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to science fiction.

British editor and anthologist, Stephen
Jones, provides an affectionate introduction
and appreciation of the author for this vol-
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OUT OF THE FOG: Recollection
by Stephen Jones

[ first met Basil Copper more than twenty years ago. Neither of us really
remembers much about the encounter, which is probably a blessing.

I had almost certainly already read his story “The Spider” in Herbert
van Thal’'s The Fifth Pan Book of Horror Stories (1964) while still a
teenager, and I had admired Rod Serling’s adaptation of his story “Cam-
era Obscura” on TV’s Night Gallery in the early 1970s; but at the time we
first met I knew him best for his classic tale “Amber Print,” which I had
discovered in Peter Haining’s anthology Dr. Caligari’s Black Book
(1968).

It was 1977, and I was attending Fantasycon 3 in Birmingham, Eng-
land. Basil was the Guest of Honour that year and, according to the
programme booklet that I have before me (for which, incidentally, I
contributed the cover illustration), he gave an hour-long lecture on the
Saturday afternoon. I know I was there (I used to attend all the pro-
gramme items at conventions in those days—I was keen), but over two
decades later the only memory of the entire weekend that I can recall is
being in the same room party as Basil on the Saturday night, surrounded
by crates of beer and a well-known book dealer dancing around with a
pair of ladies knickers on his head!

I believe it was more than a decade before Basil was sufficiently
recovered from the ordeal to attend another fantasy convention.

In the meantime I had become a big fan of his work. My shelf of
Basil’s books now included his two excellent collections for Arkham
House, From Evil’s Pillow (1973) and And Afterward, the Dark (1977),
and the novels Necropolis (1980) and The House of the Wolf (1983). I had
also managed to pick up a copy of his earlier novel, The Curse of the
Fleers (1976), and our mutual friend at Arkham House, James Turner,
had sent me some of Basil’s Solar Pons collections as they were publish-
ed in paperback by Pinnacle Books during the late 1970s.
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I was going to say that our next meeting was under more sober
circumstances, but that is not entirely true. It was in 1988, at the
lunchtime opening of a new crime and mystery bookstore in London’s
West End. In the course of admiring the new shop fittings and drinking
the indifferent white wine usually served at these occasions, we got to
talking, and I think Basil was genuinely surprised to meet someone who
was such a fan of his work and who could quote title and publication date
from memory. Whatever the reason, when the party started to wind
down, I suggested we move on to a small all-day drinking club I hap-
pened to know in Soho. Basil readily agreed. Over several hours—and
many, many pints of strong bitter (me) and glasses of chablis (Basil)—we
talked about the art of writing and bemoaned the state of the horror field
(some things never change), and when we finally reeled out into the dark
night to make our bleary journeys back to our homes, a lasting friendship
had been forged over fine alcohol and good conversation.

In the decade since then we have met up on numerous occasions—
often at conventions and gatherings on both sides of the Atlantic, some-
times sharing the same panel discussions, and I had the honour of
interviewing him in depth about his fascinating life and career at Fan-
tasycon XX in 1996. I have been his guest, and that of his beautiful
French wife Annie, at their charming home in Kent. As an editor, I have
been proud to work with Basil on many anthologies and non-fiction
books, and I have even managed to fill several more of those gaps in my
Basil Copper shelf as the years have passed.

I was therefore delighted when, in 1991, Fedogan and Bremer began
its successful association with Basil by publishing his long-awaited novel
The Black Death. They have followed it with two revised and corrected
editions of his Solar Pons stories, with more to follow shortly, and now
this original collection of mostly new novellas and short stories, beauti-
fully illustrated by the incomparable Stephen Fabian (who, incidentally,
also illustrated three of Basil’s Arkham House books back in the late
1970s and early '80s).

Of the eleven tales included in Whispers in the Night, only three have
previously appeared before—and those in anthologies compiled by Rich-
ard Dalby, Peter Haining and myself. The oldest story in the book is
“The Grass,” which was written in the early 1940s when the author was
an apprentice journalist, aged around sixteen or seventeen. He worked
on it in the newspaper office late at night as German bombers droned
overhead and explosions sounded all around him. About the horror that
overwhelms a pair of opportunists seeking a treasure of lost diamonds,
the manuscript was put away and forgotten for years before being redis-
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covered by Basil. It only needed a slight polishing before it was ready to
see publication, more than half a century after it was first written.

The remaining stories are more contemporary works and their
themes range from Gothic horror and dark fantasy to science fiction and
murder mystery. Here you will discover a film buff’s obsession with
Bride of Frankenstein, parasitic vampire creatures planning world domi-
nation, a serial killer with an unusual modus operands, a series of mes-
sages from a long-dead relative, ritual sacrifices performed by a Satanic
cult, an 18th century chariot that casts a strange spell over an artist, a
man haunted by a dream from the past, a curiously-shaped volume found
in an old bookshop, the crew of a futuristic outpost forced to confront
their greatest enemy, and a child’s ingenious revenge for the murder of
her mother.

It is an eclectic selection which ably conveys the range and power of
Basil’s skills as a writer. In fact, it 1s probably true to say that the author’s
work has never been more popular than it is today. With new stories
regularly appearing in bestselling anthologies around the world, and
Fedogan & Bremer’s commitment to publishing his books in handsome
and collectable hardcovers, Basil is now justly revered by his peers and
his many fans as a master of the Mysterious and the Macabre, which just
so happens to be the subtitle of this present volume.

With the passing of years, my memory of our first meeting may now
be growing a little hazy, but to any new readers who are just discovering
his work for the first time with this collection, I can guarantee that like
me, you will find Basil Copper’s fiction distinctly unforgettable!

—Stephen Jones,
London, England
April, 1998












BETTER DEAD

“BETTER DEAD!” said Robert exultantly as Boris pulled the lever.
The whole laboratory and watchtower exploded in dust and flames.
“Great!” said Robert, getting up to turn down the sound on the

projector as the Universal end titles started coming up.

Joyce, who had just poked her head in at her husband’s specially built
brick projection room, yawned, glancing at the hundreds of metal film
cans that lined the interior of the thirty-foot-long auditorium, the metal
shelving reflecting back the screen images in tiny flickering points of
light. Normally Robert had the curtains drawn across his archive treas-
ures but for some reason he had not bothered this evening. The room
lights went on as the last foot of black trailer went through the machine.

“You must have seen Bride of Frankenstein a hundred times by now,”
Joyce said wearily.

Robert’s eyes glowed.

“And I expect to see it another hundred times before the year’s out.
The classics never stale.”

Joyce shook her head.

“Tea’s ready. Is there any chance of you cutting the lawn tonight?”

Robert gave her an expression of mock regret.

“Doubtful. I have two more film parcels to open yet.”
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“I've had enough of the dead alive,” his wife said, a steely undertone
coming into her voice. “Film collecting will be the death of you.”

Robert chuckled, his eyes vacantly fixed on two huge cardboard
cartons on the bench near his canvas viewing chair.

“What a way to go!”

The outer door slamming cut off any further remarks he might have
made and with a slightly crestfallen expression he switched off the mains
electricity and made his way back to the house. The couple ate their tea
in silence, Joyce’s eyes fixed smoulderingly on his face. An attractive,
dark-haired woman of thirty-six, she had to rein back the resentment
within her at her husband’s extravagant collecting habits, while she was
forced to hold on to a boring secretarial job in order to help pay the bills.

Robert crumbled a piece of toast into his tea and ate it with satisfaction.

“I think Night of the Living Dead just turned up,” he said at length.
“We were looking forward to that one.”

“You mean you were,” his wife said pointedly.

She got up to clear her plate, the set of her shoulders indicating
extreme displeasure.

She paused by the buffet, delicately cutting a slice of the cream gateau
that they had started at lunch-time.

“I shan’t be back until late this evening. I have a committee meeting
and then I have some more typing to finish off at the office.”

“Don’t forget your key,” said Robert absently, his mind still fixed on
the parcels in his projection room at the bottom of the garden. He gazed
fondly to where the roof showed through the top of the rose trellis
outside the French windows. “I may be running stuff down there.”

Joyce’s eyes glinted with suppressed anger as she stood with the cake
knife in one slim, well manicured hand.

“Do you want any of this?”

Robert shook his head.

“Just another cup of tea, if you’d be so kind.”

There was an oppressive silence in the room as Joyce bent to pour,
accentuated as the faint hum of a motor mower came faintly on the
summer breeze.

“Incidentally,” she said sourly. “Karloff never said, ‘Better dead!” Even
after all those viewings you can’t remember the dialogue properly.”

“Oh,” said Robert.

He gave his wife a twisted smile. For the first time she realised how
ugly and worn he was looking, even in his early forties.

“Well,” he said eventually, with an air of quiet triumph. “If he didn’t
say it, he should have!”
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Joyce turned her face away so that he should not see the expression
on it. She put the teapot down on the metal stand with barely suppressed
fury.

She left the room without saying goodbye. The phone rang as she was
crossing the hall. She turned quickly, made sure the dining room door
was firmly closed.

“Hullo, darling!”

The voice was unmistakable. She changed colour, put her hand
quickly over the receiver.

“How many times have I told you, Conrad. Don’t ring here!”

“Why, 1s he home?”

She smiled tautly at the alarm in the other’s voice.

“Don’t worry; he’s having tea in the dining room. See you tonight as
arranged.”

She put the phone down quickly as Robert’s footsteps sounded over
the parquet. She was putting on her light raincoat in front of the mirror
when he opened the door.

“Just the office,” she said, answering his unspoken question.

She smiled maliciously.

“Hope you’re not too disappointed. It wasn’t one of your film dealer
friends.”

She went out quickly, slamming the front door before he had time to

reply.

2

Light exploded, splitting the darkness with dazzling incandescence.
Joyce, nude, got out of bed, revelling in the fact that the dark, strongly-
built young man next to her was admiring her sinuous curves, softly
explored by the bedside lamp. But she ignored the imploring look in his
eyes, dressing quickly with the ease born of long practice in the danger-
ous game they were playing. She glanced at her wrist watch, noted it had
only just turned ten PM. There was plenty of time then.

“When will I see you?”

She shrugged.

“Soon, obviously. But we can’t keep this pace up, Conrad. We're
meeting too frequently.”

“Nowhere near frequently enough for me!”

He rolled over quickly, reaching for her, as she sat cross-legged, one
stocking half drawn on, but she skipped out of reach, laughing and sat
down on the bedside stool to finish dressing. He lay and watched her
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with the concentration she had often noticed; even when sated with sex
men were never satisfied. As soon as the woman had dressed the
mystery was there again, waiting to be revealed at the next encounter.
She could not really understand the fascination, though she appreciated
it in Conrad’s case. She had never owned a man like him; the affair had
begun two years earlier and he was a person of integrity, held to her by
so many bonds of unswerving loyalty.

She deftly made up her mouth in the mirror, the ratchets of her mind
clicking over hopelessly, as they had ever since the affair had begun. If
there were only some way out that would make three people happy. If
only Robert would find someone else. But that was not within his nature.
He was so absorbed in his film collecting that he hardly noticed she was
there; that being so, he would hardly turn his attention to another
woman. And if he did not appreciate her attractions—and Conrad cer-
tainly did—things could go on as they were for ever if she and Conrad did
not make some attempt to solve the problem.

“I can’t understand him,” Conrad said, as though he could read her
mind.

“Who?”

Naturally, turning back from the mirror, she knew what he meant.

The dark-haired man in the bed shrugged impatiently.

“Your husband, of course. With all that under his roof he just doesn’t
seem interested.”

Joyce smiled bitterly.

“You should be grateful, darling. People hardly ever value what they
possess.”

Conrad gave her a twisted smile in return.

“Until they’ve lost it . ..”

The sentence seemed to hang heavily in the scented air of the
bedroom.

Joyce bent swiftly and kissed him gently on the brow.

“We’ll see in due course,” she said in a low voice. “We have to be
patient.”

“I thought we had been. For two long years.”

Joyce did not answer, her emotions suddenly overcoming her. She
turned to the mirror, only the faint trembling of her fingers as she put on
the lightweight raincoat betraying her inmost feelings.

“I'll ring you,” she said through tight lips. “Please don’t ring the house
again. It's too dangerous.”

He did not answer and she went out without a backward glance,
letting herself out the back door into the secluded garden. It was a
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bright, starry night and she leaned against the wall, drinking in the fresh
air until she had recovered herself. She drove home slowly, her mind still
turning over useless prospects. It was still only a quarter to eleven when
she got in. Lights burned in the dining room and the French windows
were open to the lawn.

From the projection room at the end of the garden came the faint,
tinny music. The Night of the Living Dead was under way. She sat down
at the end of the dining room table, her emotions overcoming her. Slowly
her head fell forward and she put her hands up to her face as she rested
her elbows on the cold oak surface. Salt tears trickled through her
fingers as the raucous music went on.

3

“It’s alive! It's alive!”

There was a sudden burst of laughter from the other end of the dining
room. Joyce shrank inwardly. The guests round the long table wore blank
faces. Only Robert and his friend John at the head were laughing inanely.

“For God’s sake, Robert,” said Joyce irritably. “Can’t you leave it
alone for even a few hours?”

The nearest guests looked startled at the vehemence of her tones and
John and Robert resembled figures congealed in a photo-flash picture.
Joyce forced a smile, aware that she had made a social gaffe. John’s wife
was sitting next to her and she turned toward Isabel.

“I'm sorry about that, but this film collecting business is getting on
my nerves.”

The guests relaxed then, exchanging knowing smiles among them-
selves, and Joyce was inwardly gratified to see that both John and Robert
wore chastened looks.

Isabel nodded, fixing her husband with a warning glance.

“Don’t I know it, dear. John and I have no conversation at all nowadays
unless it’s about films.”

She paused.

“Or, it’s ‘Pass the salt!””

“We must split them up when we have coffee,” Joyce said.

Isabel sighed.

“I've tried before,” she said resignedly. “There’s no stopping them
once they get on that topic.”

Joyce stabbed her silver fork into the remains of her dessert with an
almost savage gesture.

“They’re hardly ever off it.”
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The two women laughed uneasily and then Joyce was in command of
herself again. A few minutes later, when she had ushered the last of the
guests into the drawing room and she and Isabel had returned to the
kitchen to make the coffee, they were silent, as though both were
absorbed with weighty thoughts that they did not like to impart to the
other.

That night, long after the guests had departed, Joyce was washing up
in the kitchen, when she heard the back door slam. Robert had, of
course, gone off with John somewhere, as soon as he could decently
excuse himself. Now he had come in and, despite the lateness of the
hour, had gone out to his projection room. A few minutes later, as she
finished drying the glasses she could hear raucous music coming from
the end of the garden. The nearest house to theirs was quite a long way
off, so Robert had not bothered to completely sound-proof his private
cinema.

Joyce paused; a sudden thought had come in to her mind. Robert’s
acquisitions had risen to an alarming total in the past few months.
Alarming in the sense that his “hobby,” if it could be called that, must be
costing him a great deal. Costing them a great deal, she suddenly real-
ised. She stood, her lips pursed, her flat stomach against the draining
board, the last glass poised in her hand. She caught a glimpse of herself
in the mirror opposite. She looked absurdly like Joan Crawford in one of
her Warner Brothers melodramas, she felt. Then she angrily dismissed
the thought. She was catching Robert’s disease. She crossed the kitchen
and took the last trayful of clean glasses back into the dining room.

Then she went swiftly along the corridor to Robert’s study. She
switched on the green-shaded desk lamp, making sure that the thick
curtains were already drawn across the windows. Robert always kept his
chequebooks and stubs in the top righthand drawer. She went through
them quickly, her breath coming faster as she noted the sums. She got
out a sheet of paper and a pencil and started jotting down the figures.
Anger was growing like a dull fire within her. He had spent several
thousand pounds in the last two months alone! She fought back the
feeling as she completed her calculations. And Robert sometimes grum-
bled that she was careless with the housekeeping money . . . When she
had finished, she replaced everything as she had found it, switched off
the lamp and went back to the dining room.

She put the sheet with the notations at the bottom of her handbag and
then replaced all the glasses in the big antique glass-fronted corner
cupboard. She had just finished when she heard Robert come in, locking
and bolting the back door behind him. He looked in at the open dining
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room door, as though surprised to see her still working. He rubbed his
hands with satisfaction.

“I think it all went very well, don’t you?”

“Yes, very well,” she said slowly.

She kept her eyes fixed steadily on his face. It was as if she were
seeing him clearly for the first time.

4

It was hard work mowing the lawn. Joyce was perspiring and a savage
resentment was building up. Robert had disappeared some hours earlier
but she had no doubt where he was and her eyes wandered to his cinema
building at the far side of the garden. Another two parcels of film had
arrived that morning and that had added to her anger. The two had
spoken very briefly; long silences were becoming the norm within the
marriage and Joyce was conscious that things had deteriorated to a
dangerous degree over the past two years. This was one of the factors
which had driven her into another man’s arms; the utter indifference of
her partner to her needs both as a woman and a human being.

Joyce put the mower away in the small shed just beyond the cinema,
aware all the time of the faint music issuing into that corner of the
garden. She ate lunch alone and when she went out again to continue her
gardening activities she was only vaguely conscious of the fact that the
shadowy figure of Robert had passed briefly across her field of vision,
presumably on his way to the kitchen where she had left a cold salad
lunch for him.

