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  Chapter One


  
    
      This is a London particulara fog, miss.


      BLEAK HOUSE.

    

  


  


  THE FOG, that had begun as a grey mist about three oclock, thickened as the afternoon drew on until by night it hung, a thick grey blanket,
  obscuring London and the outlying suburbs. It was almost eleven oclock when Mr. Arthur Crook, aware that for once nature had superseded the blackout regulations, drew back the curtains of
  his office in 123 Bloomsbury Street and stared at the impenetrable fog. When he thrust out his hand he could see nothing, and might have supposed himself poised over chaos but for the distant sound
  of an occasional footstep muffled by the fog or a whisper checked by the atmosphere, that came floating through the dark. He was quite unperturbed by the realisation that he had to return to
  Earls Court and had some way to go to the nearest tube station. He said he was like a cat, he could see in the dark, and it would be ungracious in him to decry fogs since they brought him so
  much business.


  Fogs are like everything else, he used to tell Bill Parsons. One mans meatyou know the rest of it. A. walks into the road and is run down by a jeep and says,
  if hes capable of saying anything, This damned fog. But B.s hanging about in an empty doorway, waiting, and the selfsame fog is a godsend to him.


  As he stood at the window to-night he thought of that anonymous brotherhood of whom it might be said, Theirs is the kingdom of darkness. On such a night as this they would be lurking unsuspected
  in corners awaiting their victims, following them on silent feet down black roads, noiseless and insubstantial as shadows, creeping out to do their grievous work, and vanishing again like ghosts.
  Far off he heard the mournful strident note of a siren on the river and he thought that there, too, death was lurking. The respectable, the simple, the faint-hearted would at this hour be sitting
  round their firesides or hunched in their comfortable beds. How quiet it is, they would say, nothing moving. Its like being in a world of the dead.


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


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


  As bad a fog as ever I recall, he decided. He knew that when he was on the pavement he wouldnt be able to see the kerb, while even the railings close at hand would be felt
  rather than seen. Work for the doctor, he thought, work for the wrongun, for the desperate, for the police and the mortician, and work for lawyers like Arthur Crook, who cater specially for
  the reckless and the lawless and who was known as the Criminals Hope and the Judges Despair.


  Picking up a pencil in his big freckled fist he scrawled FOG in capital letters on his desk diary. Thered never been a fog yet that hadnt brought him work and he didnt
  imagine this one would be any exception. He pulled on his rough brown overcoat over his bright brown suit, jammed his brown derby hat over his red-brown eyebrows, turned up his coat collar, shoved
  the gloves he never wore into the pocket of his coata man walking alone in a fog is wise to keep his hands freeand walked out into the dark. As he closed the big street door the
  telephone in his office on the top floor began to ring. It rang and rang with the forlorn ferocity of neglected phones, but no one came to answer it, and after a time it stopped.


  He got home without mishap. There were letters lying on the matthere always were. There was beer in the cupboard, too, and he drew on that. And rather unusually, for he believed in riding
  your imagination on the curb, he found himself wondering about all those people for whom this would be the last night on earth. . . .


  The young girl, Nora Deane, emerged from the south of the station of the prosperous suburb of Charlbury and stopped, appalled at the darkness. How on earth could she hope to
  find her way in unfamiliar surroundings on such a night? Yet it was urgent that she should lose no more time. She began to recall the instructions she had been given by telephone earlier that day,
  when she was disturbed from her brief holiday to come to nurse Mrs. Newstead of 12 Askew Avenue, Charlbury.


  There is a small common opposite the station, matron had said. You cross that and you will then find yourself in a broad residential street. Askew Avenue is a turning on
  the right. Its not more than ten minutes from the station, Mr. Newstead says, and as youll only be carrying a small case, you can easily walk.


  But when matron said that she had not visualised the fog, the eerie sounds not significant in daylight, the complete absence of landmarks, her own ignorance of the locality; and she certainly
  had not supposed that Nora would be arriving at eleven oclock at night, her train having been delayed three hours by the weather and an accident on the line due to the same cause. It might,
  thought the girl, even be unsafe to venture into the roadway, lest some benighted vehicle purring softly through the dark, ran her down.


