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  PART ONE


  Chapter One


  THE ADVERTISEMENT appeared in the Record on the morning of April 14th and was noted the same day by Mr. Arthur Crook, who tore his way through
  the paper (said the unromantic Bill Parsons, his indefatigable A.D.C.) like an experienced cook tearing the entrails out of a fowl. It read:


  
    
      Rest and Refreshment. To a lady seeking the above and able to pay for it, is offered a unique opportunity for complete seclusion in a delightful country house,
      designed by an artist, situated in the heart of a wood. Two perfectly-furnished rooms, first-class cooking, service, good cellar. Every comfort, perfect quiet. No other guests taken. Write Box
      O.151. The Record, E.C.4.

    

  


  And they fall for it, Bill, marvelled Crook. They fall for it. And they will till the end of time. And then our hopeful Government thinks it can stamp out
  private enterprise.


  Murder party? suggested Bill, in his laconic way.


  How does it look to you? demanded Crook. Well, do a bit of free translation. Rich dame wanted as sole payin guest in a house in a lonely wood. No one else allowed
  over the threshold. Every convenience. I dare say, Bill, but convenient to which party? Guest or host? I give you three guesses. All the samehe tossed the paper aside preparatory
  to settling down to real worksome rich fish will bite. That touch about the artist shows the expert. And soon the author of thathe jerked his big aggressive
  thumb towards the advertisementwill be singin:



      
        
          Now on the Heavenly mountains


          Her footsteps pause and stray


          Beside celestial waters


          She walks in bliss to-day.


          And may the devil send us


          Another mug this way.

        

      



  He said no more, but Bill knew he had pigeon-holed the matter in his mind. If occasion arose later, meaning if the affair assumed financial proportions of interest to Arthur
  Crook, Esquire, he could take it out fresh and uncreased. He could forget many things, like the right time for meals or paying his income tax demand or sending his suit to the cleaners, but never
  important matters like the time they opened or advertisements of obvious criminal intent.


  


  Chapter Two


  On the same day just such a woman as the advertiser had in mind was preparing to step into the net. Cinema fans would have been disappointed to realise that she was neither
  young nor beautiful, but from Crooks and the criminals point of view she fulfilled the one essential condition. She was rich and, at that time, too badly scared by the situation in
  which she found herself to take any one into her confidence. The second condition was as important as the first.


  Mrs. Emily Watson was a widow of fifty-five living in cosy (and quite tasteless) comfort in a house characteristically christened Kozicot in one of Londons outer suburbs. Any clever young
  modern novelist would have known all about her at once by seeing her drawing-room, which was cluttered with easy-chairs, pictures, ornaments, bits of silver, fat cushions with tassels stitched on
  one corner and pink silk lampshades with silk or bead fringes. Crook would have felt at home there at once, believing that chairs were intended for relaxation and walls for hanging pictures on.
  Mrs. Watson herself was a short, plump woman with rather too decorative a complexion, heavily-waved hair, a fondness for brooches (of which she had many, all of them valuableher late husband
  had seen to that), pendant earrings and if she hadnt bells on her toes she certainly had rings on her fingers. She had as many friends as her position warranted, more acquaintances, really,
  than she knew what to do with, and one living relative, her nephew, Desmond.


