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  Chapter One


  The card was enclosed in an envelope so thin and mean that I was tempted to drop it straight into the waste-paper basket. Just another advertisement offering a free lipstick if
  you buy ten pounds worth of cosmetics, I thought. Idly I slit the flap.


  I was staring, the past running by like water from a forgotten tap. The card itself was as cheap as its cover, bearing neither address nor signature. The message, printed in black capitals,
  read:


  
    
      
        
          Congratulations, Mrs Fielding, for making such a grand come-back. If you would like to acquire the final bit of evidence to make your situation water-tight, be at the
          Teapot and Dormouse at 6 p.m. tomorrow night.

        

      

    

  


  The crudity of the thing astounded me, though I didnt know what it meant. The final bit of evidence . . .


  I put a hand over my eyes, thinking, as one does in moments of crisis: This cant be true, its a dream, in a minute Ill wake up and everything will be normal again. I shall
  see the gold-and-white curtains blowing in the windows, the Canaletto print hanging above the lowboy, the plate of glorious colours wed brought back from Vienna and the little carved
  Florentine angel that had come from the market near the Uffizi. The card would be part of a momentary nightmare.


  But when I looked down there it still lay in my lap, something threatening that had broken through a weak place I hadnt known existed.


  My first thought now was how fortunate it was I had the house to myself for the next two or three days. My husband was defending a case at the Liverpool Assizes. Under his penetrating gaze I
  doubted whether I could keep up appearances. (It never occurred to me I might show him the card.) My second thought wasWhy now? Ten years ago, when the Harding case was filling the
  papers, or even two years later when I re-married, yes, perhaps; but not ten years later when I believed Id really buried the past and my life was as new as though, swinging round a fresh
  corner, Id walked into a different world. That very morning Id said goodbye to our son, Gavin, setting out for his first school, then Aubrey had departed, and I had come back,
  thinking, If only something would happen to take my mind off the bleakness of the house, with both husband and son away. Well, here was something with a vengeance, and my last state was worse than
  my first.


  I forgot about lunchthis was the day our domestic help went off at twelve oclockjust sat like some stone figure Rodin might have carved, only I hadnt that
  figures spring of living. The house was silent and empty about me, no one would be coming in before morning. The years fell away like ashes or dust, and I was back in the world I thought
  Id put behind me ten years ago.


  I was born Margaret Cooper, and when the aunt who had brought me up unexpectedly married, when I was seventeen, a man a dozen years her junior, I realized fast enough there
  wasnt room for the three of us under the same roof. My new uncle, who couldnt have been much over thirty, said effusively that in getting a wife he had also got himself a daughter,
  but his manner towards me was anything but fatherly. So, having no means of my own, and my aunts income being severely telescoped now she had a husband to support, I got myself a job with
  Sebastian, the photographer. He wasnt then the great name he has since become, but he had an ambition as high as Everest even in those days. He was a dark-haired, rather pale-skinned man in
  his early thirties, dear Uncle Noels contemporary, I thoughtand in those days he operated in a cramped studio in Baker Street. I was what is now called a Girl Friday, an odds-and-sods
  girl, Uncle Noel said. I got to the studio at nine oclock and the day ended with the days work. It might be seven or eight or later, I doubt if Sebastian had ever heard of overtime;
  he had no home life that I ever discovered. His work was his whole existence. Nowadays, of course, hes one of the really great names in his profession; then he was on his way up, and it was
  my privilege to do anything required of me, and it was as a privilege that I saw it. I made the appointments, tidied the studio, fobbed off the cadgers, the odd salesmen, the self-advertisers, and
  after my first year was sometimes allowed to take a likeness myself. These were always signed Sebastian Studios. Only pictures he had actually taken were signed with his own name. My first subject
  was a socially climbing mama, with a revoltingly coy small childbut thats beside the point except that she expressed delight at the result, qualifying her remarks by the observation
  that no one could hope to do her Angel justice. The picture I took that changed my whole life was one of a dog, a large silly amiable Dalmatian called Aristo. Short for Aristocratic, my mama has a
  splendid sense of humour, said the young man who brought him in. Sebastian never photographed dogs though hed done some lovely studies of cats, all fluid grace and independence. He
  didnt like dogs, but he didnt object to my taking over the commission. The dogs owner lived in Cadogan Square and price was no object. The dogs guard was a bit miffed
  when he found Sebastian wouldnt sign the work in person. My mama would be tickled pink to see that signature, he urged. But in the end he capitulated. Shes so scatty she probably
  wont appreciate the difference, he said. Anyway, in Italy they probably wont know.


