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  Chapter One


  DR. OLIVER STUART looked with interest at the last name on his list of appointments for the day. Mrs.
  Rose East. He knew nothing about her, less than he did about most of his patients since she had not been introduced by a doctor, but had telephoned out of the blue to his secretary asking for an
  appointment. Miss Lasker had explained that he only saw people through the medium of their doctors, to which she had replied, I have no doctor. Please ask him to make an exception in my
  case. I am desperatedesperate.


  She sounded quite young and absolutely at the end of her tether, added Miss Lasker, reporting the message. I should think shes quite likely to put her head in a gas
  oven if someone doesnt help her.


  That kind generally puts its head in a gas oven in any event, was Stuarts grim retort, and Id as soon she did it on her own responsibility.


  Nevertheless, because he was a man who took his calling with great seriousness, he agreed to waive professional etiquette in this instance and fit Mrs. East in at the end of the day.


  Now he was waiting for her to come through that door. He supposed it was another case of a maladjusted marriage; that was usually why wives wanted to consult him. The unmarried ones were often
  more difficult because it was harder for him to explain to them the source of their distress.


  Mrs. East, said Miss Laskers voice, and a girl came into the room.


  He rose mechanically, putting out his hand, saying, How do you do? and Wont you sit down? but he scarcely realised what he was doing. His first thought was
  that she was the loveliest thing he had ever seen. She was quite young, not more than twenty-five, he decided, and obviously money wasnt her trouble, not the lack of it anyway. She was
  dressed in a tailored black suit, very plain, very perfect, with a blouse of some red silk stuff and a ridiculous red hat that came down over one eye and was trimmed with a long sweeping red
  feather. Rather big red plastic ear-rings matched her lapel ornament; she had dark red gloves, red shoes of some material that looked like lizard and a red bag to match. She looked indeed as if she
  had walked out of the pages of the Parisian Vague. Very few women, he thought, would have had much sympathy with a girl who could afford to dress like that. But a moment later he realised
  too that he had never seen any one more possessed by fear.


  Its good of you to see me at such short notice, she was saying. Its very seldom I can get away. My husband . . .


  She paused and he said, Is your husband the trouble?


  She smiled faintly. Even her obvious misery couldnt disguise her beautiful month. Is it always husbands?


  Quite often. Whats particularly wrong with yours?


  Im frightened, she said. Frightened to deathnot my death.


  Her words startled him out of his normal composure. What does that mean?


  Do you often have people coming to you because theyre afraid they may commit murder?


  Only self-murder, he agreed. Are you sure quite youre saying what you mean?


  I dont want you to think Im out of my mind. Im notnot yet. But sometimes I wish I were. I dont like whats in my mind, and thats the
  fact.


  What it boils down to is that youre unhappy in your marriage. How old are you?


  Twenty-five.


  And your husband?


  Sixty-four.


  I see. What made you marry him?


  I was frightened.


  Of what?


  Not being safe.


  And you thought he spelt security?


  The way he explained ityes.


  I think youd better begin at the beginning. Had you known him long?


  He was a friend of Uncle Ned. Uncle Ned was my guardian. He was Aunt Selinas husband. Its like the House that Jack built.


  And who was Aunt Selina? Give her her head, it was the only chance of getting all the relevant facts.


  She was my mothers sister. But she never approved of mother. Mother married the man she loved, and he hadnt much money or any settled position, and they wandered about a lot
  and they were very happy, mostly in obscure parts of the world.


  And you?


  I spent a good deal of time with Aunt Selina, and was with them whenever they came back. Then when I was nine they were both killed in a railway accident. I remember Aunt Selina telling
  me about it. I was in the schoolroom, and she said, I always knew nothing good would come of their queer life. And now weve got to think what to do with you. She explained that
  I had no legal claim on her, nobody could make her give me a home, and if she did it was only on condition that I didnt make a nuisance of myself. Whenever I got into any trouble she would
  say, Remember what I told you. There are orphanages for little girls whose parents get killed in accidents and dont leave any provision for their children. I dont believe
  youd like them. The very name filled me with terror. I didnt like Aunt Selina, but her house represented some sort of background. Whenever I was tiresome or I broke anything
  valuable or got a bad report from school Aunt Selina would remind me of the orphanage.


  What about school? Didnt you like that?