  Desmond was the son of her only sister, Marian. When they were girls living in rather impoverished circumstances in West Kensington they had both fallen in love with handsome, charming, selfish
  Colin Raikesrake by name and rake by nature someone inevitably saidbut Colin had chosen the pretty flighty Marian, a choice that surprised no one, certainly not plump sober Emily. It
  was towards the end of World War Number One, when people married overnight as it were, when they found time to get married at all, and within the fortnight Colin was back with his unit. Emily
  worked as a clerk in her fathers office and wondered what it must be like to be married to Colin Raikes. Marian speedily told her. For the marriage didnt last. In 1921 Colin, having
  run through his gratuity and everything he could persuade friends and relativesMarians as well as his ownto lend or give himthough, in fact, the one was the same as the
  otherdisappeared overnight, leaving Marian with a son of three. The following year he was killed with a woman companion in a motor accident on the Continent. Emily, meanwhile, had left her
  fathers office and was secretary to Mr. Albert Watson, senior partner of Watson and Ryman, merchants. She earned good money, and still lived at home, so that she was able and indeed eager to
  help Marian and little Desmond. Marian had, of course, been left practically penniless and she, too, had to set about earning a living. She couldnt, she said faintly, be a clerk or a
  secretary, but she had certain social gifts, and it was obvious to Emily that she hoped, now she was a widow, to re-marry. She and Colin had been crazy on dancing and her first job was dance
  partner at a well-known restaurant. But that didnt last long. During her first week a Lancashire lad, having danced twice with her, said with brutal frankness, Nay, lass, weve
  had enow of this. Now lets get back and strip. Marian explained indignantly that she wasnt that kind of a girl and, abandoning dancing as a livelihood, found work at a bridge
  club, where she was extremely successful. After a year or so she was promoted to bridge hostess, a position that entailed considerable outlay on clothes and taxis, but it was evidently a profitable
  occupation, for she soon branched out into a comfortable service flat and a small car. Later on, when Emilys friends told her frankly that her beloved nephew was no good, a sponger, a
  scapegrace who only cottoned on to her for what he could get, she would explain everything away by saying that he had never had a settled background. His mother did not re-marry but she had plenty
  of distractions, and the young Desmond, as he grew older, followed in his parents footsteps. By the time he was eighteen he knew how to dress, dance, flirt, play bridge and practically any
  game of chance, and spend money. Making it was a more difficult affair, he explained to his Aunt Emily, whom he always called Penny. As a small boy he had said artlessly on meeting her, Ont
  penny, and she, enchanted, had thought he was christening her with a pet name of his own. Even when the truth was explained to her, the name stuck. She was Penny to Desmond to the end of the
  chapter.


  When she was twenty-eight Emily married her employer, as his second wife. She had hesitated when he first proposed, but her mother had said, Dont be a fool, Emily. When will you
  get another chance like this, or indeed another chance at all? Youre not Marian, remember, and her father had said, Good luck, Podge. You know, youll find its
  much more fun sitting at the head of your own table than at the side of your mothers.


  So she had married him, and if it hadnt been precisely fun, at least it had spelt comfort and security, and of course it meant she could help Marian more, though she had to do this
  on the side. Albert Watson didnt approve of his sister-in-law and pretty soon the two had quarrelled so furiously that Albert wouldnt have her asked to the house, and
  Marian proclaimed to all and sundry that in any case nothing would have made her come. But the young Desmond had stolen Emilys susceptible heart. Albert was so much engrossed in business
  that he had very little time for anything else, and Emily made, as they say, a good wife. That is, she was always there when Albert wanted her, occasions which decreased in frequency each year of
  their marriage. He continued to make more and more money, some of which Emily spent on good frumpish clothesAlbert was a deacon at the chapel and abominated what he called godless
  fashionsand in collecting a really fine number of brooches, rings and bracelets. For in Alberts simple book of the rules a mans prosperity was judged to a large extent by his
  wifes appearance as well as by the kind of table he kept and the general appearancerich, stuffy and comfortableof his house. So Emily varied his stiff dinner-parties, where she
  entertained his middle-aged colleagues and their middle-aged wives, where the talk was all of business and servants, with secret delightful excursions to town to meet her attractive nephew. Once
  she asked Desmond what he meant to do, and he said, Live, darling, an answer that left her quite unenlightened, though it soon became obvious that living was a very expensive affair.
  However, having, as she said, neither chick nor child, she was glad enough to help such a charming young man to have a good time. Marian had died of pneumonia shortly before this, and Emily,
  deceiving her husband deliberately for the first time, said there had been debts, which was quite true, and it wasnt fair to expect Desmond to shoulder them.


  Its even more unjust to expect me to do so, retorted Albert. But, in spite of his displeasure, she managed to finance Desmond under the rose until a piece of carelessness
  on her part revealed the facts, and Albert promptly had an apoplexy. He was a short man, considerably stouter than his wife, and his sedentary habits and the unnecessary work into which he had
  plunged for years, weakened his resistance. Twelve months later he also was dead. He had been so busy amassing money that he had never found time to visit his lawyer and change his will, so Emily
  found herself an extremely rich woman. For a time she was convinced that she was responsible for her husbands death and it took a great deal of tact and special pleading on Desmonds
  part, as well as reasoned arguments by her friends, to persuade Emily that no man lives for ever, and Albert had been nearly seventy. Desmond, indeed, proved a tower of strength at this time. He
  had had a number of jobs of recent years, mostly connected with cars; none of them lasted very long or proved very lucrative, but he maintained a high standard of living, dressed, said Emily
  proudly, like a prince and treated her with a deference and affection to which she had been a stranger all her married life.