It was late afternoon and the shadows were lengthening on the
ground before Joyce had finished her current projects in the garden and
when she went back indoors to make herself a much-needed cup of
coffee, there was no sign of Robert. She went through all the rooms in
turn but he was not there. Then she made a quick, cautious call to
Conrad confirming their next meeting. Then she returned to the garden,
sitting on a teak bench in a small arbour to finish her coffee and biscuits.
It was almost dark by this time and leaving the coffee tray on the bench
she collected her spade, intending to take it back to the garden shed.

She paused by the entrance to Robert’s private cinema. Strangely
enough, he did not seem to be there. Or at least there was no sound of
films being projected this evening. She bent to the door, listening
intently. Unless he was showing silent films . . . She made up her mind.
It was time they had a serious talk. They could not go on in this manner.
She was inside the vestibule now. Robert had constructed a small lobby
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which featured glass cases containing film stills. Of very old films, of
course; mainly from the twenties and thirties. There was an inner door
leading to the cinema proper, with its archive material, constructed not
only to muffle the sound when films were being projected, but to prevent
light spill from the outside.

Very quietly Joyce opened the inner door and glanced through. Yes,
there was a film showing, but it appeared to be silent. Then she saw it
was one of the Frankenstein series. Odd that there was no sound. Unless
Robert had it switched off for some reason. She could not see him for the
moment as she had not yet adjusted to the light intensity in here. Her
eyes were again directed to the screen; she suddenly felt dizzy and her
heart had begun to thump uncontrollably. Was she ill or had she over-ex-
erted herself in her gardening activities today?

Yes, it was The Bride. There was Elsa Lanchester in her incredible
makeup as the monster’s mate and the hysterical Colin Clive facing the
sardonic Ernest Theisiger, both men in their white surgeon’s smocks.
And here came Karloff himself, clumping clumsily into the laboratory. Or
was it Karloff! The screen image seemed to be going out of focus,
wavering and insubstantial as mist. Joyce’s breath caught in her throat
and she stared incredulously at the burning rectangle before her. It was
impossible but there was Robert’s face up there on the screen with the
other actors. Karloff’s massive body and Robert’s features! It was im-
possible but it was happening. And still the silent pantomime went on.

She must be ill. This could not be happening. She pressed the sharp
point of her shoe against her right instep. There was pain certainly so
she was wide awake and not dreaming. Instead she was enmeshed in a
nightmare. She looked round desperately for the light switch, could not
find it. Then her eyes were caught by something else. The reflected light
from the screen was strobing across the floor and winking on the masses
of film tins. Robert could not have drawn the curtains across them
tonight as he usually did to avoid the reflections from the projector
beam. Then thunderous music began, startling her so much that she
almost fell.

The screen light was falling across Robert’s figure now, hunched in a
canvas chair at the back of the projection room, apparently intent on the
drama being played out before him. Joyce took one step forward, then
froze. It was not Robert; someone much taller and more massive, wear-
ing a thick sheepskin coat. She screamed then as the reflected light from
the projector made vivid bars across the flat skull and horrific features of
Karloff’s monster. The light glinted on the neck bolts and the metal clip
on the skull as the leering mouth was turned toward her. Joyce moved



BETTER DEAD 11

then, hardly realising that scream after scream was still being wrenched
from her throat. The paralysis left her. She still had the spade in her
hand, having apparently carried it in, though she had not been conscious
of having done so.

She went forward rapidly, raining blow after blow on the hideous form
of the monster in the chair. The music from the screen speakers dinned
in her ears as the film came to its climax. Sick and trembling she at last
found the light switch as the final leader of the film ran thrashing off the
end of the spool. The noise went on until she pulled out the plug. The
silence was thunderous as she turned to the crumpled form of the thing
that had been watching the film. Rivers of blood, scarlet splashes on the
spade she held in her hand. The face was almost unrecognisable. Joyce
fell to her knees as she recognised the shattered remnants of the man
who had once been Robert. She must have fainted then because her
wrist watch showed that more than two hours had passed when she
finally became aware of her surroundings.

Shaking uncontrollably she dragged herself to her feet. No, it had not
been a mirage, but terrible reality. Her brain was working again now.
Somehow she forced herself to look at her handiwork. Could the whole
ghastly error have been an optical illusion? That somehow the mirror at
the back of the hall and the reflection off the hundreds of film cans might
have transposed her husband’s image on to that of the screen? While the
visage of Karloff had been superimposed on to her husband’s features?
Impossible, surely. And yet the deed was done. Wild thoughts passed
through her head. Her first impulse was to ring the police. But how could
she explain? No-one would believe her. It would mean years of prison at
the least and the loss of all of her dreams of a shared future with Conrad.
She forced herself into action, her mind made up.

The keys were on the side of the projection stand where they always
were. She went out, her course of action clear. She switched off the light,
locked the door, then washed the spade carefully under the garden tap.
Cold water would remove all traces of blood, she had read somewhere.
Not hot. That could be fatal. When the spade was absolutely clean she
dried it thoroughly with a piece of sacking and then thrust it into the
earth several times before replacing it in the garden shed. This she
locked also. The garden was extremely secluded, with very high hedges
and it was a bright moonlight night.

Back in the house, she locked and bolted the front door and poured
herself a stiff brandy in the dining room. Fortified, she returned to the
garden, procured a big tarpauling from the shed and then selected
Robert’s spade, which was much bigger than her own, and more suitable
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for the night’s work. She had already locked the back door of the house
and bolted the side gate so no-one would disturb her and she had all
night. The earth was very friable about eight feet from the hedge, in the
spot she had chosen.

She and Robert had always planned to have a York stone terrace
there. She would need to be careful. Fortunately, Robert had no living
relatives but there would be questions, of course, from friends and
neighbours. And after several weeks she would have to report his
disappearance to the police. There would be problems, naturally, but
they were not insurmountable. And in the course of time, when people’s
memories had faded, they would come to think that Robert had walked
out after a row; or had found another woman. Both she and Conrad were
still young and would be able to marry after the statutory period was
OVer.

She breathed deeply as she walked toward the most remote part of
the garden. The moon shone on serenely as she began to dig like a
madwoman.

5

It was a bright, sunny morning when Joyce went down the front path to
check the car. She was meeting Conrad in an hour and they would spend
the next fortnight in the Cotswolds. She had told him that Robert was
away on business, which frequently happened, and he had asked no
questions. She had already telephoned the contractors about the work on
the new terrace. She and Robert had often discussed establishing it
there, so there was nothing untoward in the request. Especially as the
builders already knew of their intentions.

The tarpaulin with its contents was a good eight feet down. Fortu-
nately, the soil had been very easy to work, though it had taken her
almost until dawn to accomplish the task. It would be several weeks
before the earth would settle, but then the contractors would not arrive
on the site until another month had passed, as they had a large number
of commissions to fulfil. Joyce walked back to the house for a final check
and then again toured the garden to see that everything was in order.

She noticed as she passed the spot where Robert lay that there was a
slight mound of earth over the place. She tamped it down with one
elegantly shod foot.

Her heart was light as she ran toward the front gate.

“Better dead!” she said.



DR. IRVING is coming up tomorrow. That was all Renwick could think of.
The epidemic was getting out of hand and he, as the Chief Medical
Officer of the Outstation was baffled. He was grateful for Irving’s agree-
ment to come. He was the leading British specialist in blood disorders
and the diseases connected therewith. Renwick adjusted the trim of the
anglepoise lamp to give a better light on the paper before him and wiped
his aching eyes with his handkerchief.

God, I'm tired, he thought. The situation in which he was involved
seemed never-ending. He had not bargained for this when he had ac-
cepted the position in this remote outpost. With its chill winds and
temperatures that froze one to the bone, it put the seal on what his
predecessor had called one of the most God-forsaken places on earth.

Now he bent forward again, jotting his observations in the Station
Logbook, which he was obliged by law to enter every day. The photocop-
ies were faxed directly to the headquarters of the Central Committee,
who could direct his activities within a few minutes, if an emergency
arose. Renwick remembered the words of Cartwright, the former Direc-
tor of the station, and his gaunt white face vanishing into the mist as the
relief launch took him back to the mainland.

“You'll find things here, man, that are beyond belief.”
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He had paused, his grim jaw jutting out beneath the stem of his
meerschaum pipe. _

“And beyond all medical science,” he had added.

He had spat philosophically overboard into the scummy water. His
last words had been, “Pernicious anaemia, be damned! There’s some-
thing far deeper and more sinister involved that would baffle the greatest
medical scientists, let alone poor humble specialists like ourselves. Good
luck to you!”

Renwick had been left with the impression of his glowing eyes and his
white, tragic face that had rapidly been enveloped in the thick fog that
always descended on the islands. Two months later he was dead; no-one
knew the cause. In a letter received a few days before the news came
through, he had confided to Renwick, “I am on the brink of something
interesting. If not a breakthrough then at least an inkling of what we
might be up against. More later.”

But nothing had ever come and Renwick had been left with a great
question mark. His inquiries of the Central Committee had resulted in
no further data, and apparently, according to Mclver, he had left no notes
that made any sense. There was something weird about the whole
set-up, Renwick realised. It was as though strange forces were at work
to combat the researches of the Outstation.

Professor Quintain had been on to something as well. The island had
been uninhabited for years, which was why the Central Committee had
chosen it. It was untainted, unlike the mainland, and research could be
carried out there, free from the constraints which obained elsewhere.
But the virus may have been airborne, for no sooner had the large
number of scientists and ancillary staff been established there, than
things resumed their old course.

It had taken some months, it was true. Quintain had been the first
person to pinpoint it. He was a gigantic, bearded man, of Scandinavian
extraction, and brilliant in his own field, which was that of virology.
Almost alone among the personnel on the island, he had discounted the
windborne virus theory. He felt the disease was spread by human con-
tact and had directed his researches to that end. This was reinforced by
the presence of the strange, sucker-like mark on the abdomen of each of
the dead, which no-one could explain. He had come to Renwick some
months earlier, when the wind was buffeting at the windows of the
Outstation and dark storm clouds were scudding over the sullen sea.

His theory, which was fanciful in the extreme, was that some sort of
vampiric influence was at work, attacking the victims and leaching their
blood away; it was true that the victims became extremely emaciated
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and their blood count low, but despite the strange abdominal markings,
the theory was fantastic in the extreme, Renwick felt. He himself now
clung to the notion that some rarer form of pernicious anaemia was at
work, of which the abdominal wounds were the culmination, not the
commencement. The most awful thing about it all—and Renwick, being
a scientist, was not an emotional man—was that the symptoms, once
appearing, rapidly developed and almost always ended in death of the
most excruciating kind.

In the two years since the Outstation had been established, at least
twenty of the personnel on site had died and their bodies had been
cremated, lest others be contaminated. And of those cases with which
Renwick was familiar, a number of medical people who had left the
island, had later succumbed to the bizarre disease on the mainland. The
most sensational and at the same time most promising development, had
been some months ago, shortly after Quintain first came to see him.
Since then he had further developed his theories and had noted some-
thing that had escaped the observations of the rest of the Outstation’s
staff.

There were large numbers of wild sheep on the island, which was of
vast extent and largely unexplored. It was mountainous, inhospitable
terrain and as the scientific establishment had obviously been built at the
nearest point to the mainland, few people there had bothered to venture
more than a mile or two from its perimeter, particularly as the level
ground shortly ran out into steep hillsides covered with shale and boul-
ders. But Quintain was a bold and adventurous man and his explorations
often took him several miles inland and he would sometimes stay away
one or even two nights, taking a small tent and iron rations with him.

What he had discovered and what his photographs confirmed was that
some sort of creature hitherto unknown to science was at work in these
- barren wastes, findings which were beginning to erode Renwick’s own
feelings about the disease.

During his wanderings Quintain had discovered the bodles of a num-
ber of dead sheep scattered over an area several miles square, not only
on a plateau but on the lower slopes of the foothills where these hardy
beasts grazed. Renwick was about to point out that this was entirely
normal and that sometimes the beasts lost their footing and could have
fallen to their deaths or died from exposure or natural causes, but there
was something about Quintain’s manner that stopped the words in his
throat.

“I have never come across anything like it,” the latter said. “All these
animals, which were otherwise healthy and well-nourished beasts, had
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been entirely drained of blood, and what’s more, on the bellies of each
there was a large circular hole—a suction point revealing strange inden-
tations, through which the life had been drained out of them. Some
creature had stealthily crept beneath them and quietly and cautiously
had leached the vital essence out of them until they were nothing more
than lifeless husks! This might explain some of the strange marks on the
stomachs of our dead colleagues.”

Despite his phlegmatic nature Renwick could not suppress a slight
shudder at these last words, the nature of which had been reinforced by
the bleakness of their surroundings, slightly distorted by the thick
quartz windows of the laboratory. He had put forward a number of
possibilities which Quintain had had no difficulty in dismissing out of
hand and truth to tell Renwick himself felt his possible explanations to
be thin and unconvincing. Nothing further was said and on parting
Quintain had asked him to say nothing to any of the others. Renwick had
kept his word and so far as he knew Quintain himself had not confided in
anyone else. He had buried those sheep he had found, the ones nearest
the Outstation, and his photographs and a number of sketchy notes on
the phenomenon he had left with Renwick.

Perhaps he had a premonition for the last time the two had met,
Quintain had expressed doubts about the future and when he had handed
his material over to his companion he had urged him to put them in an
anonymous brown envelope and keep them under lock and key. This he
had done but afterward he could not forget Quintain’s parting words. “It
is my contention that we are up against some superhuman agency, that is
perhaps taking over mankind for some purpose of which we are un-
aware.”

Renwick had smiled at this but shortly after, Quintain had disappeared
on one of his expeditions. Some days later he was found dead on a
remote hillside. Dr. Sanders, who carried out purely medical functions at
the Outstation, had given the cause of death as heart failure, but Ren-
wick was not satisfied. He had gone to the post-mortem room late at
night with a purloined key. He was shocked at what he found. This great
man was shrunken, his complexion dead white, his body obviously
drained of blood. Renwick was used to death but he was staggered to the
very core of his being when he saw in the centre of the corpse’s stomach,
a large circular indentation; a suction point which bore the marks of
extremely tiny teeth.

He had seen nothing like it before; in the other examples it was as
though an abscess had burst. Fortunately he kept this new knowledge to
himself, replacing the key in secret. There was nothing of these findings
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when he read Dr. Sanders’ report and the next day cremation had taken
place in the normal way. From that day forward Renwick was on his
guard for he now regarded each of his colleagues as a possible source of
evil.

)

Quintain used to say, “In this life you get only the label on the bottle.
Nothing else.” Meaning don’t look for anything other than what you
expected. He was right, of course. Only in this instance, it looked as
though the label on the bottle indicated its contents as poison. But
Renwick kept his own counsel and studied each of his more intimate
colleagues searchingly, while at the same time trying to avoid any suspi-
cion on their part that he was doing so. He was impatiently awaiting the
arrival of Dr. Irving, who had been delayed, owing to some administra-
tive difficulties with the Central Committee.

But eventually, some weeks after Quintain’s death, the day arrived
and Renwick was among the small party on the jetty awaiting the advent
of the great man. Renwick’s initial impression was disappointing. De-
spite his great height—Irving was just over six feet four inches tall—he
was cadaverous in aspect, with a strong, square chin that gave him a
prognathous aspect. His complexion was chalky white, but his eyes were
a brilliant green and he was animated enough, inspiring confidence in
those around him.

He was a fountain of ideas, spraying out instructions and observations
to the laboratory staff, with most of whom he was soon on confidential
terms. But something within Renwick held back; beneath his habitual
reserve, there was something else; something on which he could not put
his finger at the moment. It had crystallised around the figure of Dr.
- Sanders and the fact that he had reported nothing of the bizarre circum-
~ stances surrounding the death of Professor Quintain. If Renwick con-
fided in Irving, then that would set the wheels in motion; the last thing
he wanted was a confrontation with the latter. That would put him on his
guard immediately.

No, all the sensitive antennae with which he was equipped, ruled
against this. He must wait, bide his time, and strike when the moment
was appropriate. Sanders must make a false move at some point; Ren-
wick could see that Irving’s arrival had caught him off balance and made
him uneasy. He had only to wait; the time for conveying his suspicions to
the newcomer was not yet. In the meantime, as the Chief Medical
Officer, he was in Irving’s confidence, and the two men had a number of
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private meetings, in which they exchanged views on the plague—for it
was nothing less—that was blighting the world.

Renwick in turn gained strength from Irving’s confidence and author-
ity. He was active from dawn to dusk; striding about the station; calling
for private documents and reports; requesting information from the
secret archives of the Central Committee; and actually going out on
solitary expeditions among the bleak landscapes of the island, just as
Quintain had done. Renwick was a little perturbed at these latter exer-
cises but he kept his thoughts to himself, even accompanying Irving on
one occasion, though he marvelled at the older man’s energy and stam-
ina.

He strode and scrambled across the rocky terrain at such a pace and
with apparently undiminished vigour, that Renwick was hard put to keep
up with him. But later, thinking over Quintain’s comments, on many a
lonely night watch, he wondered why Irving spent so much time out
alone at night, which was completely contrary to the practice of the other
members of the research staff. It was true Quintain had done the same
thing, but he had a definite purpose in view. Renwick had said nothing to
Irving of his suspicions, though naturally the two men had gone deeply
into the medical problems involved in the treatment of the disease.