  I didnt go for a long time. I had lessons with a backward girl in the neighbourhood. Her parents were very well off, and they thought it was a good thing for her to have someone to
  work with, so my lessons didnt cost very much. But when I was thirteen she died, and then I did go to school, but I didnt like it very much. I never felt quite the same as any one
  else. I could never make plans like the others, because I wasnt sure what was going on in Aunt Selinas mind. In those days I thought if only I could be safe with any one,
  Id be happy. I dont believe she ever meant to send me to an orphanage, added Rose East, after a moment. I think she just held it over my head, because she liked to feel
  she had power over someone.


  What about her husband? asked the doctor.


  He was a disappointment to her. I mean, he didnt get on and make money and give her a car or any of the things that show youre prosperous and successful. And sometimes he
  drank a little too much. She despised him, and she didnt make any secret of the fact. She despised me, too. I wanted to go on the stage when I was fourteen. I dare say most girls do, but she
  wouldnt hear of it. She said there had been too many gipsies in the family as it was, and I could do some steady respectable job. It wasnt decided what I should do when she died of
  pneumonia when I was sixteen, and though Id never liked her I wished she was alive again, because at least she kept a home together. I asked Uncle Ned after the funeral what was going to
  happen to me, and he looked at me for a minute and then he said, Since you ask me, Posy, were going to have a bit of fun. Life owes it to us. But not here. Not in this long-faced
  community. And we arent going to wear mourning either! I had the best two years of my life after Aunt Selina died.


  Safe? asked the doctor.


  Looking back, I suppose they were about as insecure as they could be, those two years. We lived in a hugger-mugger way Aunt Selina would have deplored. Uncle Ned sold all her furniture,
  he said hed always hated it anyway, and we lived sometimes in boarding-houses, and sometimes in furnished rooms, and sometimes we went abroad. I thought it was wonderful, it was so free, and
  we did what made us happy. For instance, Uncle Ned loved music and he showed me how to love it, too. I know people would have thought him a queer sort of guardian for a girl of sixteen, but then I
  wasnt quite a usual sort of girl, and I didnt want to change. People generally took us for father and daughter, and he used to say I was like a daughter to him.


  He had no children of his own? interrupted the doctor.


  Oh, no. I dont think Aunt Selina really liked children. Another of Uncle Neds weaknesses, if thats what you like to call it, was that he was a gambler. That
  didnt matter so much when we were in England, because the most he could do was put a little money on a horse, but when we were abroad he went to the casino, and he got into real trouble, and
  thats how we met my husband.


  At the Casino?


  James didnt gamble, but he used to go and look on. Uncle Ned said that was the most cold-blooded sport hed ever heard of, but I think James got quite a lot of pleasure out
  of it. Then, one night, Uncle Ned looked more serious than usual. He told me he really was in a jam. He had a system, he said it was infallible, but, of course, like all systems it did break down
  sometimes. The long and short of it was we owed our hotel bill and wed got nothing with which to meet it. Then to our amazement, because we hadnt thought he was that sort of man, Mr.
  East offered to help. Uncle Ned was the kind of person who thought nothing of accepting help, though I dont believe he ever asked for it. When he was in funds, which wasnt often, he
  would help any one else, andits difficult to explain without making him sound quite different from what he really washe never thought of owing money any more than he thought of
  people owing things to him. That was something my husband never understood.


  Its something a great many people dont understand, agreed the doctor dryly.


  Then came the war, and we were back in London. Uncle Ned thought that people who went out of London because there might be raids were incomprehensible. He said if you lived in London and
  had your fun and your friends there youd no right to get out because it became dangerous. I had taken the usual courses in first aid and gas drill and I went to a Post the day before war was
  declared. Uncle Ned tried everywhere for work and at last he made them take him on as warden. He wasnt very young, you seefifty-fourand there were rumours that he wasnt
  very steady. But the people who thought that didnt know Uncle Ned. He was wonderful, once the raids began. Even when it wasnt his night on duty, he always turned out. We were living
  in a boarding-house, and every one was doing something, fire-fighting or watching or Red Cross . . . You got used to the odd kind of life. Uncle Ned had been in France in the first war and
  hed have liked to go back but of course he was much too old for overseas service. Anyhow, he was extremely useful where he was.


  Did you see anything of your husband during this time?


  Oh, yes. He didnt come to London much, he said frankly he didnt like the raids, and he wasnt a young man, but he used to ask us down to the house weve got now
  at Hinton St. Luke. Though he was such a rich man, much richer than wed realised at first, he didnt offer the house or any part of it for evacuees.


  I thought people in evacuation areas had no choice. The doctor looked puzzled.