  Darling Penny, do shed this guilt complex, he implored her. Remember that every dog has his day and Uncle Albert wasnt immortal. Now its your turn. No,
  dont look so shocked. Do you think I havent noticed how you gave in to him at every turn for twelve years? Why, you wouldnt even come to a matine unless you
  were sure he wouldnt come home for tea at five oclock, when actually he could just as easily have had tea at his office and gone on working there instead of shutting himself up in his
  study at home.


  He was a good husband to me, said Emily staunchly.


  He didnt go around with chorus girls, I know, Desmond agreed. But then he found shareholders accounts more fascinating. Its a mistake to imagine
  theres only one form of marital infidelity.


  She was a little shocked at that, but she had to confess that she didnt really miss Albert much. He had never been there except at his dinner-parties, and she knew now that she had been
  bored by him for years. It was Desmond who gave up weeks of his time to going through his uncles papers and giving his aunt advice and offering to come to the lawyer with heran offer
  she eagerly accepted, though the lawyer for some reason seemed less pleased to find her bringing an escort when she came to discuss her affairsand who eventually persuaded her to sell the
  house.


  Theres no sense your hanging on to that mausoleum, he pleaded. You and Uncle A. always rattled about in it, like a couple of peas, but he regarded it as a business
  asset, and perhaps it was. Now you understand why I should be no earthly good at business. I should hate the thought of a stately pile hanging round my neck. What you want to do is scrap all your
  old clothesonce youre out of mourning, I mean, and honestly, Penny, no one mourns for twelve months nowadaysand get the sort of house you like and make some friends of
  your own. You know, youre a young woman still. No one thinks anything of forty these days, and surely its time you had a bit of fun.


  Emily had lived too long in Alberts atmosphere to agree without a struggle, but she did presently, with the lawyers connivance, get rid of the mausoleum, and buy something smaller
  and more to her own taste. It was here that Desmond proved invaluable. He persuaded her to buy a little car, which he drove for her and on whose sale, though he didnt mention the fact, he
  obtained a commission. In it they went round day after day proving that there are three sorts of liarsliars, damned liars and house agentsbut eventually she bought Kozicot and
  furnished it, still with Desmonds assistance, in a manner that made him groan inwardly, but against which he bore up bravely, as indeed he might well do, seeing he persuaded her to get all
  her stuff through friends of his. When it was all done she asked him about his own plans, and was dismayed to find that he was not only without funds but actually in debt. To Emily as to Albert
  debts were horrifying.


  My dearest boy, you should have told me. You know Im only too glad to help.


  Penny, my angel, how could I bother you when you had so much to think of? I was only too glad to be of service. As a matter of fact, I did pass up something that might have been quite
  useful a while back, but it would have meant going north immediately andwell, you do need someone to look after you, dont you?


  Oh, Desmond, you shouldnt have done that. She was instantly distressed. You must think of your own prospects. One of these days youll want to get married,
  and


  But he only laughed and put his arm round her, and said, Not likely. Theres going to be a war one of these days, and I dont want my widow to be a charge on the
  state.


  She was dreadfully distressed when he said that. It creates the wrong atmosphere, she insisted. If everybody goes about expecting a war we shall get one.


  We shall get one anyway, he told her cynically. Now, stop worrying about me. I shall get by all right. I always have before. Besides, I dare say it wouldnt have
  come to much. I dont believe I could stand the dismal north for long.


  Mr. Matthews would have looked after things for me, she insisted.


  And sent you in a whacking great bill. I know these lawyers.


  It did cross her mind that Mr. Matthews bill would be a fleabite compared with the cheque she wrote out and gave to Desmond a few days later, but her native good sense told her she would
  have had to pay them both in all probability, and it had been delightful having so attractive a young man to dance attendance on her and help her with her choice of furnishings and draperies.
  Shopmen, she thought navely, were much pleasanter if you took a young man with you.


  As part return for the generous help afforded during her lifetime Marian had given her sister some bridge lessons and though there had been few opportunities of turning these to good effect
  while Albert reigned supreme, Emily now listened to her nephew and took a further course from a girl he recommended very strongly indeed.


  Youve got to make some sort of life for yourself, he assured her. And if you dont learn to play cards youll find yourself facing a pretty lonely old
  age.