For month after month before Irving’s arrival Renwick had spent long
nights in the laboratory, examining the writhing organisms revealed by
the powerful lenses of his microscopes. Now he had confided his medical
theories to the newcomer and had made available to him the detailed
notes that occupied the pages of three thick journals. These dealt, of
course, with medical problems only, and were entirely different to the
secret diaries to which Renwick confided his inmost thoughts and con-
jectures concerning the plague which had so afflicted his colleagues.

Gradually, his mind had been turned in a certain direction. The Out-
station was the principal research unit which contained the finest brains
which were currently exploring ways of combating the dreadful scourge.
If it were a disease. But the Outstation, on an island supposedly free
from the plague, was prey to some intelligence that was slowly and
invisibly cutting down these fine minds. A human agency somewhere
was determined to prevent the secret of the vampiric virus from being
discovered. The premise was so simple and so obvious that Renwick had
completely overlooked it in his calculations; now it came as a blinding ray
of light into his consciousness.

He was torn in two directions; the imperative on the one hand was to
confide in someone in higher authority so that proper steps could be
taken. On the other, it was impossible, at this stage, for him to decide
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whom to trust. In the end he compromised, as he had to. There was no
other choice. He determined to keep close watch on both Irving and
Sanders. If Sanders were involved he might try to make some attempt
on Irving’s life. But if Irving had his own suspicions and struck first, then
Renwick must aid him with everything within his power. It needed a
very fine judgment.

His opportunity was to come more quickly than he anticipated. One
evening, as dusk was beginning to fall, Irving went out across the
foothills. The big windows of Renwick’s laboratory commanded the only
entrance to the Outstation and all personnel had to pass in and out
beneath these windows. Furthermore, a security light, which was con-
trolled from the laboratory itself, burned there all night, so that anyone
coming or going could be easily identified. About ten minutes later,
Sanders himself went out, making for the rough ground of the low
foothills in the same direction Irving had taken. -

Renwick took only three seconds to make up his mind. His anorak
was to hand on the peg near his desk; he thrust a sheath-knife into his
right hand pocket and—he could not have said why—he picked up an
emergency pack from a rack in the corridor outside the laboratory.

This contained a torch; handtools; a self-powered electric drill; and a
short metal spade, its edge honed to maximum sharpness to combat the
tough sea-grass which grew so profusely in these parts. He fixed it by
the canvas straps to his back and in reply to questions from colleagues he
met in the corridor, he merely muttered that he was routinely collecting
some core samples from the soil.

No-one queried this and in another two minutes he was outside in the
windy dusk, where white spume was being blown from the wave-tops
down on the shore. Irving had long since disappeared but the thin form
of Sanders was still visible on the furthermost ridge. Then it too faded
- from sight. Renwick walked aimlessly at first, but in the general direc-
tion which he guessed Irving had taken. He had been with him once to a
high, grassy plateau where the sheep grazed. He made his way up a
steep ravine in the purple dusk, at a tangent to the route Sanders had
taken, his breath hissing in his throat with the exertion on the precipi-
tous slopes.

It was still light when he gained the plateau and there was no sign of
either of the two men. But Renwick had a strange feeling this evening,
and something impelled him to keep on walking in the same direction. A
short while later he could make out the dark silhouettes of a number of
sheep, fringed with the last traces of an angry red sunset. There was
something else too; something so inexpressibly sinister that he could
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not believe his eyes. He stopped quickly, and silently lowered the pack to
the ground, eased out the spade and extended the metal handle to its full
length before locking it in place.

What he saw was some sort of huge white slug slowly making its way
across the grass, where it settled like some obscene incubus beneath the
belly of the nearest sheep. Renwick’s heart was thudding in his throat as
he went forward, tightly clutching the metal spade . . .

3

From the secret diary of Dr. Donald Renwick. Section No. 46. Asylum
No. 134:

They will not believe me. But now that I have had six months to think
things over, I realise that Sanders could not take the risk of killing me. [
knew too much, it was true, but what was that weighed against the stake
these creatures were playing for? It was better to have me quietly re-
moved to the mainland; then to spread reports and have people in high
places—even those on the Central Committee—to sign documents, while
doctors—so-called—processed the papers which eventually found me
here, helpless and unable to warn anybody of the horrors awaiting man-
kind.

There had been too many deaths of high-ranking personnel on the
island, you see, and they could not afford to eliminate the Chief Medical
Officer. Better by far to say that the strain of my duties had unhinged my
mind; that would account for the preposterous accusations I was about to
make. But I am writing these notes in the hope that somewhere, some
day, an incorruptible person in high authority will find them and bring the
truth before unimpregnable Centralists while there is still time.

I reiterate again and again the same facts; it is gospel truth what I say,
even though it may appear fantastic. Dr. Irving has never been seen since
that night, of course. Should I, in fact, have brought back witnesses; have
taken photographs; have tried in some way to alert the world to these
vampiric horrors?

In the long run, I think not. It would have done no good and the
menace that threatens mankind must be fought in the same subtle way
that these creatures employ. They hold all the aces in the pack while they
remain invisible, in the middle of society, yet unsuspecting. What I saw
that night has been burned inexorably into my brain, and will remain with
me until the day I die.

As I stepped forward with the spade I saw with a shudder of indescrib-
able terror that the long, glistening slug-creature that undulated across
the rough grass, its sickly white envelope glistening with some noxious
fluid, bore the head of Dr. Irving whose eyes glared into mine as its sucker
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mouth with its minute teeth were about to sink themselves into the
underbelly of the sheep. The abomination writhed aside but I was too
quick for the loathsome thing; I stepped forward swiftly and with the
strength of desperation gripped the spade and sheared the head clean off
the foul hybrid which went wriggling blindly across the grass.

I must have had the strength of ten men that night and I do not know
how I found the courage to do what I did. They will never find the remains
of Irving if they search for a thousand years; there are so many wild and
secret places on the island. Did I do right? Who is to say? It was the most
difficult decision of my life and as a medical man I should have ordered a
full autopsy so that science could gain more knowledge of the darker
secrets of this world.

And yet, and yet . . . There was so much horror and disgust; no-one but
myself could realise the half of it. For the dismembered portions of this
vile creature kept on living and wriggling in torment; there were vent-like
mouths all along the slug body on either side.

And the disembodied head opened and closed its eyes, and the mouth
was moving as though it were pleading with me. I was sick to my soul but
I did what I had to do. He was still alive, as [ say. But . . . Reader, I buried
him!

L
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DARJEELING!” said Miss Beale approvingly. “Excellent!”

The next minute passed in an agreeable atmosphere of clinking cups
and tinkling spoons. Then the folded newspaper on their hostess’ chair
brought Miss Beale back to reality.

“Did you see there had been another nasty murder in the neighbour-
hood?”

Miss Sturgess, who was giving her usual Wednesday afternoon tea-

party, shuddered.

' “I don’t know why you take such an interest in these horrors, Miss
Beale,” she said in tones of gentle reproof. “The man must be mad.”

Mrs. Devigne, widowed for ten years now, looked at her brightly.

“I don’t see why. He’s being very clever, whoever he is.”

Miss Beale sipped her tea reflectively, savouring the taste.

“What makes you say that? And how do you know it’s a man? I
thought poison was usually a woman'’s prerogative.”

Their hostess stiffened perceptibly in her comfortable chair by the
window.

Everyone who took part in Miss Sturgess’ little gatherings always sat
in the same places.
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“What about Landru?” she said triumphantly. “Dr. Petiot? Armstrong?”

Miss Beale held up her hand, smiling.

“Touché,” she said. “But I don’t think these few examples disprove
the rule.”

No-one had any answer to that and an awkward silence descended on
the sunlit room with its comfortable, chintzy furniture, bowls of carefully
arranged flowers and the muted oil paintings on the walls.

Miss Beale decided to change the subject.

“What do you put in this tea that makes it taste so wonderful?” she
asked, looking at the red Chinese lacquered caddy that stood next to the
big Georgian silver teapot at their hostess’ elbow. Miss Sturgess puck-
ered up her lips, looking at little Miss Beamish conspiratorially. Miss
Beamish hardly ever spoke but when she did break her silence her
sentences were usually both pithy and pertinent.

“I thought you knew,” she told Miss Beale now. “Some special herb
from the East, isn’t it?”

Miss Sturgess nodded. To Miss Beale it appeared as though she were
discomfitted.

“Yes,” she said. “It’s a secret, really.”

She stared across at Miss Beale reproachfully, as though criticising
her for bringing up the subject. “I'd rather keep it that way, if you don’t
mind.”

Miss Beale, thwarted in that direction, rather defiantly returned to
the forbidden subject.

“Money, wasn't it,” she said casually. “These two murdered ladies, I
mean. Both poisoned with some rare substance. Administered in their
tea, according to the newspaper reports. Then the houses ransacked and
cash and valuables taken.”

Miss Sturgess opened her mouth to enunciate some reproof but Miss
Beale found an unexpected ally in Mrs. Devigne.

“Yes,” she said crisply. “Both victims distantly related, I believe. They
lived over on Vine Park West, on the far side of the Common. You know,
those big Edwardian houses that are so hard to keep up these days.”

Miss Sturgess had a slightly malicious look in her eyes now.

“You’ll be suspecting me next,” she said with a thin laugh. “Putting
substances in your tea, I mean.”

She ignored the frozen look in the eyes of the other three ladies and
hurried on.

“I mean, we have no living relatives, the four of us. And our tontine
ensures that the survivor among us inherits the entire property and
estates of the other three.”
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There was an embarrassing silence as the four occupants of the
cheerful, sunlit room stared at one another.

“Do have another cup of tea, Mrs. Devigne,” said the hostess. “You
haven't yet tasted my second secret ingredient.”

Her glance rested on the little blue lacquered caddy, that stood next to
the red one on the silver tray. Her face looked grotesque and distorted in
the convex reflection given back by the Georgian teapot.

“Try a little pinch from the second caddy!”

Miss Beale was the first to break into open laughter and then the
others joined in.

“What an idea!” said Mrs. Devigne, with flushed cheeks, avoiding the
hostess’ eye and looking across at Miss Beamish. “But it does give one
an inkling as to motive.”

She picked up the newspaper from the small carved chair which stood
empty at Miss Sturgess’ side.

“You may be right, Miss Sturgess. A similar occurrence to the one
you have just outlined.”

She blinked round the room.

“Though your own suggestion was preposterous, of course.”

Miss Sturgess’ eyes were still on her, the former’s hand with the
silver spoon poised in the air, catching a dramatic ray of sunshine which
made a speckled pattern in the far corner of the room.

“Certainly, Miss Sturgess. Just a pinch from the blue caddy, as you
suggest.”

The spell broken, the ladies chattered on desultorily for another half
hour or so before the little gathering broke up. The hostess caught Mrs.
Devigne by the elbow.

“If you could spare me a few extra minutes, Elsa.”

She had dropped into a more intimate tone now that the others were
" leaving. When she returned from the front door the room seemed to
. have become quite sombre with the fading of the sunlight outside the
windows. The afternoon was well advanced now and dark shadows were
gathering in the corners. Mrs. Devigne sat rather awkwardly, her hands
gathered primly in her lap, her faded blue eyes fixed on Miss Sturgess’
face.

“I'heard from the lawyers today. I thought you’d like to hear what they
had to say. You’ll have another? I'll make a fresh pot.”

She busied herself at the silver kettle beneath which the spirit lamp
burned. Mrs. Devigne continued silent while the grey-haired woman
poured for her. She drank listlessly, conscious of a dull pain at the pit of
her stomach. She hoped the tea would dispel the torpor that seemed to
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be stealing over her. There was no sound from the street now and even
the noises of passing cars seemed oddly muffled. She took only perfunc-
tory interest in the documents Miss Sturgess produced from a thick
manilla envelope.

Despite herself, her eyes were closing. With difficulty she focused on
the blue glazeware of the tiny caddy on Miss Sturgess’ tray. She started
to struggle up, conscious of the strange look on the other woman’s face.

“Are you ill?”

The voice seemed to come from the end of a long corridor, muffled as
though by layers of felt. Then she was falling through boundless space as
all consciousness left her.

2

The tall, thin man mounted the elaborate steps outside the trim villa
with a slight feeling of discomfort. He had to ring the bell three times
before there was any sign of movement. The neat gauze curtains at a
side window twitched momentarily and then the wary features of Miss
Sturgess appeared.

“Good afternoon.”

“Good afternoon, Miss Sturgess. May I come in?”

He had already produced his warrant card and the grey-haired
woman'’s eyes widened. She hesitated and then drew open the door.

“By all means, sergeant.”

She ushered him into the comfortable drawing room where the things
were already set out in preparation for tea. He had already heard of these
Wednesday afternoon rituals. He had learned a good deal during his
inquiries of the past weeks.

“Would you care for some tea, Mr. Gates,” said Miss Sturgess, who
seemed to have recovered her composure.

He hesitated, looking at his watch.

“Just one if you please, Miss Sturgess,” he said stiffly.

This routine created a thirst he found and he had several more calls to
fit in this afternoon.

Miss Sturgess was already pouring in the boiling water. She had the
blue caddy open now and carefully measured half a spoonful into the
sergeant’s cup.

“My ladies are not due for another hour,” she said comfortably. “Per-
haps we should wait until we’ve had our tea before we discuss your
business.”

“As you wish, Miss Sturgess.”
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Gates felt quite at ease now. He was a shrewd judge of character and
he felt he had the measure of the grey-haired woman. A rather stiff and
formal lady but one capable of great self control. He leaned over and
picked up his cup, Miss Sturgess’ eyes never leaving his face. He made
a surprised exclamation.

“Delicious! I don’t think I've ever tasted tea quite like this.”

“I thought you’d find it out of the ordinary, sergeant. It’s the herbs,
you see. They're rather special.”

“I should think so.”

The sergeant was about to smack his lips appreciatively but curbed
his exuberance in time. He drained his cup and held it out for another at
his hostess’ gracious insistence.

“This isn’t just a social call?” Miss Sturgess prompted at last.

He shook his head.

“It was two-fold, really. Firstly, I've just come from the hospital. As
you know, your friend Mrs. Devigne has been seriously ill. In fact she
was in a coma at one time. But now she’s turned the corner and my
Detective Inspector thought you’d like to know.”

Miss Sturgess’ face cleared.

“How kind of you, Mr. Gates. Have a macaroon.”

The sergeant ploughed on. “Of course, with two murder inquiries
on our hands we suspected the worst when Mrs. Devigne collapsed
and you called an ambulance. It was a very obscure virus she picked
up while abroad a few weeks ago but the doctors say she’s out of
danger now.”

“Thank goodness,” Miss Sturgess murmured, her face looking dis-
torted and moon-like in the surface of the silver teapot.

“We couldn’t take any chances, Miss Sturgess, which is why my
. colleagues had to ask you so many questions. And when you told us

about the tontine . . .”
~ He screwed up his forehead.

“That made it even more complicated, if you see what I mean . . .”

“Naturally, Mr. Gates. There’s no need to go on. I quite understand.
But these dreadful murders . ..”

The sergeant’s face cleared.

“That was the second thing. We've caught the man responsible. He
was on licence from a mental institution. These two unfortunate ladies
were sorry for him and employed him as a gardener.”

Miss Sturgess bit her lip.

“That’s what one gets for doing a kindness in this world.”
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There was a sudden ring at the door. The sergeant got up suddenly,
his expression changing. He put a small screw of paper back in his pocket
along with his notebook.

“Well, I must be getting along, Miss Sturgess. Just thought you’d like
to know.”

He was in such a hurry to leave that he almost collided with Miss
Beale and Miss Beamish in the hall, half an hour early for once.

“Good afternoon, ladies.”

“He seemed in a rush,” said Miss Beale thoughtfully, as they went
through into the drawing room.

“The police have much on their minds these days,” said their hostess.
She looked thoughtfully at the police car parked in the road outside the
window, then at the small screw of paper by the plate of cakes. She
opened it, sniffed suspiciously at the whitish powder. She thought dis-
jointedly that her visitor could have gleaned all his information from the
daily press.

“Have you seen tonight’s paper?” said Miss Beale with what almost
sounded like glee. “There’s been another murder in the area. An old man
this time. Five thousand pounds in notes was stolen. The police have a
lead on this occasion. A tall, thin man who poses as a police sergeant with
a stolen warrant card. Why, what’s the matter; you look quite pale.”

She glanced down at the spill of paper Miss Sturgess had dropped on
the tablecloth.

“Another of your fancy herb mixtures? One for the pot?”

The three women stood frozen at the window as the heavy boots of
the advancing uniformed police officers came menacingly up the front
steps.



THE CARDS started arriving early in October, long before Christmas.
They were old-fashioned things, of the type Wilson had never seen
before. He had inherited Hoddesden Old Hall from a wealthy aunt and it
was his first winter in the place. It had been a vile autumn so far as
weather was concerned, and a sulphurous yellow fog hung over the
village and the marshes beyond.
But there was still a blaze of colour from the banked flowers in the
garden and the neglected lawns were beginning to shape up under the
. scouring of the sit-on motor mower that Wilson had recently purchased.
He was a writer who had previously lived in a cramped flat in London and
" he was expanding in the luxury of large beamed rooms and spacious
attics. Though the grounds had been let run wild the interior of the
house had been well kept up and the furnishings were in keeping with
the age of the building; it dated from the sixteenth century in its oldest
parts, and the paintings and the contents alone must be worth a fortune,
Wilson thought.