  She advanced uncertainly as far as the kerb, and hesitated again. Perhaps it would be wisest to ring up the house and announce her late arrival. Probably they had given her up for the night.
  Still, that would only involve further delay and she knew, for matron had told her, that there was no one who could come and meet her.


  Mr. Newstead says his wife is quite alone except for himself, she had said. Of course, a nurse is under no obligation to do more than the duties for which shes
  engaged, but Im sure youll do your best to help while things are so difficult. Mr. Newstead seemed so distressed about his wife. . . . That was matron all over. A man only had
  to step on the soft pedal and she would start promising all kinds of things. No doubt she had said the nurse she was sending was young and obliging and would be glad to help until they got someone
  else. When it came to what was actually wrong with Mrs. Newstead she had been more vague. A sort of breakdown, she thought. Probably as mad as a wild horse and will throw things at me, reflected
  Nora, feeling the gloom of the night enter her soul.


  Lost anything?


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


  Ioh, you did startle me. I didnt know there was any one there.


  Ive just come up from the station. You were so still I thought you might be copying Lots wife.


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


  Which way are you going?


  Over the Common to a place called Askew Avenue.


  Far?


  Matron says its only ten minutes, but I should think it might be an hour in weather like this. The trouble is I dont know the way. Ive never been here before.
  Id thought there might be a cab. . . .


  On this sort of night? The drawling voice sounded amusedor was it merely supercilious? Still, half a miles not a very long journey. Ill go with you
  and find the way. This case all your baggage?


  Yes. I daresay Ill only be here a few days. . . .


  Planning to kill or cure your patient at short notice? You do know your own mind, dont you, even if you are afraid of the dark. Well, give it to me.


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


  Its quite all right. Really. I . . .


  If I hadnt turned up I believe youd have been found standing on the kerb to-morrow morning.


  But its quite light. . . .


  Im glad somethings light. My mother brought me up to be a little gentleman, and a gentleman always acts as a beast of burden. Still, it was considerate of you not to bring
  a larger case. Ready?


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


  Before she could speak again, however, he had grasped her arm and, saying, Coasts clear, was leading her across the road.


  Staying with friends? he asked casually. Oh, no, you told me you were on a case. I suppose you wont find the house locked for the night?


  That would be too dreadful. I should have to knock them up. But no doubt theyll be expecting me.


  Youre whats known as an optimist, arent you? I didnt know there were any left.


  She explained, a little breathless from the speed they were making, Its urgent. Theres no one else in the house but my patient and her husband. Otherwise I could have
  waited till morning.


  But you didnt know about this fog when you started, did you?


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


  I cant carry you as well as the case, said the young man. Where did you come from?


  A place called Ropers End. Its a little place on the river. I was spending the week-end there.


  With friends?


  No. Just a rest. Id had rather a hard case before this and of course theres still a great shortage of nurses.


  So you were all alone? Havent you any friends?


  Inot many, not in London.


  Thats a mistake. But perhaps you cant help it.


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


  And you came south to make your fortune.


  To work.


  Thats what I said. Whats the matter?


  Youyou pinched my arm.


  We have to cross here.


  Oh, I see. Its very kind of you to come with me, she added with something of an effort.


  And at the present moment you wish nothing but that Id give you back your case and vanish into the fog? No, dont blame yourself. Its nothing you said. Besides, it
  shows you were nicely brought-up. All the same, this is no night for a young lady to be out alone. And for all you know Im your guardian angelfor this occasion only.


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


  Its very kind of you, she said again, in a confused voice. I dont think Id ever have found my way alone.


  Thats what I thought. Whats your name?


  Nora Deane.


  I wish I could see you, Nora Deane. Ill tell you what I think you look like. Small and darkwhat colour are your eyes?


  Aa sort of violet.


  And youve got a small mouthright? And plenty of courage, and youre very independent. . . . He was laughing now and she knew it. How old are you?


  Twenty-three. You havent told me anything about yourself, though.


  What do you want to know?


  Whats your name, to begin with?


  He paused, as though he hadnt heard what she said. Then, as fear began to prick through her, he replied lightly, You can call me Sammy, if you like.