  To everyones surprise she proved quick and apt at the game, and she soon joined the local bridge club in which she became a permanent star. Indeed, she became something of a bridge fiend
  and achieved quite a position locally. She gave good parties and was generous with tournament prizes and clever about foodthat much at least Albert had taught her.


  If youre going to make a gesture make a generous one, he used to say.


  


  Chapter Three


  So, for some years, life went along very pleasantly. She learned not to ask Desmond about his work or his finances, but there were various occasions throughout the year when
  she could make him presents without appearing too obvious. Of course, some of her bridge friends, who had met him, warned her she was, as Dossie Brett put it, being played for a sucker, but Emily
  told herself comfortably that poor Dossie was jealous. She was a sharp-faced spinster in the mid-thirties, and her chances in the Matrimonial Stakes, said Mrs. Easingwold, one of Emilys
  particular bridge four, were pretty low. This Mrs. Easingwold, Dossie Brett, a Mrs. Durrant and Emily, played regularly together every week, and were chosen by the local bridge club to represent
  them when Southwood played Eltham Way in the annual tournament.


  And even if Dossies right, Emily told herself, Ive nothing particular to do with my money. Itll all come to Desmond in the end, and if hed
  rather have it now, when its more useful to him, what does it matter? (But she did wish dear Desmond would marry and have some dear little children.) Desmond, however, showed no
  domestic tendencies. He went about a good deal and always looked very handsome and debonair, so she wondered how any girl could resist him. But whenever she spoke of marriage he only said, The modern woman isnt content to be mans equal, she wants to be his superior. You cant expect a chap to want to marry any one like that.


  Then came the war Desmond had always prophesied and he spent several months trying to get accepted for one of the services. Eventually he got into the R.A.F. and wouldnt say a word of
  what he was doing. Mrs. Easingwold and Mrs. Durrant and Emily all went into the W.V.S., but Dossie Brett became a Civil Servant and dashed all over the country on what she called hush-hush
  jobs.


  Though how anything Dossie does can be hush-hush defeats me, said outspoken Mrs. Easingwold. Shes like the crocodile in Peter Pan, you can hear her coming a mile
  away.


  During the war Emily lived in daily terror of an official telegram with the news that Desmond had crashed. She did nothing very important in the W.V.S. and never achieved a photograph in the
  paper or a meeting with the Queen. Once or twice Desmond turned up on leave, bringing a girl with him, and she privately wondered why he couldnt be attracted by a really nice one, the
  marrying sort. However, she had to agree that these were no days for marriage, and continued to pray for the end of the war. This came in due course and she attended a Thanksgiving Service; but
  Dossie Brett said frankly, Well, I must say I shall miss it. Good old war. Nothing as good as thats going to happen to me again.


  Emily thought she was probably right when the country put a Labour Government into power and (said Mrs. Easingwold) sent dear Mr. Churchill into the wilderness, and quiz-masters and cartoonists
  began to make jokes about longer queues for less food. Then the dreadful thing, the dreadful personal thing, that is, happened to Mrs. Watson. One day her daily came in with the
  news that a Mr. Abrahams wanted to see her.


  Are you sure he wants me? asked Emily. I dont know a Mr. Abrahams.


  I think hes a friend of Squadron-Leader Raikes, said the girl, who wore slacks and smoked incessantly.


  Oh? Well, ask him to come in, Doris, said Mrs. Watson, instantly apprehensive. Something, she was convinced, had happened to Desmond. Ever since his demobilisation he had adopted
  a cynical, not to say bitter attitude that filled her with confusion. She knew, of course, that peace was disappointing, but then she remembered the other war, and knew that Peaces generally are of
  this kind. Desmond had had a good gratuity but he never seemed to have any money; partly, she felt, he had got used to letting her help him during the war, when she had, perhaps, been rather
  reckless, thinking that if she refused him or was niggardly this time, there might never be another opportunity and she would be haunted by the memory of her refusal for the rest of her days. He
  explained that a fellow wanted a bit of a let up after a war, and added that the Government was making a dead set at chaps like himselfwho didnt fancy the Civil Service, but wanted a
  chance of showing what they could do as individuals.


  Theyre so infernally illogical, he complained. They spend years training a fellow to trust his own judgment and then put every conceivable obstacle in his way when
  he wants to show a little enterprise in civilian life.