Not that he had needed the money; a long run of successful books,
despite his comparative youth—he was now thirty-five—had enabled
him to live in some style—but as the Old Hall was only half an hour by
fast train from London he had the best of both worlds, and he had decided
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to keep the place. Currently he was sharing early days of renovation with
a friend, Barry Clissold, a departmental head of one of the great London
museums, who was coming down at weekends to give him a hand and
who would be staying over Christmas.

But the two were not the final arbiters of where everything should go;
that was up to Deirdre. She was Wilson’s fiancée and she too was coming
down at weekends to keep an eye on things. This was not, of course, the
interpretation put upon it by people in the village. Not that they were
narrow; they were remarkably broad-minded and up to date, in fact.
Though Mrs. Savage, the lady who did daily cooking for him and some of
the major cleaning jobs in the house, had relayed with relish some of the
more amusing pieces of gossip that were going the rounds.

What it boiled down to was that Barry Clissold was imported at
weekends to “add respectability to the arrangement.” Wilson was
amused in turn and so was Deirdre when she learned of it. She tossed
one lock of blue-black hair back from her eyes and looked up at him, her
strong, clear-minted face alive with impish humour. Wilson was at the
top of a ladder at the time, trimming a mass of overgrown foliage away
from trelliswork near the front door.

“They probably think we’re very old-fashioned, John.” She smiled
again.

“But it’s certainly an idea.”

Wilson was so startled that he almost pitched from the ladder. Deirdre
was an extraordinary girl; she held an important position in the design
department of one of the biggest advertising agencies in London, and
though her talk was racy and sometimes extremely risqué she had
decided views about sex before marriage and Wilson was not inclined to
press her on the point. She had a fantastic temper when roused and they
were so deeply involved emotionally that he would never have risked
turning her against him by transgressing their unspoken, unwritten
rules.

It was a Friday today and Wilson was looking forward to the advent of
the two in the early evening; Clissold would probably travel with Deirdre
in her car; otherwise Wilson and his fiancée would collect him from the
six o’clock train. The station was less than a mile from the house. He
was still unpacking his books in the big study he was making for himself
under the eaves; Deirdre had given him carte blanche over certain areas
and she would decide later about decoration and colour schemes for the
rest of the place.

After all, they were not to be married for almost another year and
there was plenty of time to decide on these finer points. Wilson had
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finished one huge segment of shelving next to the fireplace he had
reserved for various editions of his own books and now he washed his
hands and descended to the ground floor to seek out Mrs. Savage in the
kitchen for his mid-morning coffee and biscuits.

She was in the hall as he descended the graceful oak staircase with its
brightly polished treads and handrail, and the post had apparently just
come for he could see Mr. Dunnett, their local postman, through the side
window, walking back down the path to the front gate.

Mrs. Savage handed him the bundle of letters with a pleasant smile
but she wrinkled up her nose as though something distasteful had
happened.

“There’s something musty,” she said. “I can’t quite place it. It wasn’t
there before Mr. Dunnett came. I hope it isn't dry rot.”

Wilson gave her a wry look.

“So do L. You say the most cheerful things sometimes, Mrs. Savage.”

The tall woman with the close-cropped iron-grey hair shook her head.

“I'm a realist, Mr. Wilson. Better to take these things in time.”

She was right, Wilson thought, as he followed her out to the kitchen.
He then realized he had put the bundle of letters down on the small
demilune at the bottom of the stairs. It was a long way through to the
entrance hall so he merely sipped his coffee, munched the sweet biscuits
and engaged in chit-chat before again returning to the study.

He put the bundle of letters down on the surface of his green tooled-
leather desk and finished arranging his own books in date order. There
was an empty shelf at the bottom but he would leave that for future
editions and reserve the other big bookcase in the further alcove for the
same purpose. In the meantime Deirdre would fill in the empty spaces
with ornaments and bowls of flowers. She was rather good at the latter,

he had to admit.
~ When he had finished he sat down in the big leather swivel chair
behind his desk and went through the mail. There was nothing of vital
importance, though a couple of royalty statements and the accompanying
cheques were a welcome bonus. There were still three or four large
white envelopes but as he sifted them he became aware of their prove-
nance from the printed originators at the tops of the envelopes. At the
same moment he caught the musty smell of which Mrs. Savage had
spoken and he realized it was emanating from the pile of correspondence
on the desk. He went through the last two envelopes somewhat gingerly.

As he did so, a glossy brown card fell face uppermost. It was from this
that the odour was coming. Wilson slid it round toward him with a
hesitant forefinger. It was a postcard with a sepia view of Aberdeen
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which must have been at least a hundred years old. The card had a deckle
edge and there was some hand-tinting which gave the scene, depicting
imposing granite buildings, gardens and a distant view of the sea, an
almost ethereal quality.

Wilson at first thought it was one of the rather luxurious reproduc-
tions that some card manufacturers were now affecting but he soon
realized his mistake. He turned the card over and saw by the mottled
brown patches on the back that it was an original. And he understood
something else; the odour was not only mustiness but was combined
with another essence; something like a woman’s stale perfume. It must
have been some mistake, Wilson thought, but the card was addressed to
him at the Old Hall, in a spidery writing he did not recognize. It looked
as though it might be a woman’s handwriting, though he was no expert
on those things.

On the right hand side of the card, in the space reserved for mes-
sages, were just a couple of sentences. The ink was black and faded as
though with time but that could not be, because the thing had just been
delivered. The stamp at the top had been obliterated by a heavy postal
franking die; the ink on that was so thick he could not make out the date
or the office of origin. The message itself commenced abruptly, without
any prefix or his name. It merely said: “Enjoying the season and the band
concerts immensely. Wish you were here.” There was no signature, merely
an initial, and that in such a distorted curlicue script that he could not
make it out.

It must be some joke, surely. Perhaps one of his friends in London.

But his amusement soon gave way to exasperation. No-one he knew
would send such a thing. Certainly not Deirdre, even as a joke. But for
the fact that the card was addressed to him firmly and legibly at his new
address he would have dismissed it out of hand.

Later he went down to the dining room for an excellent cold lunch
Mrs. Savage had laid out. He took the card with him, propping it against
a salt cellar near his plate, studying it with growing irritation as he
poured himself a glass of chilled white wine. When Mrs. Savage came
back with the dessert and coffee he pointed at the card, an object so banal
and yet so mysterious.

“What do you make of that?”

Mrs. Savage took it delicately, using the edge of a teacloth to avoid
contact with her fingers, he noticed. She sniffed delicately, her eyes
wide.

“That was it, Mr. Wilson. The mustiness . . . Where did you get it?”

Wilson felt faint surprise.
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“You gave it me,” he said. “It came with the post this morning. It was
in that bundle of letters.”

The housekeeper slowly shook her head.

“Was it really? I didn’t notice it. But surely not. This is a very old card.
Like something they sell in those specialist dealers’ shops for collectors.
It might even be valuable.”

“You surprise me,” said Wilson dryly. “But it’s addressed to me all
right. And it certainly came through the post. Do read it, please. There’s
nothing personal and I can’t make out the sender.”

Mrs. Savage turned the card over and studied it with growing
interest.

“A lady’s perfume all right,” she said at length. “Though stale. The
mustiness comes from the card, of course. It’s a very old one. And a
lady’s writing too.” :

She screwed up her faded blue eyes. Presently she pursed her lips
and put the card down delicately near the edge of the dining table, still
holding it by the napkin.

“Some sort of a joke, perhaps?”

Wilson shook his head.

“I don’t think so, Mrs. Savage. That’s why I'd value your opin-
ion.”

The tall woman shrugged, leaning forward to pour out the first meas-
ure of black coffee into the blue china cup.

“I'm afraid I shan’t be much help. The stamp and office it’s been
posted from are obliterated by the franking. And the initial could be a C,
perhaps.”

“You have nothing to add, then?”

The tone of his voice momentarily roused her.

“I don’t see we can take things much further, Mr. Wilson. But you
_ could ask Mr. Dunnett about it when he delivers the post tomorrow
morning, if you wish. He may have some ideas. And of course you may
hear from this person again.”

Wilson sat back in his chair and picked up his coffee cup. The brew
was excellent, as always.

“That’s a point, Mrs. Savage. It hadn’t occurred to me. The post office
may be able to trace its origin. I don’t suppose it’s very important really,
but I must confess I was intrigued.”

Mrs. Savage smiled mysteriously.

“Leave it to me, Mr. Wilson. And in the meantime please finish your
sweet. It’s getting cold and I took such trouble with it.”
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2

It was almost dark before Wilson heard the car; the days were beginning
to draw in more noticeably now. Mrs. Savage was getting ready to leave
but she came out of the kitchen to greet the arrivals as he left the study.
He could hear Deirdre’s high heels rat-tatting on the parquet of the
entrance hall and then the sound of her voice as she greeted the house-
keeper. Barry’s more measured voice joined in a few seconds later.
Wilson lingered at the stairhead until Mrs. Savage had left and the
conversation died away. Apparently Clissold had gone back to the car
because he could hear doors slamming.

Still Wilson stayed on in the gathering dusk of the massive staircase
as the hall door again slammed echoingly and then the girl’s footsteps,
softer now, came swiftly up the stairs. They were locked in a deep
embrace in front of the long gilt-framed mirror on the landing when
there came a dry cough from the hall below.

“Haven'’t you any greeting for me?”

Clissold’s eyes were wide and ironic as the two hastily broke away.
Wilson gave the other an easy smile.

“Not in that way, my dear chap.”

He went down a few steps as Clissold came up to meet him and the
two men shook hands, Deirdre’s suppressed giggle sounding behind
them. She joined the two a moment later and put her arm affectionately
round the writer’s shoulders. Wilson was aware at that moment of his
good fortune; to be young and comparatively well off; with a marvellous
fiancée; good friends like Barry; and possession of a magnificent house.
Life stretched unendingly before him in the rosy glow of the setting sun
that came in from the big stained glass window at the stairhead.

The three went down the hall together, to where the luggage was
piled in the centre of the silk Tabriz carpet that Deirdre had imported
from London a week or two before. Again Wilson was conscious that he
had with him the two people he most cared for in the world. He was an
orphan, as was Deirdre, and like most engaged couples they felt that
pre-ordained fate had brought them together to find happiness.

But he expressed nothing of all this, merely mouthing the banality,
“Had a good trip down?”

Deirdre nodded, tossing a lock of blue-black hair from her eyes in the
gesture with which the novelist had long become familiar.

“Not too bad. The traffic was awful, of course, until we cleared the
suburbs. Anything to eat?”
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Wilson laughed, leading the way across to the big pine door that led to
the dining room.

“Never mind that. Let’s have a drink first. Not too cold after the
drive?”

Deirdre shook her head. Today she wore a smart tailored suit of some
dark grey material and her face was shining with health and suppressed
excitement. Barry Clissold had made a move toward the luggage but
Wilson stopped him.

“Don’t worry about that, Barry. I'll take the stuff up later. I hope you
don’t mind cold things tonight. Mrs. Savage leaves early on Fridays. And
we'll eat out tomorrow, of course. I've found an excellent place about ten
miles away.”

Clissold shrugged and joined the others at the doorway. It was a big,
long, low-ceilinged room with massive oak beams and a huge bressum-
mer above the fireplace, in which a blazing fire of logs gave out a fierce
heat. There was full central heating in the house but Wilson hadn’t yet
turned it on because the weather continued warm in the daytime. He
poured large goblets of sherry from the decanter on the sideboard and
shovelled in chunks of ice with the silver tongs. Deirdre watched him
with detached amusement, her blue eyes pensive.

“What about the car?” she said.

“I'll take it round after we’ve eaten. Plenty of time.”

The three sat sprawled in big leather armchairs ranged in a semi-cir-
cle round the fireplace. At the far end of the room, in an alcove overlook-
ing the ruined garden, the Sheraton dining table, its surface reflecting
the gleaming flames of the fire, was ready laid. It was a contented,
luxurious world and Wilson reminded himself that he might find it more

difficult to work here than he had in his London flat.
‘ “How are things at the museum?” he asked.

Clissold shrugged.

“Booming. Just booming,” he said. “Shoals of visitors. But pretty dead
in some of the more esoteric departments.”

“Not that again,” Deirdre sighed.

She was used to Barry’s dry sense of humour but his oblique refer-
ences to mummies and Dead Sea scrolls were becoming a little wearing.
Wilson looked at her in surprise and even Clissold stopped in the middle
of his next sentence, which would have contained the punch-line, his
dark brown eyes owl-like beneath the horn-rimmed spectacles he wore.
His face looked a little hurt beneath his thick shock of reddish hair. With
his stocky build and corduroy jacket and trousers he looked more like a
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successful gentleman farmer than a scholar and authority on various
obscure fields of learning.

“Oh, come on, Barry,” said Wilson, getting up to replenish his friend’s
glass. “Deirdre was only joking. Weren't you, darling?”

The tall girl flushed.

“Sorry,” she said shortly. “It’s just that I've heard that one so often
before.”

Clissold got up from his chair, holding out his hand somewhat errati-
cally for the proffered glass.

“Apology accepted,” he said. “I promise not to crack that one again
during the entire weekend.”

He went over to stand by the fireplace.

“What’s the drill for tomorrow? You want me to help you finish off
filling up the study shelves?”

Wilson shook his head, aware that Deirdre’s eyes were fixed upon
him critically, as though she were annoyed at something. There was an
atmosphere building up that he could not quite place. He decided to
ignore it.

“I've something special prepared for you, Barry. You wouldn’t know
where the books go. I like to do those things myself. But we won’t talk
about it now. If you’ve had enough sherry, let’s go and eat, shall we?
Everything’s prepared. I only have to fetch the stuff from the kitchen.”

There was a long silence during the meal and it wasn’t until Wilson
had brought in the second course and opened another bottle of wine that
general conversation resumed. They all agreed that Mrs. Savage was an
excellent lady and that the wine had more than come up to expectation.

“What’s been happening your end?” Barry asked as they reached the
coffee and cognac stage. He knew that John and Deirdre spoke together
on the phone almost every day and that she would be au fait with local
happenings.

“I've been making pretty good progress,” Wilson said slowly. “But
something rather funny happened today.”

He felt Deirdre’s eyes upon him and plunged on.

“Trivial but quite curious all the same. It might be in your line, Barry.”

Clissold sat back in his chair, savouring the bouquet of the cognac in
his big balloon glass.

“How do you mean?”

“Collecting old postcards is one of your interests, isn’t it?”

The eyes behind the thick lenses were absorbed now.

“Well?”
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“I had a strange old card come in the mail this morning. It smelt
musty and looked Victorian. It was a very old view of Aberdeen. It was
addressed to me here and it had a banal but nevertheless cryptic mes-
sage on it, written in a woman'’s spidery handwriting.”

Clissold exchanged a satirical smile with Deirdre at the other side of
the table.

“A woman, eh? This sounds exciting.”

“I'll ignore that,” Wilson said. “I didn’t know the person or at least I
couldn’t place her. There was only an initial and I couldn’t make it out.”

Clissold put a finger up to the side of his nose.

“A mystery woman now. This is even better.”

“Don’t play the fool,” said Wilson rather more sharply than he had
intended. “I’'m being serious now.”

“This we had better see,” Deirdre cut in. “Where is this mysterious
missive?”

“Up in the study,” Wilson said. “I'll fetch it when I've finished my
coffee. Help yourself to more and there’s plenty of cognac if you want a
refill.”

A few minutes later, as he gained the landing that led to the study, he
was aware that there was a changed atmosphere between the three of
them. All the old, familiar, jokey friendliness seemed to have been
temporarily dispersed. Why, he couldn’t think. It was as though some
subtle form of invisible blind had been silently drawn between the three
so that they had difficulty in communicating in the usual manner and
when they did the little intimacies fell flat and intended jokes, long-es-
tablished between the trio, merely irritated, instead of being greeted as
cherished old friends.

Wilson abruptly brushed the thoughts away. This would not do. The
weekend must not be spoiled. He saw Deirdre only for the two days,
because she invariably returned to town on the Sunday night, having
much work to prepare for her studio on the Monday. He resolved that
when he returned downstairs he would do what he could to restore
normal relations. He switched on the light, crossed to draw the curtains
and then returned to the desk. The letters had been answered and they
and the carbons of his replies had been filed away in the big indexed
cabinets in the corner. He had left the postcard on the middle of the desk,
together with a couple of circulars and the notice of a forthcoming village
concert.

The card was not there. He bit his lip with vexation. He hunted
around for several minutes, aware of the other two in the dining room,
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listening to his muffled progress overhead. He heard Deirdre’s footsteps
in the hall as he descended the stairs.

“I can’t find it anywhere . . .” he began.

Deirdre smiled.

“I don’t wonder,” she said drily. “You left it over there.”

Wilson followed her pointing finger, and saw with another stab of
irritation that the card was on the demilune at the bottom of the stair-
case. He had no recollection of bringing it down from the study and
fought his rising irritability.

“I left it on my desk upstairs,” he said stubbornly.