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


  Well, dont you think its rather a nice name? What are your friends generally called? Oh, but I forgot. You havent got any. You know, thats very unwise. You
  should remedy it. Friends are often the only barrier between oneself and disaster.


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


  Do you need to ask that? demanded Sammy. Isnt my profession obvious? Im a squire of damesin the dark. What you would probably call an
  adventurer.


  I dont think I understand.


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


  Im not sure. I thought you knew.


  I? Ive never been here before.


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


  Oh, please. Dont. I mean, youve got my case.


  Well, youre not going to spend the night on that particular paving-stone, are you? Youll catch your death of cold.


  ButI must get to Askew Avenue. Theyre expecting me. And Im so terribly late. She had an appalling fear that she was going to cry. Wait a moment.
  Ive got a torch here.


  She could hear him laughing. I dont know how much good you expect a torch to be in weather like this.


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


  I dont know how many weve passed already. It may be behind us.


  She said desperately, If you dont know your way about, what are you doing here?


  Ive told youdispensation of Providence. Im your guardian angel, though whether you really need one or not remains to be seen. Whats the name of these people
  youre going to?


  Newstead. I dont know what you meant about being a guardian angel. Im not in any danger.


  You can never be certain. Isnt it odd, he went on conversationally, how fog creates a world of its own? Even if you knew this place well, it would be as strange as
  a foreign land on a night like this.


  She said fiercely, I hate fogstheyre cruel. They mean death.


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


  I was thinking of ships being run down on the riverpeople being run down on roads. . . .


  He said, If I wanted to commit a murder Id choose a night like this. I dont see how theyd ever identify you. For one thing, no ones about. We havent
  heard much less seen a soul since we left the station. We havent even seen a lighted window. I doubt whether any one in the neighbourhood so much as realises that any one else is
  abroad.


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


  Who can prove that a traveller fromwhere was it you said you came from?Ropers End, gave up a ticket. And someone else coming in the opposite direction. Do you think that
  would get you very far? No one saw us leave together.


  Oh, but they must.


  No. Dont you remember you turned to the right to come up some steps after youd given up your ticket? No one could have seen us. You could no more be identified than the
  invisible man.


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


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


  The pleasure is mine. By the way, whens your day off?


  II dont know.


  Dont tell me you dont have one. I thought nurses had a trades union or something.


  I shant know about that till Ive been at the house a few days.


  Still, you get some time off during the day, dont you?


  Im supposed to get two hours, generally from two to four, but some of them prefer you to take four to six. Then if they have friends coming in they can have them to tea. But Mrs.
  Newstead sounds quite ill; probably she has no one coming in. I dont really know, you see. . . .


  I shall come for you at two oclock to-morrow, said Sammy, calmly.


  Oh, no, please. Not the first day.


  Begin as you meant to go on. I can see youre the kind to be put upon. Two oclock. What number did you say this house was?


  Twelve.


  Yours is the next one then. Dont forget. Two oclock to-morrow.


  He pushed open the gate and thrust her case into her hand. Thank you, she murmured. It was very kind. . . . She wanted to get out of the dark night where strange
  invisible men spoke to you and walked with you, wanted to get into the light and warmth of a house, see familiar surroundings, hear voices saying homely things. She hurried up the path and cannoned
  against a monkey-puzzler tree growing in front of the door. Extricating herself, feeling pricked and dishevelled, she found the step and felt for the bell. Now that she was here she began to
  shiver. That was the cold, of course. Fog always made you cold. She remembered that she hadnt heard Sammys footsteps move away; it might be that he was still at the gate, might even
  be watching to see if she got into the house. She pressed the bell and heard a trill from the darkness. Nothing whispered to her of the peril in which she stood; no inward voice said Get away
  while you can, while youre still safe. Never mind the fog, never mind the strangeness of unfamiliar streets. Keep away from this house, keep away, keep away. Desperately she rang the bell a
  second time. Now nothing seemed to matter but that she should get inside, out of the dangers of the dark. And, unheard by her, her guardian angel of the past thirty minutes had gone; now she was
  defenceless indeed, like some small creature battering feverishly on the door leading to destruction. But she didnt know. She only thought of lights and warmth and the security of a job.
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