  Emily agreed that it was very hard, but she couldnt help noticing that other peoples sons and nephews were settling down.


  Ah, but they had jobs before the war, Desmond pointed out, and Emily, remembering that he had won a decoration, had not the heart or the courage to point out that Desmond had had
  plenty of opportunity to get into a pre-war job if only he hadnt found it so difficult to stay in any place for more than a few weeks. Recently he had asked her for a thousand
  poundsan advance payment, hed called itand she had said that if he would give her some details she would ask Mr. Matthews if it was a good thing, and Desmond had flared up and
  said he wasnt going to have his future ruined by some old fool whod sat tight on his backside all through the war, and flung out. Certainly he had come back a day or two later, and
  they hadnt mentioned the money again, but ever since then she had felt apprehensive.


  She stood up to meet Mr. Abrahams, who wasnt in the least what she had anticipated. She had, not unnaturally, supposed that Desmond, faced by her refusal, had gone to the Jews, though
  Albert had always said they wouldnt lend you anything without security, and quite right too, he had added. Mr. Abrahams was quite a young man, certainly no older than Desmond, and not in the
  least what she had imagined a moneylender would be like. And it had turned out that he wasnt one. In fact, he seemed as embarrassed as Emily herself. When he had taken the chair she offered
  him, he said he was very sorry to have to call, but he thought when she heard what he had to say she would be glad he had taken the liberty. She said was it something to do with her nephew and he
  said Yes, he was afraid it was and, opening his wallet, produced a cheque bearing Desmonds flamboyant signature. This he passed to her. When she looked at it she faltered that there must be
  some mistake. For the cheque was made out to Mr. Abrahams and was drawn for two thousand pounds.


  Im afraid there has, her visitor agreed, though not perhaps quite the sort you have in mind.


  I mean, said poor Emily, contriving in spite of her shortness and plumpness to look dignified, my nephew cannot have drawn this cheque. He doesnt own so much
  money.


  Thats just the trouble, agreed Mr. Abrahams.


  Then it was quite senseless drawing it, said Emily sharply.


  More than senseless, Mrs. Watson. Criminal.


  Oh no. Not criminal. Hehe probably didnt realise it couldnt be met. But even as she said the words she knew they meant nothing.


  Im afraid we cant believe that. As a matter of fact, he had been warned by his bank that he was overdrawn and that no further cheques would be honoured until he paid in
  something with which to meet them. As you can see, this one has bounced.


  Bounced? She looked at him in perplexity. She had sometimesnot very often but sometimesheard Albert speak about business. (He had clung to the Victorian view that
  women knew nothing about money and had seen to it that at least one of them would have no opportunity of learning.) And the word bounced in connection with a cheque had never been so much as
  mentioned.


  Mr. Abrahams explained, and she was more shocked than ever. Shocked and puzzled. Because Desmond couldnt have imagined the bank would honour the cheque, so it was a waste of twopence
  drawing it in the first place.


  If a man draws a cheque after hes been warned by the bank he becomes liable to criminal action, Mr. Abrahams went on. The bank may issue a writ against
  him


  Oh no, they mustnt do that. Because even if Desmond had sailed perilously near the wind, and she was uncomfortably certain that Albert would have put it much more strongly
  and as everybody knew on such a matter Albert was never wrong, still he was a war hero and her only living relative, and if, as of course he must, he married and had children, their father
  mustnt be an ex-convict. She tried to tell Mr. Abrahams all this in a jumbled fashion, ending up by asking if there was nothing she could do to put matters right, without invoking the
  police.


  Thats really why I came to see you. Mind you, you are under no obligation at all, and its only fair to warn you that your nephews reputation in this connection is
  not very sound. I mean, even if you clear him this time, if you feel disposed to do anything so generous, Im afraid you cant count on his notertrying it on
  again.


  But at that Emily, who was still shocked to the core by what Desmond had done, drew up her five feet one inch and said she was quite convinced that there was a misunderstanding and there had
  been no intention of deliberate fraud. Mr. Abrahams looked as though he would have agreed with everything Albert had ever said about women and business and let it go at that, only adding that he
  didnt want to take advantage of a ladys good-nature.


  Good-nature has nothing to do with it, retorted Emily, beginning to feel anger instead of shame. Naturally if you are owed this amount by a member of my family I should be
  prepared to discharge the debt.