Deirdre looked nonplussed. Wilson was aware that Clissold was lean-
ing easily against the jamb of the dining-room door, engrossed in their
conversation.

“You can’t have done,” Deirdre persisted.

She had the card up now, her delicate nostrils wrinkling as she too
caught the faint musty odour.

“Funny sort of thing,” she added. “Perhaps Mrs. Savage brought it
down during the day without you knowing.”

“Yes, that must be it,” said Wilson with relief. “See what you make of
it, Barry.”

The three went back into the dining-room and took seats by the fire.
Clissold waited until Deirdre had finished her perusal of the card and
then adjusted his glasses as Wilson handed it to him.

“Definitely a woman’s writing,” Deirdre said. “Subject to your expert
opinion, Barry.”

Clissold grinned. Somehow, Wilson felt, the atmosphere had lifted and
the three of them were once again on the old easy terms.

“Certainly, Deirdre. No doubt about that. Mystery or no, this thing
could be valuable.”

“You don’t mean it.”

Clissold gave him an amused look.

“Oh, no, I don’t mean your man in the street. I'm talking about the
dealers and the dedicated collectors. Now, do you two know anything
about the history of the postcard? Not to mention the Christmas card.”

Wilson shook his head.

“No, and we don’t want a learned dissertation from you now. We want
to know about this particular card. Apparently it’s been posted quite
recently but to me that looks like an ancient franking mark.”

Clissold held it up to the light, his eyes squinting ferociously beneath
the glasses.

“You're right. This beats all.”
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He sat for a moment, the card in his left hand, the right raking through
his red-tinged hair.

“And yet there is an element of doubt. This could be a joke, you
know.”

“What makes you think that?” Deirdre put in.

“For one thing the frank has obliterated the office of origin and the
date.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said Wilson.

“And then,” Clissold went on, his eyes dreamy and his voice far away,
as though he hadn’t heard the interruption, “there is the matter of the
correct address, while the writer hides her identity by a single initial, so
badly written that it’s almost impossible to make out.”

“I have my own thoughts about that,” said Wilson.

“Let’s hear them then, darling,” Deirdre said. “I plump for C.”

Clissold nodded. '

“Good girl. I incline to that initial myself.”

He turned back to Wilson.

“Have you got a powerful magnifying glass, John?”

“I believe there’s one in the lounge,” Wilson said. “I was trying to
make out the detail of some of the panelling in there a couple of days ago.
I'll go and get it.”

When he returned the three stood together, Wilson holding the card
under the overhead light while Clissold studied it beneath the magnify-
ing lens. Presently he put it down with a baffled expression.

“What’s the matter?” said Deirdre sharply.

Clissold stroked his chin.

“I'd rather not say for the moment,” he returned enigmatically.

3

Wilson was about early the next morning and was in the garden burning
a huge bonfire of rank weeds when the postman arrived. Dunnett was a
wiry man in his fifties with a thick head of grey hair that looked like steel
wool clustered to his scalp. Wilson took the small sheaf of letters from
him, sifted through them quickly, with a suddenly heightened pulse rate.
The postman was regarding him curiously.

“Something wrong, Mr. Wilson?”

The latter shook his head.

“It was only that I wanted to ask you something. Do you remember
delivering an old postcard to me yesterday? It had a rather musty smell
and looked Victorian somehow.”
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The postman was smiling now. He ran a thick finger through his mat
of grey hair.

“Nothing that I can recall. But then the stuff is now bundled up in our
sorting office and secured with an elastic band. So I wouldn’t have seen
it anyway. If there’s any complaint . . .”

“No, no, Mr. Dunnett, of course not. Nothing like that. It was just
curiosity on my part.”

“If I could have a look at the card, perhaps I could recall some-
thing . ..”

“It’s of no importance, really,” Wilson said quickly. “Besides, it’s right
at the top of the house and I don’t want to hold up your round.”

The two men were on their way back to the front gate by now and
Wilson thanked the postman again and walked slowly back to the bonfire.
He went in to breakfast with Deirdre and Clissold with a certain resolu-
tion forming in his mind. Later, when the other two were in the garden,
he went quickly up to the study. He took the postcard from the desk and
brought it back downstairs and into the open air. There was no one about,
though he could hear the voices of the others beyond the far hedge. He
burned the card quickly in the glowing mass of the bonfire, somehow
feeling guilty.

He said nothing to the others and the matter was not mentioned again
during that weekend. Deirdre went back on the Sunday night and Clis-
sold stayed on until the Monday evening as he had a day off from his
duties at the museum on that occasion.

Several weeks passed and the subject of the postcard receded into the
background, and it gradually faded from Wilson’s mind, though occasion-
ally he regretted his rash act in burning it. As Clissold had said, it had a
certain historical value; perhaps he should have offered it to his friend for
his private collection. However, it was too late now.

The even pattern of life at the Old Hall was resumed as the days
advanced; workmen came and went, tackling the scheduled renovations
with skill and competence. The weather was worsening now and Wilson
had temporarily ceased operations in the garden. He was tackling the
house from the ground floor upwards, sensibly filling the reception areas
and first-floor bedrooms with his personal things, before proceeding to
the more difficult and dilapidated rooms in the upper reaches. The attics
and lumber rooms were in a horrific state and he was not really looking
forward to that aspect. Though Clissold had offered to give up some of
his annual winter leave on a concentrated effort, Wilson did not wish to
impose too much.
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It was early November now and the weather had closed in, though
this particular morning, as sometimes happens in winter, an orange sun,
low in the sky, cast a deceptively warm glow over the autumnal trees and
the sheaves of golden leaves that strewed the garden, the village lanes
and the surrounding fields. Mrs. Savage had lit big fires in the principal
ground-floor rooms and the central heating, set low, was nicely warming
the upper floors of the old house. Wilson was typing business letters this
morning; the ribbon was growing faint and frayed and he found to his
annoyance that he had used up the last one.

He decided to stroll down to the village to buy another at the local
stationers; he called out his destination to the housekeeper and then set
out down the lane, the breath smoking from his nostrils in the cold air. It
really took one’s breath away, and he huddled deeper into his thick,
fleece-lined driving coat. Even though he had been in the neighbourhood
some time he had hardly set foot in the village, so busy had he and
Deirdre been in transferring his things from London and settling in.

A few hundred yards away was the old Norman church which was the
most imposing public building in the village. It looked friendly and
well-cared-for in the rich autumn light and the turf between the ancient
gravestones had been recently mown. Certain thoughts had been form-
ing in Wilson’s mind and, on sudden impulse, he turned aside through
the old lych-gate and walked up the path to the imposing main entrance.
But instead of going in he turned along the gravel path to the left,
skirting the church and eventually coming across the newer part of the
graveyard where faded wreaths and sodden bunches of flowers denoted
more recent burials.

He went down the newer gravestones, looking for a familiar name.
He was crouching to read the inscription on one of the nearest when a
sudden shadow falling across it momentarily startled him. He looked up
to see a thickset man in his mid-forties, with a friendly face and wearing
dark clothes with a clerical collar, advancing down the path toward him.

“Mr. Wilson? I thought I recognized you.”

Wilson rose and shook the extended hand.

“I'm sorry. You have the advantage of me.

The cleric smiled, revealing strong, square teeth. He waited until the
sudden clamour of rooks from a nearby coppice had ceased.

“Roger Anstey. Rector of this parish, for my sins. I left a card at the
Old Hall when you first moved in, but I expect you’'ve been far too
busy...”

“Of course,” Wilson said. “I'm sorry.”

He realized he was repeating himself; the other laughed then.
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“Please don’t apologize. Most newcomers probably feel I'm soliciting
for donations. But I have to do it. I'm a sort of general factotum around
here. Though the people are good and very helpful when the church
needs something, so I can’t complain.”

He stared enquiringly at Wilson.

“You were looking for something as I came down the path just now. Is
it anything I can help with?”

Wilson felt momentarily awkward and at a loss.

“All this seems rather ridiculous, Rector.”

The other laid a hand upon his arm.

“Call me Roger, please. Everyone else does. We don’t stand on
ceremony down here.”

“I don’t even know if she’s buried here, of course, but I was looking
for my aunt’s grave. It sounds absurd but I know very little about her.

“We only met a few times when I was a very small child and after the
death of my parents we lost touch. In fact I didn’t even know where she
lived until her solicitors contacted me.”

A shadow had passed across the Rector’s face and he turned back
down the path, motioning the other to accompany him. As he remained
silent Wilson prompted him.

“Miss Hollamby? My aunt, I mean.”

Anstey cleared his throat.

“Ah, yes. Then you didn’t know?”

Wilson was puzzled.

“I'm afraid I don’t understand.”

“Perhaps you’d like to come to the Rectory and join me in a glass of
sherry? It’s only across the field here.”

The two men walked through another ancient gate and along another
path which led to a large, tile-hung house, comfortably appointed and
with elegant furniture as the writer saw as soon as his companion had
opened the front door. A good-looking young woman, and a small boy
who clung to his mother’s hand, turned out to be the Rector’s wife and
son.

After the introductions were over and Mrs. Anstey had brought the
decanter and glasses on a silver tray, she excused herself and left to
resume her domestic duties. The big, book-lined room with its stone
fireplace and crackling fire exuded a friendly, scholarly atmosphere but
Wilson was aware that his companion seemed somewhat stiff and con-
strained as he poured the sherry into the big crystal goblets. But he sat
down at last and the frank eyes in the strong face were very steady as he
toasted his guest.
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“So you know nothing about your aunt’s circumstances?”

Wilson shook his head.

“The solicitors merely wrote me; said that she had left me the Hall. I
called at their offices of course, and they read me the will and supplied
me with the necessary documents. I was not curious. As I said, I had not
met my aunt since I was about five years old and I'm afraid that I was so
excited at getting such a splendid country house that I asked no particu-
lar questions about her circumstances; though I should imagine that was
all spelled out in the mass of documentation they gave me.”

Anstey nodded, .tapping the rim of his glass with a broad, spatulate
finger. Wilson noticed that his nails were a little ragged, as though he did
a lot of manual work about the church and graveyard.

“The solicitors were in London, I presume? I know Miss Hollamby
preferred that to leaving her affairs in local hands.”

Wilson nodded and waited for the other to go on.

“The fact of the matter is that your aunt disappeared quite a few years
ago. It was a great mystery at the time. She was seen in the garden one
afternoon and after that, nothing. She had her own housekeeper then and
a distant relative who visited her regularly but we in the village knew
little of her relations or circumstances. The solicitors in charge of the
estate kept up the house and garden on your aunt’s behalf—there was a
full-time housekeeper and gardener then.”

He held up his hand before Wilson could interrupt.

“The police were called, of course, but nothing was ever discovered.
And then her relative—a distant cousin, I believe—turned up and
claimed the estate under the terms of the old lady’s will. He took
possession of the house. Some years ago he was found drowned in an old
well in the garden. Apparently it was at ground level, covered with rotted
boards, in a part of the grounds that had been left to run wild. Under-
growth had obscured it and the gentleman, whose name I can’t recall—
he was buried somewhere on the Sussex coast—went through the
covering and must have been killed instantly. It was in all the local
newspapers at the time.”

Wilson was astonished. He had listened with growing apprehension
as the Rector went on and now he had to clear his throat several times
before he could speak.

“But I gained the impression that Miss Hollamby had died only a few
months ago . ..”

Anstey shook his head.

“Oh, dear me, no. I should imagine the administrators of the estate
had to wait a statutory number of years before the old lady could be
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declared legally dead. And it may be that another will was then discov-
ered. Perhaps an earlier one, which favoured you after the cousin. That
man had visited Miss Hollamby frequently and had helped her in a
number of ways. Probably the solicitors did not wish to rake up oid
scandals and gave you the impression that your aunt had died. You know
how close-mouthed lawyers can be about these things.”

“I quite see that,” said Wilson, trying to put his thoughts together.
“Where could I find out about all this?”

“We have an excellent local library. If the bound volumes of the
newspapers have not been sent to the county library for storage you
should be able to find everything you need there. Miss Gillespie is an
excellent librarian. I think you will be able to get what you want locally. I
understand they keep all the bound volumes for twenty years, until they
take up too much space. They then go to county level.”

Wilson kept his face turned down to the table as the kindly figure of
the Rector refilled his glass.

“You have given me much to think about,” he said. “Thank you for
your frankness.”

Anstey reseated himself opposite his guest, turning his face toward
the study door as the excited shouts of his little son could be heard. Then
the front door slammed and the child ran out excitedly into the garden.

“I'm afraid I have troubled you,” the Rector continued. “Please for-
give me, but when I first saw you in the churchyard I thought you were
au fait with the history of the Old Hall.”

“There is no need to apologize,” Wilson said. “You have been ex-
tremely helpful. What do you think happened to my aunt? Could she
herself have met with some accident about the grounds, such as that
which later befell her cousin?”

The Rector shook his head, the yellow sunlight falling in at the
window accentuating the strength of his clear-cut features.

“Very unlikely, Mr. Wilson. The police made extensive searches. And
the well itself was dragged and concreted over after the accident to the
cousin. Just to make sure . ..”

He was silent for a moment. Then he rose quickly and drained his
glass.

“You ask me what happened to your aunt. Who knows? Old people are
sometimes forgetful. Their minds wander or they become mentally
confused. Perhaps she got some idea in her head and simply walked a
long way away and died in an obscure place like an unfrequented wood.
Or took a railway journey to the coast, walked into the sea and drowned.
That is a common form of suicide.”
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“You have not considered the alternative,” Wilson said.

“And what is that?” Anstey asked sharply.

“That she may still be alive somewhere,” said Wilson.

He got up in his turn.

“But I am extremely grateful for what you have told me this morning,
and I will certainly take your advice and look out those newspaper files.”

4

It was very quiet in the library, only the ticking of the big cased clock
against the opposite wall and the occasional rustle as someone turned
the pages of a newspaper disturbing the silence of the reading room.

As the Rector had said, the librarian, Miss Gillespie, an attractive
woman of about thirty, was very helpful and efficient. Wilson had three
thick bound volumes of newspaper files in front of him, covering three
consecutive years. It looked like being a long search but it still wanted
two hours to lunch and he had only to collect his typewriter ribbon on his
way home. He searched for half an hour before his meticulousness was
rewarded. Anstey was right; it had been quite a few years back. He was
first alerted by the large heading of the local newspaper which spoke,
predictably, of an “Elderly Widow Missing”.

But the facts were accurate enough, judging by the quotations from
county police sources, and as Wilson slowly turned the yellowing pages
a pattern began to emerge, hardly discernible, but clarifying as his
search progressed. The police had certainly been diligent in their
searches. There was a photograph of Miss Hollamby in the second
report he unearthed but the lady bore no relation to the image he
recalled from his childhood. But then that was to be expected. The
~ cousin the Rector had mentioned, Edward Povey, had soon put in an
appearance but he had been no more helpful than other local people; less
so, in fact, as he lived a long way away on the Sussex coast.

Wilson became more fascinated as he worked his way through the
thick volume and he soon had all the salient facts at his finger tips. He
jotted down notes in a small pocket-book he always carried, in which he
amplified story ideas as they came to him from time to time, but he
hesitated as to whether to impart all his new-found information to
Deirdre and Barry. He put a question mark against his notations and
decided to leave it until later: he needed a few more days in which to sift
the facts in his mind. Anstey’s confidences had come as quite a shock,
and he even noted that his fingertips were trembling slightly as he put
the pencil down on the open page of the third volume.
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He would go through the whole sequence in the afternoon, when he
had finished a few more study improvements. There would be time
enough. He closed the book and, after a short talk with Miss Gillespie,
walked out into the bright sunshine of Hoddesden High Street. It wanted
merely a quarter of an hour until one o'clock. Just time to reach the
stationers and make the short walk back.

He had been puzzled by the first headline he had come across in the
newspaper file; the fact that Miss Hollamby was a widow. But it emerged
that the marriage, many years earlier, had not been a good one and there
had been a divorce. Her former husband had later died and she had
reverted to her maiden name before coming to live at the Old Hall.
Wilson did not really know why he was going to all this trouble. But he
was becoming intrigued by the shadowy figure of his benefactor and
there were the faint stirrings of a plot for one of his novels. He was
between books at the moment and embryonic ideas were beginning to
take shape.

Mrs. Savage was desultorily clipping back foliage from the front door
with a pair of secateurs.

“Lunch will be ready in ten minutes,” she said as he came up the path.

“I’'m just going up to wash my hands but I'll be down directly.”

He thought the housekeeper had a subdued look on her face and she
said somewhat jerkily, “There’s more mail on the table inside.”

He noticed the large bundle on the demilune as he went up the stairs
and when he returned he took the letters and circulars into the dining-
room with him to read over lunch. He was amused to find an early
Christmas card among them, from a literary friend in Australia, but he
was at the same time aware that Christmas would soon be on them and
he and Deirdre had made no firm plans except that the two of them,
together with Barry, were to celebrate their first yuletide in the house
together. He hastily ripped open the letters, digested their contents
briefly before passing on. He would try to reply to the more urgent ones
in the afternoon before returning to his work on the house.