  The Dalmatian sat and beamed at us both. His guardthats how he referred to himselfhes not mine, Im privileged to walk him, thats alltold me My
  Mama only wants to get me off her hands and then shes off to Italy with Aristo. No absurd quarantine laws there, you see.


  Aristo proved a most amenable subject. He hadnt much change of expression, but at all events he didnt try and show off like poodles or express character, as terriers will. He just
  sat and beamed. Having him about the house, I thought, would be like living in a land of perpetual sun. One might even get sunstroke.


  We sent Derek Harding the proofs and he came in to discuss them, and came again to collect the finished article. On the last occasion he suggested casually I might like to come out with him to
  dine and dance one evening. I went. Derek was a lovely dancer, he had a cherishing way of holding his partner, and, needless to say, he had charm, even more charm than Uncle Noel. It oozed out of
  his ears. A little later I met his mother, who looked like a marquise, and who seemed to take to me at sight. All the same, I was a bit taken aback when Derek proposed.


  The sort of daughter-in-law my Mams been looking for for years, he declared enthusiastically. It wasnt perhaps quite the usual recommendation, but then Id been
  swept off my feet, too, by her magnetism. The pair of them were irresistible and a few months after our first meeting I found myself in a church Id never entered before being made into the
  wife of a man I scarcely knew.


  I didnt understand about that till wed been married some time. For all his apparent openness of manner, Derek was really a rather secretive person. I knew he had a job of sorts,
  but he never went into much detail. Sales rep., for a firm making engineering products, was the nearest I got. I wasnt lonely at first, I had the house to care for, and I never minded going
  round on my own discovering LondonI hadnt made many friends while working with Sebastian because he took every scrap of energy I had. I had expected Derek to bring people home, other
  newly-married men with wives of my own age, but he never did. Enough shop by day, he would observe, now for a little light relief. During that first year he was very attentive, we went out a good
  deal, more, I realized later, than he could possibly afford. My only real disappointment was that I had no prospect of a child. By the second year I began to be apologetic.


  Oh, stuff it, Maggie, Derek said. Whats so marvellous about being pregnant anyway? The birds and the bees do it all the time, and are we not much greater than
  they?


  When I realized he didnt want a child, would have been shocked to find himself cast in the role of a fatherhe hated responsibility and even he couldnt have expected a child
  to fend for itselfI changed a bit, too. It was during the second year I realized he wasnt completely faithful. I never made the mistake of thinking this was the sort of thing that can
  break up a marriagea scented note signed Daisy left, with typical carelessness, in a raincoat pocket. Id seen the way women looked at him, and the way he looked back, and how were
  they to know it meant nothing to him? I burnt the note and sent the raincoat to the cleaners, as hed asked me to do.


  Then during the third year, at the very beginning of it, he came in, smiling and gay, to tell me this was a great occasionhed cast his vote for independencehis way of
  telling me hed lost his job.


  You never saw a man so surprised in his life as old Pringle, he confided. Jaw fell so far he had to stoop down and pick it up from the carpet.


  Typically he had bought a bottle of champagne to celebrate.


  What now? I asked.


  Let a man breathe. Plenty of cosy corners if you know where to look for them.


  Before hed found his, ten weeks later, Id decided Id had enough of domesticity in isolation and got myself a job working for a beautician. Two or three weeks later Derek was
  signed on as buyer for a firm of pharmaceutical chemists. He had to do a good deal of travellingtaking the good news to the ends of the earth, he called it. Pity we cant change
  places, he grinned. You could soften my hard-faced old men and Id bewitch your lovelies.


  Oh, theyre tougher than they look, I assured him.


  It wouldnt be true to say I wasnt happy, even at that stage. I liked my job, I liked meeting different people and having more money to spend. Derek seemed cheerful, too, I supposed
  the job was going well. Now and again I wondered what he did with himself when he was away from home, staying in some overnight hotel, but I didnt fancy he lacked for company. And he never
  showed any suspicion of my activities. I genuinely dont believe it would have occurred to him that anyone married to Derek Harding would be tempted to stray.


  The following year his mother was killed in a car crash in Italy, and he took it desperately hard.


  I was fond of the old girl, he said. She was as mad as a hatter, I know, but she was awfully good fun. And it was really her behind our marriage.