  I have the papers here, said Mr. Abrahams, and fished some documents out of his pocket. She saw to her horror that he described himself as a turf accountant and realised that this
  enormous sum was the result of unwise speculation. But, she reminded herself, perfectly honest men speculate. Thats how fortunes are made. For Mr. Barton, Emilys father, had been
  connected with the Stock Exchange and used to tantalise his family by telling them how men rose to affluence overnight by good judgment or good luck.


  And how he can sit there and talk without ever doing anything to make a fortune himself I cannot conceive, Mrs. Barton used to say.


  But even Emily had to admit that if you gambled with money you hadnt got which, she understood, was what Desmond had done, you were committing a criminal act, particularly if you drew a
  cheque that subsequently bounced, to cover your losses.


  If I give you my cheque for a similar amount, and of course there will be no difficulty about that, you promise me you will take no action, she observed frostily to Mr.
  Abrahams.


  If I have my money Ive no ground for taking action, said he, simply.


  So there and then she sat down and wrote him a cheque and asked for Desmonds in exchange, and when he had gone she burnt the stumer cheque and congratulated herself on
  having asked for a receipt. Then, courageous and alarmed both together, she sat down and wrote to Desmond asking him to come and see her at once.


  He turned up cheerful and debonair, and that was a further shock, but nothing compared with the one that followed. For when Desmond had heard her story he stared at her as if he thought one of
  them had gone raving mad.


  Penny! Is this a joke? Oh, but it is, of course. You dont really mean you gave that chap two thousand pounds?


  It was to save you from going to prison, Emily pointed out.


  There was never any question of my going to prison. On my sam, Penny, you ought to have a keeper. Have you never heard of con. men?


  What are they? Emily wanted to know.


  He told her as tersely as Mr. Abrahams had explained about cheques that bounced.


  This fellow, whom youd never seen before, marched in and demanded two thousand pounds and showed you a cheque, and you handed over the money without making a single inquiry?
  Penny, have you gone out of your mind?


  Butbuthe showed me the bill. Ive got it here. She took it out of the drawer of her desk and showed it to him.


  He pushed it away impatiently. That doesnt mean a thing. I tell you, youve been absolutely had. Ive never heard of this chap, Abrahams, and Ive certainly
  never laid a bet with him. Didnt it even occur to you to get in touch with me before you threw that money down the drain?


  But he showed me your chequethe one you signed, protested Emily. She was all at sea now.


  I tell you I never signed any such cheque. Im not quite crazy. My bank manager wouldnt even need to turn up my account to know it couldnt be met. Youve bought
  it this time all right, Aunt Emily.


  He never called her that. She knew he must be furious.


  Butbut he was quite certain. And he seemed to know all about you, she urged.


  About me? He clearly knew all about you. I dont advise you to make a habit of this sort of thing. Youll find yourself not only bankrupt but certified.


  She had never seen him in such a state.


  You mean, he invented the whole thing?


  I certainly do. Wheres the cheque he showed you? You didnt let him get away with that, too?


  Of course not. I insisted on his giving it me there and then.


  Well, where is it?


  II destroyed it. He advised me to.


  Desmond laughed harshly. Ill say he did. Why, if we had it we might be able to sue him, but as it is youve got no proof that it ever existed.


  Theres this receipt. We must see him


  I dont suppose he gave you his real nameor his address. I must say Ive never heard of him.


  It didnt occur to her to ask him how he could be so knowledgeable about turf accountants. She realised it was just the sort of thing he would know all about.


  I shall take it to Mr. Matthews, she said firmly. Hell advise me what we had better do.


  Oh, hell advise you to do nothing, Desmond assured her.


  Hes got 2,000 out of me on false pretences.


  Thats why hell advise you to do nothing. You see, if it gets about that you gave two thousand pounds to this fellow you say you know nothing aboutwell, people will
  think its a bit queer.


  He had to explain that, too, and when she understood him she felt as though the earth were dissolving under her feet.


  You mean, people might think he was blackmailing me? But why on earth should he?


  Thats what theyll want to know. Theyll say you wouldnt have given it to him without some good reason.


  I thought I had a good reason.


  You mean, youre going to make the world a present of the fact that you thought your nephew was a criminal? Well, they may believe it, though it wont do either of us much
  good even if they do.