As he turned the penultimate letter over he saw there was another of
the ancient postcards, still exuding the same musty smell. He now
understood the strange expression on Mrs. Savage’s face and the reason
why she had left the dining-room so abruptly as she brought each course,
without lingering to make her usual salty observations on life and local
people. Wilson stared at the faded image of Edinburgh for a long moment
before turning the card over. Again the same spidery writing and the
illegible initial. The abrupt message this time read simply: “Taking in the
sights. Looking forward to seeing you again. Perhaps for Christmas?”
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Wilson felt a faint tightening in his chest and his lips were dry as he
looked at the thing. So the woman knew him? Wilson racked his memory
but could come up with nothing that made any sense. As on the previous
occasion the heavy franking on the card made the date and postal details
illegible, though he could make out the letters “Ed” which could only
mean Edinburgh. Whoever she was, he did not want a stranger descend-
ing, especially at Christmas. A sudden thought struck him; perhaps this
was an elaborate joke by one of his readers who thought well of his
books.

Wilson had written a couple of highly regarded fantasy novels some
years back, which had brought him a shoal of admiring letters at the
time. Yes, that must be it. Though it would be a nuisance, he need only
see the woman for an hour or so if she ever turned up at the house; he
could sign a book or two for her and perhaps present her with a volume
from his spare copy shelf. Much relieved, he finished his lunch and went
up to his study.

But something had disturbed the tenor of the day and around four in
the afternoon, when he had cleared the backlog of mail, he rang up Barry
in London and told him the latest development.

“You may well be right, John. But that doesn’t explain the antiquity of
the cards.”

He was being facetious now, Wilson knew, but he could not keep the
irritation from his voice.

“I was relying on you for support. This thing is becoming a nuisance.
Have you any ideas?”

He could imagine his friend in the big panelled curator’s office in
Kensington, the tranquil life of the great museum going on around him,
and he felt a sudden stab of envy for the other’s more ordered routine.

“I shouldn’t worry about it,” Clissold went on. “It will unravel itself in
due course, no doubt. And if this woman should turn up I shall probably
" be there. We’ll give her a quick glass of sherry and send her on her way.”

Despite himself, Clissold’s brisk dismissal of the minor mystery
made him smile.

“Let’s hope you're right.”

“Art imitating life, old chap. You shouldn’t grumble. May give you an
idea or two for a new book.”

“That’s not the point, Barry.”

“Well, we can discuss it at the weekend. I've got rather a lot of work
on this afternoon and there’s a Japanese party due in half an hour.”

“Sorry to disturb you,” Wilson said drily. “But I just thought you’d be
interested.”
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“I'm certainly that. First thing is to compare the two cards and look
for similar factors.”

Wilson bit his lip.

“Afraid I can’t do that, Barry. I threw the first one on the garden
bonfire.”

There was a muffled implosion of breath at the end of the line and
then a long silence.

“Why on earth did you do that? I told you the thing could be valuable
to a collector. That view of Aberdeen may have been unique. I haven’t
seen such an image in my life.”

“I'm sorry,” Wilson said. “I just got annoyed with the damn thing. [
hate mysteries in real life.”

“Oh, well, it can’t be helped,” Clissold said philosophically. “We’ll
discuss it in detail when I come down. Till tomorrow night then.”

There was a click as he put the phone back and Wilson was left with a
feeling of frustration and annoyance, though he could not have said why.

5

He put the half-empty teacup down in the saucer with a sharp clinking
noise, sat back at the desk and went through his roughly pencilled notes.
A pallid mist hovered at the window today, making the dim outlines of
trees seem ghost-like and ethereal. But inside, the central heating—he
had had a new boiler put in at Deirdre’s insistence—creaked comfort-
ingly as the radiators gave out their warmth and the shaded lamps shone
blandly down on every modern comfort, from the internal telephone
system linked with almost every room to the latest in computers which
sat on its own special desk near the window.

Though Wilson still preferred his heavy manual standard typewriter
he had had the computer installed as Deirdre was expert in its use and
had promised to key in and print out the typescripts of his books after
they were married. It was an offer he had been unable to refuse. Now, he
sat on at the desk, absorbing, as though by some subtle process of
osmosis, the mysterious, not to say bizarre circumstances of his aunt’s
disappearance.

Not that there was a plethora of information. The county newspapers
had made quite a running story of it, it appeared, but a friend of Wilson’s
in London who ran one of the capital’s biggest cutting agencies had failed
to find any reference to it in the national newspapers. Not surprising,
really; one old woman'’s disappearance, which was almost a daily occur-
rence on a nationwide scale, would hardly be considered important
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enough. Before he had left the library last week Wilson had taken the
precaution of asking Miss Gillespie if she would run off photocopies of
the items regarding his aunt and her cousin, and had given her the page
numbers.
He had told her there was no hurry for them but as it had been
several days ago he might look down there later and see if they were
ready. He glanced at his watch quickly. Fridays seemed to come round
with amazing speed and Barry and Deirdre would be there again
tomorrow evening. It might be an idea to have the fresh information
ready for them. He had, after all, decided to confide in them. They
would both be interested, he knew, but there was a doubt growing at
the back of his mind that the story might put Deirdre off the house
altogether.
He would decide finally tomorrow. In the meantime the cuttings
would fill out the story more satisfactorily and then he could spend time
clearing up one or two of the rooms above the study. Incredibly, Hoddes-
den Old Hall had four storeys, if one counted the attics, which he had
hardly penetrated, so full were they of old furniture and the debris of
many years. There was nothing in the vaulted cellars but modern con-
crete floors; bunkers full of coal; and a very respectable collection of
choice wines which he had been delighted to discover. The cellars were
not, in any event, very extensive for a house of this size and he had plans
to get rid of the coal and construct a small cinema and shelving on which
to store his extensive archive of 16 mm film classics and erect suitable
seating for himself and his guests, so that he could view the films in
comfort.
With these and other thoughts coursing erratically through his mind
he went swiftly through his pencilled notes; he did not think he had
_missed anything vital but the printed stories about his aunt, shorn of the

journalistic verbiage and concocted melodrama, would fill in and add
~ colour to the bare facts. Presently he got up from the desk, extinguished
the lamps from a single switch at the door and went back downstairs to
let Mrs. Savage know his movements.

The thin rain had stopped as he slammed the massive front door
behind him but the mist lingered and it was difficult to make out the far
edge of the garden through the thick swathes of vapour. He turned
toward the village, keeping well back from the pavement because some
of the cars crawling through the mist were behaving in an erratic man-
ner. He reached the library within a quarter of an hour, relieved to find
himself back in warm and comfortable surroundings. The sounds from
the road outside were muffled now as though they were coming from the
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far distance. Miss Gillespie was at the reception desk with her assistant
and smiled brightly as he came up.

“Glad you looked in, Mr. Wilson. I was just going to ring you. I have
that material ready for you.”

She slid forward a large brown envelope which Wilson took with
muttered thanks. He saw that she indicated the extracts and page num-
bers in red ink on the face of the envelope. She was certainly efficient.

“Many thanks, Miss Gillespie. What do I owe you?”

“Shall we say a pound?”

Wilson looked dubious.

“It doesn’t seem very much. There’s a lot of stuff here. Better make
it two.”

The smile on the smooth face beneath the dark braided hair widened.

“Many thanks, Mr. Wilson. We’ll put the extra toward the tea
money.”

She took the coins from him and was placing them in a drawer when
she caught sight of someone over Wilson’s shoulder.

“I think there’s a gentleman you should meet, Mr. Wilson. He’s a
mine of information on Hoddesden’s affairs.”

A tall, broad-shouldered man in his late sixties, with silver hair and a
well-trimmed Vandyke beard, was greeting the librarian in a jocular and
affectionate manner. He was dressed in something that looked like a
green hunting jacket and he wore a green felt hat with a gamebird’s
feather in the band. Wilson was vaguely amused. The newcomer looked
like a character out of The Prisoner Of Zenda but he kept the thought to
himself.

“This is Dr. Broadbent. He’s a distinguished historian and has
written many books about historical subjects. Allow me to present
Mr. John Wilson, a well-known writer himself and we have many of
his books on our shelves. Mr. Wilson has just come to live at Hoddes-
den Old Hall.”

“Indeed!”

The smile was open, genuine and welcoming.

“Delighted to meet you, Mr. Wilson! I must say I envy you your
possession of the Old Hall. My humble dwelling is eighteenth-century
but yours goes back to the mists of time. I must say I would love to look
inside your house on some mutually convenient date. The timber con-
struction there is most remarkable and there are two unique crownposts
in the upper chambers.”

Wilson returned the other’s vigorous handshake, smiling in his turn.
The doctor’s enthusiasm was infectious.
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“I should be delighted to invite you round for a meal one evening,
doctor. Preferably when my fiancée and my good friend Barry Clissold,
the museum curator, are in residence.”

Broadbent’s face expressed even greater pleasure.

“Ah! You are a friend of Mr. Clissold! Better than ever.”

Wilson concealed his surprise.

“I didn’t know you were acquainted with Barry.”

The tall man in the rain-flecked garments wagged an admonitory
finger.

“Kindred spirits, Mr. Wilson. Fellow scholars. [ am a doctor of philoso-
phy not a medical man. Call me mister! The world does though Miss
Gillespie here—a very good friend, by the way—is meticulous about
people’s titles.”

She had turned away by this time but Wilson could see her shoulders
shaking with suppressed amusement. He was warming to this new
acquaintance by the minute and he might be a source of useful informa-
tion. The two men had moved back and were now in an odd corner of the
library building where shallow steps led to a small balcony and book-
stacks hemmed them in so that a sotfo voce conversation would be
unheard by others using the library premises. Another useful factor was
that they could, from their raised vantage point, see if anyone was
coming in their direction.

Wilson was not quite sure why he was being so secretive this morn-
ing but some inner voice was enjoining caution. He skirted the topic
most heavily on his mind.

“You met Barry where, Mr. Broadbent, if I am not being too curious.”

“Oh, by no means!”

The big man stood with one massive hand on the polished teak railing
.and casually surveyed the crowded shelves below them. His dark eyes
were clouded and dreamy beneath his shaggy eyebrows but there was

“nothing dreamy or indeterminate about his manner. ‘

“There is no secret, Mr. Wilson. I use his museum facilities in London
a good deal and we naturally saw one another from time to time and a
friendship developed. As I said, we share certain esoteric interests. We
used to compare notes in the library there. He’s an avid collector, like
myself, as you must know.”

Wilson nodded, deliberately keeping his voice casual.

“So you know the Old Hall.”

“Not as much as I should like to. It’s quite the oldest extant dwelling
in the village but the previous owner did not exactly keep open house
and I glimpsed the interior on only two occasions when she grudgingly
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allowed the local historical society to look round certain selected rooms
while one of our members gave a lecture.”

His eyes were focused to sharp points now, as though recollecting the
scene vividly.

“Yes, Miss Hollamby. A very strange woman, if I may say so.”

“So I understand,” said Wilson, as though he had heard the comment
before. “I inherited the place, you know. She was my aunt.”

Broadbent turned an embarrassed face to his new acquaintance.

“My dear sir, I had no idea! I offer you my abject apologies . . .”

Wilson began to laugh, waving aside the other’s remarks.

“There is really no need, Mr. Broadbent. I never knew the lady and
apart from a brief acquaintance when I was about five years old we had
never met.”

The other’s features cleared.

“Oh, I see. Yes, well, that makes a difference. I take it I may speak
quite freely, seeing that you intend to live there. And as you have a
fiancée, I also presume you will make it your married home.”

Wilson nodded, not quite sure what the antiquarian was getting at.

Broadbent lowered his voice, glancing around sharply once more.

“May I speak quite frankly?”

“I would be grateful if you would.”

“Good.”

The big man stroked his well-trimmed beard before proceeding.

“I meant nothing detrimental to Miss Hollamby, I can assure you. It
was just that she was something of a recluse who kept apart from the life
and activities of the village. Like most such people she was eccentric in
her habits. Village gossip exaggerates, I know, but even allowing for that,
some of her procedures were bizarre.”

“Such as?”

“Well, she was morbidly afraid of disease and wore gloves at all times,
even indoors, I believe. She rarely, if ever, went out, at least, when she
was living at the Old Hall. Her gardener used to do the shopping for her
on several afternoons a week. There were other stories but I won’t go
into them now.”

Wilson deliberately kept his manner casual though he was extremely
interested in what Broadbent was saying. He eased out the sheaf of
photocopies from the envelope Miss Gillespie had given him.

“Yet her disappearance was curious, wasn't it? And perhaps in keep-
ing with what you have been telling me?”

“Ah, you have been doing some research in our archives, Mr. Wilson.
I approve of that.”
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His face had clouded over now and the two men stood as though in
some spell for more than a minute while the gentle mumble of voices
and the civilized background noises of the library lapped around
them.

“Yes, it was strange,” Broadbent resumed. “But then elderly ladies do
do strange things from time to time, unfortunately.”

“What do you make of that business of her nephew? That was some-
what bizarre too, I felt.”

Broadbent turned to face him on the narrow balcony, his gaze fixed
over the other’s shoulder to the floor below.

“Hardly bizarre. Something that could have happened to anyone. I
hope it will not detract from the charm of your new surroundings. So far
as | know that is the only violent occurrence in all the Old Hall’s long
history.”

Wilson joined in the other’s smile.

“What was the cousin like?”

“Oh, Povey?”

For the first time Broadbent looked nonplussed.

“An unpleasant man, to put it no higher. His great good fortune did
not seem to improve his manner or add to whatever happiness he got out
of life. There was a lot of local gossip about him too. He lived here for
only six months or so and that was quite a while back so I should not let
these old newspaper reports cloud your coming, Mr. Wilson.”

He tapped the bundle of photocopies which Wilson slipped back into
the envelope.

“I hear you are making tasteful improvements up there. And with
Christmas not so far away, the Hall should provide a charming back-
ground. Your fiancée will be there, I suppose.”
~ Wilson felt a sudden access of warmth toward this big, capable man.
He was oddly comforting and his brisk manner was dispelling the vague

-aura of discontent that had been seeping into the author’s thoughts
lately.

“Oh, yes. And perhaps you would like to join us for dinner on Christ-
mas Eve if you have no other plans. But we will make arrangements to
show you over the house long before that.”

Again Broadbent looked embarrassed.

“I would be delighted, Mr. Wilson! It really is too generous and kind of
you.”

Wilson waved away his thanks.

“Think nothing of it. And as you are already an old friend of Barry’s
and I'm sure you will like Deirdre, you will be among friends.”
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The two men walked back down the steps to the ground floor, con-
versing in normal tones now, and when they parted near the reception
desk it was with a firm understanding that Wilson would phone shortly
and make an appointment for Broadbent to come to tea and to see over
the house.

His mind was full of conflicting impressions as he walked back to the
Old Hall.

6

There was a savage squall of rain in the afternoon and Wilson descended
to the ground floor with the library cuttings. There was a fire burning in
the great stone fireplace in the lounge, though the central heating was
on, but, as Mrs. Savage said, the fire added cheer to the scene. Now he
sat in a deep chair with his feet extended on the polished oak floor, which
reflected the dancing shards of gold from the fire, and pondered his good
fortune.

Mrs. Savage’s teapot and the tea things with a large tin of biscuits
stood at his elbow, and the sheaf of photocopies on his knee occupied
him intensely as the gentle ticking of another big cased clock went on
in the corner. He was not really concentrating at this moment in time,
lulled by the comfort of his surroundings; the vague feeling that he
ought to be making greater efforts with the work on the house; and
that there were many things to do regarding his preparations for
Christmas. He went on sifting through the old newspaper reports of
his aunt’s disappearance and gradually again felt his attention becom-
ing focused.

He was now on to the inquest on the body of the cousin, Edward
Povey, following its recovery from the well. There was an arresting
exchange between the police surgeon, a Dr. Arnold Strang, and the
coroner, Cedric Knowles, himself a medical man:

“The cause of death of Mr. Edward Povey was consistent with him
having fallen through the rotten boarding of the well-cover.”

The Coroner: “Yes, I have your post-mortem report here, doctor.
Death due to severe head injuries, bodily contusions, shock following the
impact, plus a broken neck. Almost any one of these injuries would have
been enough to cause death. Yet there was something else implied in your
report, Dr. Strang.”

“There was something beyond that, sir. The expression on the
deceased’s face was one of great shock and horror.”
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The Coroner: “Surely anyone falling through a well-cover to his death
would express on his features such shock and horror as you have de-
scribed in your report?”

Dr. Strang went on to say that there was something beyond the
normal. He continued,“I have carried out many such post-mortems dur-
ing the past fifteen years and I have found in most cases of violent death,
where that death was unexpected, that the victim showed surprise or mild
shock. Usually the person is killed before he has had time to register such
a realization upon his features.”

The Coroner: “I do not follow you, doctor.”

Dr. Strang: “Well, sir, it is difficult to describe.”

The Coroner: “You are not implying that the deceased was pushed into
the well or that there was any suspicion of foul play in your mind?
Because, if so, there has been no evidence adduced at this inquest to
support such a theory.”

“I am not saying that in so many words, sir.”

“Well, what exactly are you saying?”

“I am not, of course, suggesting murder. But there is something
beyond my experience in this case. I can only say that I have never seen
such a shocking expression on a dead person’s face in all the years [ have
been performing post-mortems in cases of sudden death. It is just a
feeling I have and I would like it to go on record. Perhaps we had better
leave it at that.”