  Hed never spoken so candidly before. You mean, you . . .


  Of course I wanted to marry you, he said, impatiently. But you were the first one she approved, and goodness knows, she had choice enough. I couldnt have married
  anyone she didnt like.


  He flew over for the funeral, and when he came back he seemed more dependent than before. I hadnt guessed how much he relied on her. I wondered if shed helped him out with
  money.


  He paid me more attention than hed done for months. You stick to me, old girl, he said once. The others, theyre like cigarettes, a spit and a puff, but
  youre for real. I never wanted to marry any of the others.


  Oddly enough, I believed that, but it disturbed me that he could so openly admit the existence of the others: I consoled myself with the reflection that if they had had any real significance for
  him he wouldnt have mentioned them at all.


  Neither of us at this time would have believed that in less than two years I should be standing my trial for his murder.


  Some weeks after Mrs Hardings death I too changed my job, going in with a publishing combine, working on their publicity staff. Through them I met Tom Cribbins.


  Tom, in certain ways, reminded me of Sebastian. He looked rather like him, he had the same blazing enthusiasm, the single-minded drive. He did a lot of reading for Willis, my new employers, and
  shortly afterwards became one of their editors. He confided to me hed like to publish his own list, but he realized that was out of the question. The publishing houses had fallen into step
  with the banks and big business in general, amalgamate, amalgamate, was their cry. This was a period when Derek often didnt get back at nighthed telephone on long
  distanceanother fuggy hotel, hed say. I never could pin him down precisely to what he did these days, but I never felt much security either. The most secure thing in my life was my
  job. That would endure when personal relationships failed. Charm can carry you a long way if youre in the right situation, but its weightless, you need something to drag it back to
  earth. I began to take advantage of his constant absences, made a few friends locally, and others at work and among them was Tom Cribbins. It became quite normal for us during those months to go
  out together, have something to eat, go to a cinemahe was unmarried and footlooseeven the occasional concert, though I wasnt specially musically-minded. I never took him home,
  and if he had a home he never spoke of it. He seemed as free as a bird that settles on tree after tree, but nests and rests nowhere.


  Since Id started work wed had a woman whom Derek would call the hausfrau. She was a Hungarian who had escaped with several members of her family during the 1956 rising; she
  hadnt been so fortunate as most of them, who had managed to reach the States, but she still cherished the notion that she would get there eventually, kept up with her family and showed me
  splendidly elaborate cards she received at Christmas. She was perpetually telling ustelling me, actually, since Derek never listenedabout liberty in the freest country in the world. I
  should have expected her to be pleased that I was out so often in the evenings when Derek was away, since our arrangement allowed for two hours employment at night, and she had little enough
  to do from six to eight, when she was due to go home.


  I was twenty-three and four years married when Toms chance came. Hed been to the States on Williss business, and come back cock-a-hoop. A man called Aden was opening a
  literary agency and wanted Tom to handle the English books. And, of course, Tom pointed out, his voice choked with pleasure, there are my continental connections. This is the chance Ive
  looked for for years.


  He handed in his notice as soon as he got back.


  I rejoiced with himnaturally. Its impossible not to, when a friend gets his hearts desire, but I was simultaneously aware of the comparative dullness of my life when Tom had
  gone out of it. Of course I had other friends, but none of them would make up for his loss.


  Im glad for you, truly I am, I said. Its what youve always wanted. In a sense, it was all he wanted.


  Im going to miss you, though, I added candidly.


  He put his hand over mine. Jealous, Maggie?


  What do you think?


  I saw myself going on in the same rut year after year. Id never get one of the plums. You need to be free for that. I couldnt have gone to America for three weeks as Tom had done.
  Some husbands would have agreed, but not Derek. His manner had been oddly defensive lately. I wondered if he was on the verge of losing this job, too. I knew anything that came his way now would be
  less than promotion. He was like one of those days that start in golden glory, cloud over, chill and end in torrents of rain. He wasnt near the torrents yet, but I could glimpse them ahead.
  He was still handsome, could exert charm when he pleased, though this was less often than formerly, but he was getting flabby, played no sports, went everywhere by car.


  What made you marry that stuffed shirt? asked Tom unexpectedly. You must have been pretty young, to be misled by the picture in the window. I suppose he represented a place
  in society, a house with mod. cons . . .


  Those werent my reasons, I protested, but Tom swept over me like a storm.


  Even at nineteen you must have known nothing is for free.