  She realised presently that there was nothing she could do. When they made inquiries they found that no one had ever heard of Mr. Abrahams at this address, and though Mr. Matthews, in whom she
  ultimately confided, advised her to go to the police, she wouldnt do that. She didnt at that stage suspect the truth, that it was a put-up job between Desmond and his equally
  unscrupulous friend, but she felt in her bones that she would be doing her nephew a disservice by dragging in the authorities.


  You know, Penny, you really ought to have someone to advise you, to help you keep an eye on things, said Desmond. No, I dont mean myselfyou might think I
  wasnt disinterestedbut someone who could stop you making ducks and drakes of your fortune. Poor old Uncle Albert would turn in his grave if he saw his hard-earned cash being chucked
  away on rotters like that.


  But if the late Mr. Watson had been going to do anything so improbable, he must have been spinning like a teetotum for years, having regard to Emilys transactions with her graceless
  nephew.


  This incident, however, was a milestone in her life. She brooded so much over it, partly because she was ashamed at having believed such a story about Desmond, partly because she did begin to
  wonder if she was a fit custodian of her cash if she could be so easily defrauded, that her friends began to notice a change in her. She even revoked at the bridge table, which was better proof to
  them of her mental instability than if she had torn off her clothes and rushed naked round the room.


  They talked about it when she wasnt there. Poor old Emily, they said, showing her age. AndMust be a lot older than we thought and Of course now I come to think of it, her husband
  was about 70. They talked, too, of Desmond, and Dossie Brett, whose pose it was to be very modernand indeed in that community she was the modern girl par excellencesaid,
  No nephew of mine would be allowed to milk me like that, to which Mrs. Easingwold, who also liked to show her modernity by being daring, made the appropriately coarse retort. As for
  Emily, she became so obsessed by the affair that she started to mutter to herself when she was out or knitting at home.


  Any one would have been taken in, she declared to an invisible audience. After all, it was the sort of thing that might happen to any one. If Id given Desmond the
  thousand pounds he wouldnt have taken chances.


  Then she would remind herself that Desmond hadnt known anything about it, but she had to admit that the pseudo-Mr. Abrahams must have known quite a lot about Desmond. Becausethat
  was the shocking thingit might have been true. There was no chance of getting the money back, because by the time Desmond had answered her summons and explained that all this was
  nothing to do with him the cheque had been passed. The bank hadnt queried it; why should they? Mr. Abrahams might have been a jewellershe had bursts of extravagance when she bought
  herself what Desmond called gee-gaws, with a particular stress on diamonds. This was partly because she liked diamonds, and partly because Albert had said to her, If ever you buy stones
  dont get pearls or emeralds or any of that lot; they deteriorate in value according to the fashion of the moment. But diamonds are always money.


  Things went on like this for a little while and then her friends began to suggest tactfully that she must be lonely, why didnt she have someone to live with her?


  I dont want any one. It was Maisie Easingwold who made the suggestion, and Emily simply stared.


  Still, its a big house just for you.


  But Emily countered that by saying she was accustomed to a big house, and Albert would have called Kozicot simply a cottage. Then Providence, in the rather improbable disguise of Dossie Brett,
  took a hand. It appeared that Dossies lease had come to an end and the landlord wouldnt renew. Dossie went to the Town Hall about it, but got no satisfaction there. Dossies
  house was wanted by its owner, a young service man who had inherited it from his father just after the end of the war, and now he was married and had a baby and nowhere to live. Obviously, if it
  came to hardship, his need was greater than hers.


  Not that Dossie saw it like that. She fumed and raged. All very well to talk about equal citizenship and during the war they were glad enough to back women and their claims, but now the war was
  over men had preference everywhere, just as theyd done in the bad old Tory days.


  If you were expecting a baby, began Mrs. Easingwold, and Dossie said it was enough to make one. However, there wasnt a thing she could do about it, and she had to start
  looking about for somewhere else to live. Even the hotels had waiting lists and, as she said, everyone knew that hotel proprietors cheated you right and left and kept putting up prices whenever
  they felt like itand Mr. Bevan or whoever was responsible did nothing about them. Then it was that the idea was mooted that she should go, for a time anyway, while she continued to look
  round, to Emily Watsons. Afterwards no one was quite sure with whom the notion originated. Certainly not with Emily, who was heard to say afterwards, when the arrangement was a fait
  accompli that shed as soon live with a boa-constrictor and at least Providence had seen to it that boa-constrictors were dumb.
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