The Coroner: “As you say, doctor, perhaps we had better leave it at
that. But my clerk has it all on record.”

There was a good deal more in the photocopied stories of Miss
Hollamby’s disappearance and Povey’s sudden death where the in-
quiries had been conducted in a similar sober and civilized manner
but Wilson put the sheaf of papers down and stared into the heart of
the fire, only vaguely aware that a slightly sinister dusk had fallen in
the shrouded, rain-swept garden outside the ancient, small-paned
- windows. The disquiet at the back of his mind had again returned, yet
it was all so intangible; slightly less diaphanous than the mist outside
the windows. He was now resolved to say no more about these
matters to Deirdre.

Though he would discuss it fully with Barry when the pair arrived
tomorrow evening, probably after Deirdre had retired for the night. He
felt a certain guilt at this for Deirdre was a strong-minded, sensible girl
and her refreshing common sense would no doubt have thrown cold
water on some of Wilson's more fanciful suggestions. He was long
familiar with her arguments; mainly based on the exotic imaginings of a
writer, of course.
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No doubt Wilson was allowing his imagination to run away with
himself but he did not want to cast any shadows on their happiness, and
he was determined that she should love and appreciate the old house as
much as he did; he knew she was of that mind at the moment but she
might not feel the same if he went into all this business of Miss Hol-
lamby and the sudden and tragic death of the cousin.

Wilson was anxious to get Barry’s opinion on these topics, and his
conversations with the Rector and then with Dr. Broadbent had reduced
the trivial matters of the postcards to their proper level. He withdrew his
eyes from the misty garden and got up abruptly to draw the curtains,
aware of the sudden clatter of Mrs. Savage’s activities in the kitchen,
sanity again returning to the ancient beamed room with its atmosphere
of comfort and culture.

He gathered up the cuttings and replaced them in the envelope. He
would re-examine them again when he was in a less sombre mood. The
weather did not help; the dreary atmosphere outside with the approach
of winter was not conducive to cheerful thoughts. He wondered for a
moment whether he was wise to bury himself in such a rural location. It
was all very well in summer with London only half an hour away but
what would it be like during the winter gales and, even more depress-
ingly, when snow and ice made the roads impassable and he would be
marooned down here? After all, life with Deirdre was almost a year away.

He finished his tea, ate another biscuit and took a turn or two about
the room, his thoughts still slightly confused. He was interrupted by the
entrance of Mrs. Savage.

“Post is late today,” she said shortly.

She put the packet of letters down on the arm of Wilson’s easy chair.

“Getting closer,” she said enigmatically as she left the room.

Wilson soon saw what she meant for as he turned over the bundle,
another of the old, musty-smelling cards fell out. He bit back the excla-
mation of annoyance that sprang to his lips and bent to retrieve it.

It was an ancient, tinted photograph of Carlisle and once again, with a
quickening of the pulse, he saw that the postal details were obliterated
and the initial indecipherable. The message was again short and cryptic:
“Still enjoying the sights and coming closer all the time.” His first impulse
was to throw the thing in the fire together with the previous card but
Barry Clissold’s advice stopped him. Instead, he took the thing up to his
study and put it on the desk with the other, both secured by a heavy
brass paperweight.

Irritating and incomprehensible as this series of cards was, they were
thrust into the background by the conversations he had had with the
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Rector and Broadbent; the material in the newspaper reports, much of
which he had had no time to go through, had only emphasized his
feelings. The thoughts they had engendered were beginning to tinge the
whole atmosphere of the Old Hall with dark and shadowy forebodings
and the damp, misty weather outside did not help.

But he was much cheered as he went in to dinner by Mrs. Savage
whose down-to-earth common sense he was learning to cherish. With-
out being asked she herself broached the subject of the cards. He had
asked her to take coffee and a cognac with him this evening before she
cleared up and went home. She had obviously sensed his unease but was
not aware of the reason for it.

“About those cards, Mr. Wilson,” she said almost apologetically. “I
shouldn’t take them too seriously. Perhaps someone you know, who's a
fellow collector of such old things as Mr. Clissold, is pulling your leg.”

“I don’t quite follow you, Mrs. Savage.”

“Well, Mr. Wilson, perhaps it's someone in your life you’ve forgotten.
A lady, perhaps, or possibly a man who’s got a woman to help him.”

“But to what purpose?”

The housekeeper pursed her lips as though she were dealing with a
backward child.

“Perhaps some sort of a joke and eventually he or she will turn up at
Christmas and you can both have a good laugh about it together.”

“But would anybody spoil valuable old cards like that?”

Mrs. Savage sipped delicately at her coffee and put the cup down
before replying.

“Mr. Clissold might feel they’re valuable, but then he’s a collector.
I've seen such cards in boxes on market stalls and in London going quite
cheaply. Anyone who knew about such things could obliterate postmarks
and destinations.”
~ “But then how do you explain the fact that there are no modern

stamps on the cards, and that the postman seems to know nothing of
© them?”

“Ah, you have me there, Mr. Wilson. But there are ways . . .” She
paused mysteriously. “I expect they will be more frequent now.”

Again Wilson was nonplussed. But he had no need to put the question.

“Well, Mr. Wilson; Aberdeen is quite a long way away, isn’t it? Edin-
burgh is nearer and Carlisle nearer still. So whoever is sending the cards
is obviously travelling towards us!”

Wilson made no reply and Mrs. Savage got up with a quiet air of
triumph and took her coffee cup and glass out to the kitchen. Wilson sat
on, listening to the rain pattering against the window panes, quite up-
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lifted. There was quite a lot in what she said but that still did not explain
his last two points.
He shrugged and put the matter from him for the time being.

7

“Hmm. Interesting.”

Barry Clissold put the magnifying glass down and looked enthusiasti-
cally across the table at the other two. Deirdre pushed back the recalci-
trant lock of black hair from her eyes, and gave an elegant little sniff.

“In what way?”

“In lots of ways.”

Clissold turned back to Wilson. It was Friday evening and the trio sat
amid the debris of the dinner things. Clissold was quite a good cook and
as a concession to the current cold weather he had provided his hosts
with a hot main course. The rain still whispered at the windows but it
was warm and [uxurious in the dining room with its blazing fire and
shaded lamps.

“Name one.”

It was Deirdre again.

Clissold gave a stifled snort but his eyes were dancing with mischief.

“Mrs. Savage is right in her suppositions about distance and her
theory of the sender coming closer, but that still doesn’t explain those
old postmarks and the lack of modern stamps. I'll swear these never
came through the postal service. Maybe the person lives here in the
village or hereabouts and is hand-delivering them as though they’d come
from afar.”

“The thought had occurred to me,” Wilson admitted.

Deirdre looked incredulous.

“But what’s the point?”

“Mrs. Savage thinks it may be someone I knew years ago and who
wants to surprise me at Christmas time.”

Deirdre shook her head impatiently.

“She’s certainly baffling you. Not to mention us. But I just don’t
believe it. It’s too preposterous for words.”

“Well, let’s leave it, shall we?” Clissold said. “In the meantime, I'd like
to borrow these two cards.”

“What for?” Deirdre demanded.

Tonight she wore a tight-fitting red sweater and white linen trousers,
an outfit in which she looked boyish and at the same time infinitely
desirable, Wilson thought. Perhaps she had read the expression in his
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eyes because he noticed a slight heightening of her colour; though it may
have been due to the wine and the heat of the room. Clissold reached
over to pour himself another glass of the rosé.

“We've got a lab at the museum. I'd like to have an analysis made.”

“By all means,” Wilson said. “I’ll be glad to see the back of the damn
things.”

Clissold shrugged, got up and went over to put the cards in the
briefcase he’d left in a corner of the room when they’d first arrived.

“Talking of museums reminds me of something,” Wilson continued
when the other had reseated himself. “I met an old friend of yours at the
local library yesterday.”

Clissold gave him a sharp look.

“More old friends turning up,” he said. “This sounds like an interest-
ing village. Who was he?”

“It might have been a she,” Deirdre put in impishly. She gave her
fiancé a slow, secret smile which was, however, not lost on Clissold,
though he said nothing.

“It was a he,” Wilson said. “A Dr. Broadbent. A great historian and
author of books on history. A big noise around here.”

Clissold broke into a smile.

“Good God! I didn’t know old Arnold lived here. I must hunt him

”»

up.
“No need,” Wilson said. “I've invited him to have a look round the
house soon. And he’s coming to dine with us on Christmas Eve.”

He looked at Deirdre apologetically. “I hope you don’t mind, darling.”

She smiled brightly.

“Why should 1? Mrs. Savage and Barry will be doing most of the
catering and one more will make little difference.”

Both men knew that Deirdre was an excellent cook but they also
realized that she did a lot of cooking for herself and guests in London and
~ did not want to be too closely involved with the catering arrangements at
- the Old Hall until she was mistress there. Wilson quite saw the point and
had never pressed her on the matter.

“Good, that’s settled then,” Wilson said, ending the topic as he
thought. But Deirdre missed very little and her eyes had never left his
face the past few minutes.

“And what interesting things did he have to tell you about this house,
John?”

Wilson shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

“Oh, its incredible age, the wealth of pargeting and that Hereward the
Wake once ate toasted tea-cakes here,” he lied humorously.
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There was muffled laughter but Wilson could tell by Deirdre’s face
that she was only half-convinced of the truth of his earlier statement. He
would have to be very careful in imparting what he had learned about his
aunt and her cousin when speaking to Clissold later this evening. He
changed the angle of the subject.

“Strange you not knowing Broadbent lived here.”

Clissold made a deprecating little movement of his shoulders, his
reddish hair glistening in the lamplight.

“There’s no mystery about that either, John. We always met in Lon-
don, at functions, various libraries and at the museum. I knew he lived in
the country, of course, but I didn’t know exactly where. I never had any
reason to enquire.”

The conversation drifted on to other things and it was almost mid-
night before the girl broke the silence which had fallen on them. The
three were grouped round the fire in their armchairs as was their recent
habit, and Wilson sipped appreciatively at the remainder of his second
cognac in the big balloon glass, strangely content despite the events of
the past few days.

Then Deirdre got up abruptly.

“Well, you can stay down here all night if you like. Don’t forget the
bricklayer is coming to do that repointing at eight in the morning and the
carpenter wants to look at those attic floors.”

Wilson got up too.

“I'd forgotten that. You’re quite right, darling. Do you want me to see
you to your room?”

Clissold gave a muffled snigger and Deirdre turned a laughing face to
the two men.

“I think not,” she said primly. “I know the way by now. And it might
lead to complications. Don’t forget to lock up.”

Her moist mouth brushed Wilson’s in a familiar way and he again felt
the subtle erotic thrill of the contact. He went out with her to the hall on
the pretence of locking up and they were glued together in a brief, hot
embrace before she ran lithely up the stairs, her heels beating a brief
rat-tat on the oak treads.

Wilson went on to secure the house for the night, feeling somewhat
unsteady and he realized the sensation was not entirely due to the wine
and cognac he had imbibed. He bolted the massive front door which was
the only one of the three entries to the house not yet secured for the
night, extinguished the main hall light and returned to where Clissold
sprawled contentedly in front of the fire. He went to stand by the
fireplace, looking down at his friend.
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“You know, we soon ought to be making some firm plans regarding
Christmas,” he said. “I have to book several meals out and we don’t want
to spend all our time cooking.”

“You've got lipstick all over your face,” Clissold said irrelevantly, his
eyes dancing.

Wilson made a mouth at him, scrubbing vigorously with his handker-
chief.

“Never mind about that,” he said. “It’s only about six weeks away.”

He went to sit down in one of the ancient seats actually inside the
massive fireplace.

“You sure you've got the time off?”

Clissold stirred in his chair, fully opened his eyes.

“For Christmas? Of course. I've got a week’s annual leave coming up
and I've added three days to it, which will take us over into the New
Year.”

He looked in the direction Deirdre had taken.

“That is, if the two of you can put up with me that long?”

“Don’t be silly,” Wilson said. “You know we love to have you around.
And where should we be when it comes to the heavier manual work?”

He got up from the fireplace, not quite sure how to start the conver-
sation.

“Another cognac?”

Clissold looked over at the big cased clock in the corner.

“Why not? It’s only twelve-fifteen now, and I shan’t be around at eight
for the bricklayers in the morning. Deirdre’s promised to bring me tea
and toast in bed.”

Wilson raised his eyebrows.

“Really? As long as that’s all she’s providing.”

The two young men laughed, the sound echoing sonorously round the
" silent room with its massive beams and the huge bressummer over the
_ fireplace.

“She’s a lovely girl,” Barry said. “And you're a lucky devil. You
certainly don’t deserve her.”

“I know that, old chap. But I do appreciate her.”

“Pm sure you do,” Clissold said warmly, taking the big balloon glass
from him. He in his turn went to stand leaning against the fireplace while
Wilson sank into a chair.

“Why don’t you take the plunge too?” Wilson said after a bit, still
looking for an opening.

Clissold frowned.
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“What, get married? Never yet met the right girl. Lots of possibilities
and I've been playing the field pretty heavily.”

He laughed, showing strong white teeth.

“I notice you're not too much in a hurry, despite all the attractions
lying in wait.”

Wilson smiled.

“Well, that’s really Deirdre’s doing. I respect her wishes. And there is
still a hell of a lot to do before we get this place looking exactly as we
want it.”

Clissold shrugged again.

“Well, don’t leave it too late, that’s all.”

The other looked at him sharply.

“What exactly do you mean by that?”

“Nothing, really. Except that there are a lot of counter attractions in
London, you know.”

Wilson got up and joined the other so that they were both standing
close to the fire.

“I take your point. But Deirdre’s really not like that. If you knew her
asldo...”

Clissold nodded, appreciatively tasting his cognac.

“Damned good stuff, this. I must make a note of the label.”

“Take a bottle on Monday, if you like,” Wilson said. “I've got another
three or four down in the cellar. Part of the inheritance so I shan’t miss
one.”

“I may take you up on it.”

Clissold looked as though he were ready to go to bed but his host
gently waved him down into a chair.

“Listen. I want your advice.”

For the next ten minutes Wilson poured out his story, voicing some of
his forebodings. Clissold sat silent and absorbed. He did not interrupt
once but waited patiently until his friend had finished the history of the
house as it concerned his aunt and her cousin. There was a long,
brooding silence in the lamplit room as Wilson finished. Clissold said
nothing for a while, his eyes absorbed and sombre. The firelight made a
mottled mask of his face as he turned to the other.

“Well?” said Wilson impatiently.

“Interesting, John.”

“But no more?

“Perhaps. For the imaginative. But I shouldn’t tell Deirdre if I were
you.”

Wilson bit his lip.
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“Then you do think there’s something bizarre about the house?”

Clissold got up, cracking his knuckles; the small reports in the
shrouded silence of the room suddenly irritated Wilson, though it was a
long-standing habit with his friend.

“Bizarre? About the house? No. No more than any other ancient
building with a long and varied history. Povey’s death was sudden and
tragic, certainly, but as I've said before, these things do happen. You’re
surely not still worrying about those cards? A minor mystery but one
that will probably be readily explained when the joker behind them
eventually turns up.”

Wilson stepped nearer.

“What do you really think, Barry?”

“I've just told you.”

There were notes of fraying temper in Clissold’s voice now.

“But why did you say not to tell Deirdre?”

Clissold had merely voiced Wilson’s own thoughts but he could not
resist pressing his friend.

“Just being circumspect. You know how sensitive and apprehensive
women are about such matters. You don’t want to put the girl off the
house even before you're married, do you?”

Wilson’s mood lifted and he put his hand on the other’s arm.

“No, of course not. I expect you're right. And you know how I value
your opinion. I'm not worried about those silly cards any more. I expect
there will be a perfectly logical explanation in due course. But do let me
know what your people find out at the museum.”

“Of course.” Clissold glanced at his watch. “My God! It’s almost half
past one. And we have a lot to do in the morning.”

Wilson felt his mind greatly eased as he extinguished the lights and
prepared for bed.

“Anyone for coffee?”

Deirdre’s banging on the tin tray with a spoon as she put the things
down on a low stone wall adjoining the terrace startled Wilson momen-
tarily. Incredibly, it was a brilliantly sunny day today and winter seemed
to have temporarily departed, though a faint misty haze still lingered.
The bricklayer had turned up on time, had erected his scaffolding and
was busy pointing brickwork on one of the ancient stacks.

He had smilingly declined the coffee, which he said gave him indiges-
tion and had brought his own thermos flask of tea, which he would drink
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aloft. Deirdre glanced up at him as he worked with the smooth precision
born of long practice.

“You're lucky to get people to work on a Saturday down here, John.
You wouldn’t get that in London.”

Clissold, who had been hacking at the undergrowth with a sickle,
joined them on the terrace, wiping the perspiration from his forehead
with a blue and white striped handkerchief.

“Too right, Deirdre. Only fools work on Saturdays.”

The grin he gave the other two was infectious.

“You'll get your reward at Christmas, Barry,” Wilson promised him.
“Let’s go farther down and I'll drag the teak seats out from the summer-
house. It’s too fine a day to waste.”

The three were soon comfortably ensconced in an angle of the old
house, where two walls met; it was quite a suntrap there and Wilson
guessed that this had been a favourite summer spot of his aunt’s. The
three sat contentedly blinking at the sunlight and consuming the coffee
and biscuits the girl had brought out, when she suddenly said, “That
reminds me. Do you chaps realize Christmas will soon be on us and we
haven’t got any presents, cards or anything else sorted out yet.”