  I wanted to marry him, I insisted. If Id only wanted a roof, I could pay for that myself.


  I had a fleeting vision of the marriage Id intended to make. A new start, a place in a different society, a husband beside me, a society where we were a married couple, with children, of
  course, a stake in the future. Id been thinking Derek hadnt made much of a success of things. I hadnt done so much better myself. Within four years or so we were occupying
  separate rooms. Derek said his hours were so elastic it would be more restful for me, and he had taken over the room Id set aside for a nursery. He never seemed to realize the humiliation
  this involved for me. Not that he neglected me, but I felt another plank in our marriage platform had gone.


  Yes, I said, thoughtfully, I wanted Derekthen.


  Ever thought about a divorce? Tom asked casually.


  Id sometimes dreamed of freedom, but Id always bypassed the way I could attain it. I certainly didnt want Derek to die, I just wanted a chance to start again, the sort of
  chance Tom now had.


  Not really, I said. Derek wouldnt agree, anyway.


  How can you be so sure?


  Because if hed wanted it hed have told me.


  Does the choice have to rest with him? Tom asked. Youre a big girl now, Maggie. What do you suppose he does in the evenings when he doesnt come home? Plays
  tiddley-winks by himself in a hotel bedder? The mans human, isnt he?


  The idea, once planted in my mind, took root like a seed in earth. But I only had to breathe the word to Derek for the balloon to go up in flames.


  Over my dead body, he said. Till death do us part. Remember?


  I remembered taking that oath without a qualm. My only fear had been that death might part us all too soon. Now I had a different vision of the future. Year by year life would sweep past me,
  while I, like a paraplegic or someone on crutches, got left behind in the wake. I never wanted to take up Tom Cribbinss challenge as I did that night. . . .


  The door opened crisply and Etta came in. You want dinner? she demanded.


  Ill come and dish up, I said. It occurred to me as I did so that it was ages since Derek and I had had one of those easy domestic conversations that come naturally to most
  married couples.


  I wondered, though, if the suggestion had had an unexpected effect, because not long afterwards Derek told me his firm were drawing in their horns, covering a smaller area. Theres a
  vacancy nearer home, he said, and Ive put in for it. You wont need to play the grass widow any longer. I hoped that really was the way of it. I thought that a man who was making good
  with a firm would be given an enlarging job, not one contained in a much smaller area. Tom went to America, whence he sent me a long, enthusiastic letter, then a second entirely devoted to his new
  work. I answered both, but temperately. I felt hed moved into another planet. I saw more of Derek, but we seemed to have lost the capacity for casual homemaking. He said he was too fagged
  out to want to play bridge or listen to intellectual conversation. He liked to plant himself in front of the television set. Sometimes he came in late, enraging Etta, who seemed to live by the
  clock. Had to wait and see a man, hed tell me. He didnt have to add that most of the meeting was done in a bar. He was never less than sober, but theres a difference between
  the sobriety of a man whos taken nothing and another man whos had a couple or so. Then I heard through someone at the office that Tom was engaged to a girl called Rosamund Something.
  Just before I got the news Id succumbed to a mood of frightful depression; my own future seemed devoid of hope. I hardly even got companionship from Derek any more, and the office had lost
  more than half its charm since Tom went. I began to write to him, pouring out my heart, as the romantic novelists say. I dont know even now that I was really in love with him, not as I came
  to know love in later years, but hed become essential to my days, like a door into a new world and now the door had clanged shut. Id been surprised at the way his resignation had been
  accepted. I thought theyd have given a big farewell party for him, but everything went off very coolly. I think there was a general feeling that hed let them down by going at such
  short notice. But none of those who remained could make up to me for Tom. I remember some of the phrases. Derek will never agree to a divorce, I shall be hamstrung here for the rest of my days.
  Sometimes I wish these were the Middle Ages when magic could still be invoked. Long before I finished writing it I knew I wouldnt send it. I suppose that should have warned me how tenuous
  was my hold on him. I crumpled it up and threw it in the waste-paper basket, but in a way I felt better for having written it. When I got the news about Rosamund I burned at the thought that I
  might actually have posted it. I went on with my job, Derek went on with his. Now and again he talked of it in a vague way, old So-and-So was a nutter, if he had Xs job hed put the
  firm on the map all right. Just words, words, I thought.


  Ill surprise you all yet, he declared. And so indeed he did.


  He got more publicity for his death than hed ever got out of living.
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