  It wasnt an evacuation area from the Governments point of view. When the raids started the planes went straight over the village, and they even dropped a bomb now and again.
  He said his doctor had warned him his heart was in a poor condition, and he must be careful. Then there came the scheme to provide rest and recreation for wardens who were worn out by raid
  experiences, and he took two or three, Uncle Ned among them, but the scheme didnt work very well, he said his cook didnt like it and anyway the wardens didnt feel at home, so
  after two or three experiments they didnt go again. Then we had the bad raid, the raid when our street was hit, the raid when Uncle Ned was killed.


  Were you there at the time?


  I was at the Post. I went on duty at three and left at eleven. Uncle Ned wouldnt let me be on night duty. It had been a bad night and I was late anyway. A bomb had fallen not far
  from the hospital and they brought in a number of casualties to the Post. Several of them were more shocked than hurt, and one of them was hysterical. She kept on babbling of what shed seen
  and it was all horrible. It was about one oclock when I got back and I found a policeman barring my way. He told me there had been an incident and the road was closed. I tried desperately to
  get through but it was no good. They couldnt even tell me if Number Fourteen had been hit. I went to a Rest Centre and from there I went to Uncle Neds post, but no one knew anything.
  It was forty-eight hours before they dug through to the basement of the house and found him and a woman who lived on the top floor. They said both of them must have been killed at once, but
  Ive never been certain.


  And that worries you still? he asked keenly.


  No. No, I dont think of that any more. Its all over, and whatever he suffered is over, too. But at the time I was absolutely dazed. I didnt know what to do or where
  to go. Id no other relatives and no home, because the house was completely wrecked. I hadnt even any clothes except what I stood up in. I went back to the Post because I didnt
  know where else to go, and I slept in a shelter that night. Then Mr. East appeared again. He said hed heard the news and he wanted to help me. He suggested that I should go down and stay at
  his house while I got over the shock, and they gave me a weeks compassionate leave, and said I could apply for a second week if the doctor sent in a certificate. Mr. East was so kind to me
  it seemed to take away every bit of moral backbone that was left in me. Although the war was on, he had servants and a car and good food, and he insisted on treating me as though I were an invalid,
  until I began to think that I was different from other people, more delicate, more highly-strung. We talked about what I should do and he asked me how I was off for money, and I had to say I had
  only the two pounds a week I earned at the Post. When he inquired into Uncle Neds affairs, it turned out that, far from leaving any provision for me, he was in debt when he died. Not that I
  ever complained about that. Hed given me a wonderful time. No millionaire could have given me more.


  But it did make your situation rather critical? suggested Dr. Stuart.


  I couldnt imagine what I should do. I didnt know what happened to girls who werent trained for anything who suddenly found themselves without a home or a relation and
  with no money, or anyway not enough to live on.


  Do you know now? inquired the doctor.


  I dont know what the right answer is. I know mine was wrong. Mr. East told me that he had sometimes discussed facts with Uncle Ned, and hed promised that if anything should
  happen to him, heMr. East, I meanwould make himself responsible for me. I asked what Uncle Ned had meant by that, and Mr. East said, Oh, he never went into details, that
  wasnt his way. You should know that.


  And then, the doctor judged it time to hurry up the story a little, he proposed marriage.


  Yes. He said he wanted to look after me as long as he could and leave me provided for afterwards, but it was very difficult to do it unless I was his wife. He said people gossiped
  cruelly, and they didnt understand thethe chivalry and affection that prompted his offer. He didnt think I ought to go back to London, and he said I should have plenty of
  opportunity for doing war work at Hinton St. Luke. I suppose now I should have enough sense, enough knowledge of life, to realise that what he suggested was impossible, I mean, that it
  wouldnt work out like that . . .


  Are you trying to tell me that he suggested it should be a marriage in name only?


  Yes. He said it was only a formality to make things easier later on. He told me I could see for myself he wasnt very young and his health wasnt very good. The doctors had
  warned him he couldnt expect more than a very few years, but he wanted me to have those few years with him. I didnt understand about law, I was still getting accustomed to Uncle
  Neds death, I believed what he told me. You see, Id never thought of him in any connection but Uncle Neds friend. The idea of him as a husband wasnt so much repulsive as
  absurd.


  You didnt think that by marrying him you were putting it out of your power to marry someone else you might come to love?


