasion, she began to draft a reply on the back. She wrote:


  

  
  DEAR SIR,I have seen your insertion in this mornings News and, feeling that it may be a case of
  one lonely person desiring the companionship of another similarly situated, I am answering it and should like further details. I am the daughter of a professional man, unmarried, with a small
  private income over which I have complete control. I am entirely without relations, which is one of my reasons for wishing to establish myself in a home of my own. I am most domesticated and have
  experience of cooking, nursing, etc. I enjoy a quiet life and have always wanted to live in the country, so I feel we may have much in common. If I have misunderstood your motive and the
  advertisement was a practical joke, please disregard this letter but, being myself a person of few friends and having, as I say, no ties, I can feel sympathetically towards one who may be driven by
  circumstances to seek for a congenial companion in this somewhat unconventional manner. Naturally, we should wish to exchange references should you be interested enough to reply to this
  letter.


  Laying down the pencil, she read through what she had written. It sounded remarkably like an application for a post of housekeeper, but that, she told herself, was probably
  what it was. As an afterthought she added the precise amount of her income, and then to show that a dishonourable connection had no appeal for her she wrote, I am a Member of the Church of
  England and should wish to be married according to its rites. This final sentence gave her a sudden sense of security, like some fire fighter who, having patrolled for weeks bare-headed, is
  suddenly issued with a steel helmet.


  I stand to lose nothing, she told herself firmly. If he puts the letter on the firewell, I am no worse off. And if he answers it, then I am still free if his
  proposition fails to appeal. In any case, I can scarcely be more lonely than I am, and every step I have taken since Papas death has been an advance.


  Sealing the letter, she wrote the address in her neat, firm hand.


  God moves in a mysterious way, she reminded herself, affixing the stamp. Wise ones nor mighty for His work He chooses . . . No, but people like poor, insignificant
  Agatha Forbes, starved of happiness for so long, and now, perhaps to reap a belated harvest.


  The knowledge of what she had done made her cool and resolved at the committee meeting she attended the same afternoon. As usual Lady Queue-Greene was in the chair, full of talk of
  Womans Share in the War. She had a way of speaking that reminded you of a Pekineseyap, yap, yap, arrogant pug-nose in the air. Grace Knowles was also on the committee,
  and she took the chair next to Agathas. She looked rather like her friend and her private history was much the same, except that she had been tormented by a hypochondriacal mother instead of
  a selfish father.


  The first thing to be decided, said Lady Queue-Greene, is the election of a secretary to this new sub-committee. I feel it is most important that we should get the right
  person. She can, in a sense, make or mar our work. Now thenshe looked at the women gathered round the tableMiss Forbes, I wonder if you would undertake this duty? I feel
  sure you would be most reliable.


  Seconded, said Miss Knowles enthusiastically.


  Wonderful to be so methodical, sighed little Mrs. Benson.


  Then we may take that as settled, announced Lady Queue-Greene. Those in favour. Thank you.


  And then Agatha upset all her plans by announcing that she was very sorry but her own plans were uncertain; she might be leaving town, and in the circumstances . . .


  Surely, Miss Forbes, you are not going to allow That Man to drive you out of London? boomed Lady Queue-Greene. I always feel that people like ourselves should set an example
  to the others.


  Its nothing to do with raids, said Agatha quickly, but she saw at once that no one believed her. They thought she couldnt take it. The sudden colour flamed into her
  pale cheeks.


  As a matter of fact, she said, before she could stop herself, II may be getting married.


  The moment the words were spoken she would have given anything to recall them. Shemarried? Why on earth should Box 702 pick her out of the probably enormous number of women who would
  answer his demands? Yet hope persisted. All the same, it hadnt been wise to share the secret. She could see the faces round her stiffening with disbelief. There was a breathless, an
  incredulous hush. Then Grace Knowles whispered, Oh, Agatha! But you never told me.


  Itit isnt settled yet, stammered Miss Forbes. Its just that so long as its in the air, so to speak, I dont think I ought to accept
  responsibilities I might have to relinquish at short notice.


  Lady Queue-Greene leaned her ample bosom on the table. You dont think perhaps, at your age, it might be imprudent, Miss Forbes?


  As to that, said Agatha, regaining her spirits, it might be less imprudent now than twenty years ago. At least, if it is a mistake, I shall have twenty years less to pay for
  it.


  Lady Queue-Greene leaned back once more. Quite an elderly man, I presume, Miss Forbes?


  Middle-aged, decided Agatha.


  Youd imagine to hear them talk that most men expected to live to be a hundred and forty, said a woman on the farther side of the table.


  Agatha felt as though shed got into the zoo when all the cage doors were open.


  Naturally, said her ladyship, you must do whatever you think best for yourself, but, in the meantime, the question of a secretary is most pressing. Now, Miss
  Knowlesyou arent thinking of getting married? She smiled playfully. Miss Knowles turned an unbecoming crimson.


  No, no. But its a responsible positionIm not sure . . .


  Im sure you will be splendid, said Lady Queue-Greene. Miss Forbes, youll be certain to let us know the date of the wedding, wont you?
  We shouldnt like to miss that.


  I told you, its not definite yet, said Agatha miserably. The eyes of the women round her met comprehendingly. Hasnt brought him up to scratch, thought Miss Wharton.
  Not a gentleman, Im afraid, decided Grace Knowles. Perhaps shes not really going to be married, speculated Lady Queue-Greene. Still waters run deep. . . .


  After the meeting Agatha had tea with Miss Knowles and Miss Wharton, and spent the time parrying their questions. She felt she could scarcely protest that she couldnt answer them because
  she knew practically no more about the bridegroom-elect than they knew themselves. At a quarter to six she invented an engagement and escaped to a cinema, where she saw a rip-roaring melodrama of a
  woman who married a man she picked up in the train and was subsequently deposited beneath the kitchen flags.


  Very improbable, Agatha told herself severely, waiting for her No. 14 bus. That sort of thing doesnt happen in real life.


  Fateand Mr. Crookcould have told her different.
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