  I didnt think about love. All I knew of marriage was Uncle Neds and Aunt Selinas, and it had been horrible. I was frightened, that was the plain fact. I felt as I
  used to at Aunt Selinas after my parents died, that I might be turned out at an hours notice and have nowhere to go but an orphanage. And then there was so little time. He kept
  pressing me for an answer. He said if I married him hed pay off Uncle Neds debts, and he said he was sure this was what Uncle Ned would have wanted. And between cowardice and a sense
  of being lost in a wood and only seeing one light in sight, I agreed.


  Andhow long did he keep to his side of the bargain?


  She shivered slightly. Not very long. He said I must see it wasnt fair to take everything and give nothing, and I should be much happier . . . By the time Id been married
  six months I knew that I should never make a greater mistake in my life, and I tried every way I knew to get out of it. But, of course, it was impossible. I was dependent on him for everything, and
  people arent anxious to employ a wife whose husband doesnt want to let her go. After a time I realised that he was having me followed wherever I went. He became violently jealous, I
  couldnt have a friend of either sex. I got so desperate I even went to see a lawyer to ask if there was any chance of getting away, but my husband found out about it. When I got bark he
  asked me where Id been, and when I tried to deceive him, heoh, it was terrible.


  He wasntviolent?


  Only with his tongue. If hed struck me I could have used it as evidence against him. But my home became a prison. Then Mr. Bevin started calling up women from all over the place,
  and I had to go to the Labour Exchange with the rest. I thought that might be my opportunity to get away. I didnt worry about money any more, I knew I could somehow make a living, looking
  after children of an invalid or something. But my husband had sent a medical certificate to the effect that he oughtnt to be left, and it was better to release some fully-trained nurse for
  active service than take me and force him to employ a nurse. So back I went, and presently the two women we had had at the beginning of the war leftone was called up and the other said she
  wasnt going to stay on alone. The chauffeur had gone and the car was laid up. My husband had never been very friendly with his neighbours, but now he refused altogether to see any of them.
  Of course, with no servants and with part of the house closed, we had no evacuees. The billeting officer, Mrs. Hilary, did come once or twice, but each time he insisted on seeing her and telling
  her he was a very sick man and he referred her to Dr. Ventnor.


  Was he really ill?


  He had definite heart trouble. He couldnt have been called on to do any war service. I dont know, she caught her breath sharply, I dont know why
  Im talking of him in the past tense, he is still alive, or was when I left him to-day.


  Does he know youve come to London?


  He doesnt worry so much what I do now. Dr. Ventnor told him a short time ago that I couldnt carry on, doing the housework and the cooking and the shopping, and looking after
  him. He had rather a bad attack a short time ago, and he spends a good deal of his day in bed, which means carrying trays and cooking special food.


  Doesnt this Dr. Ventnor suggest a nurse?


  He did. He said either James must give me a servant or he must have someone to look after him in the sick-room, and he said hed sooner have someone in the sick-room. He has a great
  fancy for medicines of every kind. I sometimes think if he took a dose out of every bottle one would counteract the other, and hed be back where he started. He looked at Dr. Ventnor and
  laughed in a queer sort of way and said he understood it was every womans ambition to be a rich widow, and it would probably be wisest for us all to relieve me of some of my
  responsibility.


  This Dr. Ventnor, asked Stuart. Has he ever suggested to you that your husbands mind may be affected?


  I did ask him once if he thought James was sane, and he said no doctor would dare certify him. There wasnt any proof to the contrary. It was just on this one subjectmyself.
  He manages the household, arranges about paying the bills, makes me keep accounts for my allowance, and complains of my extravagance.


  And he arranged to have a nurse?


  No. After Dr. Ventnor had gone he said to me that it was absurd that I couldnt manage. It wasnt as if he needed any real nursing, and quite soon he would be up and about
  again.


  And thats where the position remains at present?


  Yes. Except . . .


  Well? By the way, has your husband been hardly hit by the warfinancially, I mean?


  Im sure he hasnt. In fact, I believe he is an extremely rich man, though he never discusses business with me.


  What were you going to tell me before I asked that?


  My husband is perpetually saying to me that wives who are in sole charge of their sick husbands have innumerable opportunities for poisoning them or getting rid of them in other ways.
  Its becoming a sort of obsession with him, but when I once said something about it to Dr. Ventnor he pooh-poohed it, said I shouldnt give it another thought, said it was just his grim
  idea of a joke.


  Butits stopped being a joke to you?


  The girl turned to him desperately. Her expression was oddly at variance with the sophistication of her appearance, it was so wild and helpless.


  When I cant sleep at night, and often I cant, I keep remembering what he says. I think how simple it would be, I open the paper and read how some man or woman has done that
  very thing, tampered with food or contrived some accident. I dont really believe I should do such a thing, but my mind becomes more and more filled with the idea. When I saw him the other
  day leaning rather far out of a low window to see how the garden was being tended, to see if the vegetables were doing wellyou can see it from the landing windowit went through my
  mind how easy it would be to give him a push and every one would think he had fallen.


  I wouldnt be too sure of that, observed the doctor, dryly. Its surprising the notions people get into their heads when a rich man dies suddenly and it comes
  out that the only person in the house at the time of the accident was his wife.


  Its Jamess fault really, she persisted. If he wasnt always trying to catch me outor perhaps he only wants to drive me to the point of
  desperationI simply dont understand. He didnt have to marry me . . .


  One presumes he married you for the usual romantic reason that he had fallen in love, hazarded Dr. Stuart.


  I think he had, but I was honest with him. He knew there was nothing of that sort on my side. How could there be? A man older than my Uncle Ned. And then, when he saw II shrank
  from him, his feeling for me seemed to turn sour. Dr. Stuart, cant you help me at all?


  Is it possible for you to leave him? the doctor inquired.


  In times such as these, when hes sick? Oh, Ive thought of it a thousand times. If there was any one else, it would be different, but theres no one . . .


  Then get someone, Stuart advised her curtly. What about this nurse Ventnor suggested? By the way, Ill write to him if you likeI believe I know him as it
  happens, were both Harton menand say youve been to see me and I consider you quite unfit to continue under the present strain. He can quote me to your husband if he likes . .
  .


  No, no. James mustnt know Ive been to see you.


  Dr. Stuart gave her a long, intensive stare. Youre afraid of your husband, arent you?


  Yes. I dont know how his mind works. Sometimes I think it would be better if he were cruel in the ordinary way. Anyway, it would be easier to understand. But his mental processes
  are never still. Im sure of that. Even when hes laid up as he is at present his brains working and working, hes laying plots, setting traps. Sometimes I think I shall
  end by going mad.


  You can put that notion out of your mind right away. Ill write to Ventnor, tell him not to mention your visit to me to your husband, but insist on his own account on your having
  some help in the house. If that doesnt ease the situation, then he must prescribe a holiday for you, but the very fact that theres someone else on the premises will probably make more
  difference than you realise.


  After she had gone, he told his secretary he wouldnt want anything more that night, and he sat thinking about the girl and her situation. It was clear that the old ruffian, James East,
  had made an infamous bargain, taking advantage of the girl when she was utterly distraught, and then breaking his word. Of course, a more experienced girl would never have expected him to keep it.
  Now it looked as though the tale might have some disastrous ending unless Nature mercifully intervened, but it was Stuarts belief that Nature wasnt interested in benevolence.


  He took his pen and wrote a line to Ventnor. As he had told Rose, he remembered him quite well, a handsome, ambitious chap. It was funny to think he had ended in a place like Hinton St. Luke, a
  little village half the county maps wouldnt think worth mentioning. But it could be that he was nursing James East, had expectations in that quarter. For some reason Stuart was unwontedly
  interested in the case. That girl now, she had something that held your attention, not simply beauty, that mattered to most men far less than most women appreciated, but personality, some
  distinction for which there were no words. It would be a pity if she came to grief, as she so easily might.


  I might go down to Hinton St. John this year, he mused. I believe there is an excellent links there. Then perhaps I could go over to St. Luke and just take a look round. In
  the meantime, Ill get Ventnor to insist on some sort of nurse-companion, ask for a report. Its not three months to my leave and Heaven knows I could do with it.


  He remembered sombrely that few people understood that the man who is wounded in battle, no matter how grievously, is often much less of a responsibility than the man or woman on the home front
  whose wounds are of the mind.


  He wrote to Ventnor, and Ventnor wrote back that he had persuaded James East to engage a nurse of sorts, which should relieve Mrs. East of part of her burden. He added that if Stuart was coming
  down in the summer hed be delighted to meet him again. But before the time for Stuarts vacation came round the case had changed. Picking up The Times one morning the
  specialist saw that James East had died of heart failure at Hinton St. Luke, and thought with a sigh of relief that that was a problem solved. Presently he wondered precisely how the heart failure
  had come about, and what was happening to that unforgettable girl, who was now presumably a rich widow. The odds were that she would marry again presently, someone of her own age this time, he
  hoped. He saw that the funeral was private and the widow desired no letters.
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