“Don’t bother us now,” said Barry rudely. “I haven’t finished with
July.”

Wilson screwed up his eyes against the sun.

“The girl has a point. What with all this work I haven’t had much time
to think about it.”

“Well, it’s about time you did,” said Deirdre decisively. “After tea. It
gets dark early now and we can make lists and things before supper.”

Clissold groaned and Wilson himself screwed up his eyes again. Like
most men, and Barry in particular, he didn’t like being reminded of
urgent tasks that needed doing when he was taking his ease.

© “We'll sort something out,” he said unconvincingly and Deirdre cast
him a sudden glance of impish insight. She looked particularly enticing
today, Wilson thought, with her blue jeans buckled in tightly against her
flat stomach and a man’s thick red sport shirt which only emphasized her
tanned features beneath the mass of tangled black hair. He felt a sudden
surge of joy and pride of possession.

“Don’t forget the carpenter’s coming at two o’clock to look at those
attic floorboards,” Clissold said warningly.

“An attic tragedy,” said Deirdre, waiting for the groans which failed to
come.

Wilson grinned wryly.

“It will be when the bill comes in,” he said.
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He had been clearing out junk from the summerhouse, preparatory to
burning it on the bonfire and he reached the end of this task at about
midday. Deirdre was busy somewhere inside the house and Barry was
still attacking the undergrowth in the neglected part of the garden. It ran
to about two acres with thickets of dark fir and sycamore on the bounda-
ries and Wilson had privately decided to leave the area where the sealed
well lay as wilderness. He did not want to be reminded of such things
and he thought he would erect a high board fence there, isolating the
spot from the rest of the grounds.

He was musing in this way as he opened the inner front door and in
the glass he suddenly saw an image reflected. It was that of a man and as
he glanced back over his shoulder he recognized the local postman,

Mr. Dunnett, disappearing down the drive. There were several letters
lying on the mat. Among them was the familiar oblong of a postcard.
Wilson turned it over. :

Strangely enough, he was not worried about them now. This one
showed a yellowed picture of the city walls in York. It appeared as though
Mrs. Savage's suppositions had been right. And the cards had been
coming at increasingly short intervals. Only a day in this case; or perhaps
two as the one from Carlisle may have been posted some time earlier,
though it had only arrived yesterday.

Wilson trembled slightly but outwardly his manner was unruffled as
he took the rest of the mail over to the demilune at the foot of the stairs.
He glanced at the message side of the card, saw that some of the
delicately formed handwriting had been smeared and partly obliterated
as though by rain or damp. But he made out the end of a sentence, which
read: “Interesting perambulations. Still coming in your direction. Hope to
be in the neighbourhood by Christmas.”

He could hear Deirdre moving about in the kitchen; then he was
* startled to hear sudden footfalls in the hall behind him. But it was only
- Barry, coming in to clean up before lunch.

Wilson handed him the card.

“Add that to the collection for your analysis. And please don’t mention
it to Deirdre.”

Clissold took the card without a change of expression.

“Right,” he said laconically, and put it in the pocket of his jeans and
went on rapidly up the stairs. Wilson then saw that Deirdre was in the
doorway. He did not know how long she had been there but she had
apparently just come through from the kitchen because she said, “Aren’t
you going to open your letters?”
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“You do it, darling,” Wilson said, handing them to her. “I don’t think
it’s anything important.”

He went into the downstairs cloakroom to wash his hands and tidy up
and when he came out she was still by the table, glancing at the opened
correspondence. She handed it to him.

“Royalty statement. Request to address a women'’s club. An invitation
to sign books.”

Wilson smiled.

“Routine stuff. But it’s nice to be remembered. Royalty cheque rea-
sonable ?”

Deirdre smiled too, showing flawless teeth.

“More than reasonable. At least, I shan’t be marrying a pauper.”

“Mercenary wench.”

They were locked in a fierce embrace when they heard Clissold
hurrying back down the stairs. Deirdre tidied her blue-black hair in the
oval mirror and shot him an amused but warning glance.

“I’'m preparing a cold salad as the weather is so beautiful. I thought we
could eat on the terrace. A bottle of chilled white wine and some of that
angel cake from the village patisserie. I think I can just about manage
coffee, too. All right?”

Barry had joined them now.

“More than all right. Eh, John?”

“Great. And there won’t be too much clearing up to do before the
carpenter comes.”

A clattering noise from the half-open front door made Wilson jump.
He realized his nerves were becoming a little on edge.

“What was that?”

Deirdre gave him a strange look.

“It’s only the bricklayer knocking off for lunch. I expect he’s going
down to the pub.”

A moment later they saw his grey-painted van glide past the end of
the driveway.

“As long as he’s in a fit condition to finish that stack afterwards,”
Wilson said. “I want to get the outside weatherproof before the winter
sets in.

“Plenty of time,” Clissold said. “How many pubs are there in Hoddes-
den anyway?"”

“Five in the village itself,” Deirdre said, turning back toward the
kitchen. “We’ve sampled them all. Three are pretty good and the other
two really excellent. I expect he’s gone to the Red Lion. That’s the
nearest.”
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Clissold looked at the girl and then back to John.

“You two seem to have been making the rounds.”

The girl laid a hand on his shoulder.

“We're here more often than you, that’s all. You'll catch up in time.”

“Perhaps we could try another some evening?” suggested Clissold. “I
only know the two nearest, at the entrance to Hoddesden proper.”

“Why not?” Wilson said. “You've worked hard. And I don’t want to
strain your good nature, Barry.”

The strong teeth flashed in a ready smile.

“You’ll never do that, John. But I must see this vast attic I've heard so
much about.”

Deirdre had gone back to the kitchen now and the two men were
alone.

“Don’t expect too much,” Wilson said. “There’s an incredible amount
of junk up there. And it’s really a series of long, interconnecting rooms.
There are some magnificent hammer beams. Later, we could make some
superb reception rooms up there. Just the place for dancing.”

“Old Arnold will be interested,” Clissold said, resting his chin on the
ancient oak balustrade as Wilson started ascending the staircase. A thin
shaft of sun coming in from the stairhead window turned his hair a
reddish gold.

“You look like a crucified saint,” said Wilson irreverently. Clissold
laughed.

“Some hope of that! That’s something Arnold won't be interested in.
But returning to the subject of the attic, I can’t understand why you don’t
put your cinema and film collection up there instead of the cellar.”

Wilson paused on his way up.

“Well, for one thing the cellar is bone dry, with enormously thick
walls. I'm a late bird as you know And if I use the attic I may disturb
~ guests sleeping on the floors below, especially when I’'m running late-
night sound films. The attic rooms are far too good to waste in such a
- way, as you'll see after lunch.”

“Well, it’s your house, John. I'm going to have a pre-lunch drink and
then join Deirdre in the kitchen. See you on the terrace.”

Wilson was crossing the lounge after lunch when he heard the sound
of the carpenter’s van outside and he went to the front door to let him in.
Tom Blake was a sturdy man in his thirties, with a mop of black curls and
a frank, open manner.

“It will be nice to see The Old Hall in proper use again,” he said, as
the two ascended to the upper floors. “It had been badly neglected in
Miss Hollamby’s time.”
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The two men had paused outside Wilson’s study and a sudden flush
suffused the carpenter’s cheeks.

“No offence, sir. Seeing that she was your aunt.”

“That’s all right,” Wilson hurriedly assured him. “I'll just get the
keys.”

He quickly hunted out the bundle from his desk drawer and rejoined
the other on the dusty landing half a flight up. The stairs grew narrower
as they reached the third floor, which Wilson guessed had been formerly
occupied by maids and other indoor servants. Wilson had been briefly
over the top floors but nothing had yet been done here as he was anxious
to get the main part of the house habitable first. Most of the rooms
contained old furniture and china in tea-chests, together with bundles of
books tied with string and slowly mouldering away; while the dozens of
large sealed cardboard boxes contained God knew what, he told himself.

There were two bathrooms on this floor also but he was undecided as
to whether to have all these rooms brought back into use. After all, there
were eight bedrooms below, as well as three more bathrooms. A large
wooden door with a latch barred the way to the attics and the smell of
mould and the accumulated dust of years grew more oppressive as they
ascended the final flight. There was electric light, fortunately, and the
dusty bulbs, giving only half light, revealed a more melancholy scene
with every step they took.

“What do you think of these treads?” Wilson asked.

Blake had brought a small case in with him which the writer guessed
contained tape measures, set squares and other such instruments. Now
the former bent to the treads with a sharp, appraising eye.

“Solid enough,” he announced, going carefully up and down the nar-
row stair. “There are a couple of places in the corners there. I shall use
inserts and strong bracing for those. All in matching oak, of course.

Wilson nodded absently, his thoughts elsewhere.

“I haven’t spent much time up here, of course, since I moved in. Too
busy elsewhere. But from a cursory glance I should think there would be
much more for you to do in the attic itself. The boards seem quite rotten
in several places, mostly in the corners.”

They had come to the top landing now and Wilson was fumbling for
the keys. Blake shifted from one foot to another, his massive frame
seeming to burst out of his dark blue shirt and matching jeans.

“That would be damp and water penetration over the years. Probably
leaky tiles and shrunken window frames. As you know, we've put every-
thing to rights up aloft.”
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He was referring to the earlier work he had carried out with the
co-operation of a larger firm. He was noted in the neighbourhood as a
fine and conscientious craftsman with an excellent reputation in the
surrounding area and Wilson was well pleased with his work so far. He
put the key in the lock, turned it, tried another.

“There will be plenty more to do here,” Wilson said to cover the
awkward gap while he found the right key. “If you can spare the time.”
“Oh, I’ll find the time, Mr. Wilson,” said Blake easily. “You have only to
phone and I'll always be up within a day or two to give you an estimate.”

Wilson had the door open at last, stepped back as the smell of choking
dust met him. It was hot up here under the eaves on such a sunny day
and he asked his companion to open the small landing window. The two
men were in the first of the big, shadowy attics and Wilson fumbled for
the light switch. The illumination seemed to make the place darker as
the only sunlight was filtering in through heavy green canvas blinds that
appeared to be in the last stages of disintegration.

“T'll get those things down and the windows open,” Wilson said.
“Better let me do it because I've been up here before and know the bad
places.”

Blake stood to one side of the open door, slowly appraising the
contents of the vast rooms; noting the sheeted piles of ancient furniture;
the glass and chinaware heaped at crazy angles in their tea-chests;
parcels, bundles, statuary, tarnished brass oil lamps, and piles of hun-
dreds of leather-bound books, stained and shrunken, that had been
sitting on the dusty oak boards for perhaps the past forty or fifty years.

“Phew, what a mess!” he couldn’t help exclaiming.

“You now see what I mean,” said Wilson, perspiration beading his
forehead, as he wrestled with a rusted window catch. He’d torn the first
blind down; it gave way with an ugly ripping noise and thick motes of
_ dust danced in the shafts of strong yellow sunlight that only emphasized
and reinforced the squalor of the place. He had the window open at last
- and relished the sweet afternoon air, with an undertone of autumn
coolness that wafted in.

Blake had moved forward as the light increased.

“I see those places you mean. I'll take care.”

He moved down the enormous length of the four great connecting
rooms, whose doorways had long been removed, leaving just ancient
beamed bracing helping to support the roof, and the two men tore down
blinds and opened windows until the freshing breeze at that height
danced through, flapping the stained edges of the pages of books and
sending trailing cobwebs spinning and spiralling, to the startlement of
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their owners. When they had finished, the two stood near the biggest
central window as though deep in thought. From the corner of his eye,
Wilson could see Clissold, a minute figure far below, crossing the garden
on some errand. Wilson was the first to break the silence which had
fallen between the two.

“What did you mean about Miss Hollamby earlier? You can speak your
mind frankly. I never knew the lady, except very briefly when I was a
small child.”

The big man shrugged, his eyes drifting across the jumbled chaos
around them.

“Nothing, really. I was only going on to say that she was one of the
most eccentric people I'd ever come across. That’s if only half the local
stories are correct.”

“So I've been told,” Wilson said. “May I ask what else you may have
heard?”

Blake paused and looked uncomfortable. The expression of unease on
his face gave way to determination.

“Just gossip, really,” he said slowly. “Some people said that the old
lady’s cousin had made away with her to get the inheritance. But that’s
only hearsay, you understand. You know what village people are and
Povey was much disliked in Hoddesden. I must say some local people
thought Miss Hollamby was in the well too. It's enormously deep and
the police couldn’t dredge it properly. They were only able to recover
Povey’s body because it had lodged against a big iron bracket near the
surface. But I shouldn’t repeat that in front of your young lady, Mr.
Wilson. It would only make her uneasy. It was for your ears only.”

“Of course,” said Wilson, but the other’s words had given him a
strange feeling. “You don’t think she is in the well?”

Blake shrugged. “If she is no one could ever find her there under
thirty feet of rubble, topped by a three-foot concrete capping.”

Wilson fought down his ragged nerves as he looked the other
squarely in the eye.

“You’re not implying that the cousin’s death in the well was the old
lady’s revenge?”

The laughter of the two men echoed hollowly beneath the great
rafters and beams of the roof and started echoes from the corners.

“I have heard it suggested,” Blake chuckled. “But I don’t hold with
such rubbish myself. However, I'd better get on with your commission.”

He got out the rule and a pencil and wandered about, testing the
floorboards with a hammer and making notes in a small black book he
produced from his hip pocket. Wilson noted the absorbed interest of the
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professional and was careful not to disturb him. Instead, he walked up to
the far end of the series of long rooms, thinking that it would take an
enormous time to sift, sort and evaluate all this old furniture and other
material. Much of it would have to go on the bonfire or out for the
dustmen but from what he could see there would still be an enormous
residue. Fortunate that there were all those empty or half-empty rooms
on the floor below. Some of the stuff would go nicely there along with
some halfway decent oil paintings stacked against the wall, far from the
light of the windows. Clissold’s opinion would come in useful in evaluat-
ing them.

“So there you are!”

Wilson jumped at both the voice and the sudden footfall that reverber-
ated on the bare boards of the attic. It was Deirdre who thrust her
smiling face round the shrouded bulk of an old chest of drawers. She
pushed back the lock of hair from her forehead, leaving a faint cobwebby
streak. Wilson guessed she had just brushed against something coming
in.

“You look startled, John. Whom did you expect to see?”

Wilson laughed.

“It was nothing, Deirdre. I was just in a brown study, that’s all.
Thinking principally what a lot of work we’re going to have to do before
we're finished.”

Deirdre gave a bright smile in the direction of Blake, who was dubi-
ously testing the floor beneath one of the big windows.

“But it will be worth it, John. This could make a magnificent place
when it’s put in order. Even now we could clean some of this stuff and
take it downstairs.”

Wilson gave his fiancée a sceptical look.

“Such as what?”

“Well, those are genuine Georgian silver candlesticks in that box over
there. They’ll look beautiful once they’re polished. In fact I think I'll take
~ them down now.” '

“Hullo, hullo! Treasure-hunting already?”

It was Barry, who had crept up silently on rubber soles, hoping to
catch them in some compromising situation, Wilson thought with an
inward smile.

“Come in, Barry. You haven’t been up here before.”

Clissold looked round slowly, acknowledging the carpenter’s greeting
with a brief nod. His voice sounded weary when he replied.

“No, and I'd rather not come again, judging by this mess. But I expect
you’ll find me plenty to do. It’s time and a half on Sundays, remember.”
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Wilson left the two of them and went back on down toward Blake,
anxious to get his professional opinion. The latter lightened his mood at
once.

“Nothing to worry about. I've located about a dozen boards that need
renewing. I can saw a couple and use them across other joists when I've
reconditioned them. And I have a stock of old oak floorboards in my
workshop that will match perfectly. I can’t give a firm estimate at the
moment, of course, because it depends what we find when we get the
worst ones up.”

Wilson felt relieved.

“Don’t worry about that. Nothing major, then? That’s fine.”

The two men chatted on for a few minutes longer and then Wilson left
Blake to his measuring and rejoined the others, who were now rooting
about among dusty wooden boxes in the centre of the floor in the second
large room.

“What have you found?”

“Oh, this and that,” said Clissold but his eyes were filled with sup-
pressed excitement. “We’ll take the stuff downstairs so we can dust and
clean it.”

Wilson then saw that Deirdre had brought up a big plastic shopping
bag, which was filled with salvaged material, while Clissold had a bundle
of things wrapped in canvas under his arm.

“Come down for some refreshment when you’ve finished up here,”
Wilson called to Blake.

He could hear the others chattering animatedly as he followed them
down the stairs. But he could not get Blake’s words out of his mind.
What if the old lady’s body was still at the bottom of the well? Then he
relaxed. After all, tragic as it was, it hardly mattered now. It was years
ago and the well had long since been filled in, as Blake had said. And
concreted over. He tried to put it from him as he followed on behind the
others.

9

A misty dusk had enveloped the garden when the three of them gave up
work for the day and trooped in from the outside. The air was chill now
and the sun hung an angry orange ball through the vaporous western sky.
Rooks sounded mournfully from a distant clump of trees and a melan-
choly engendered by the dusk and the time of year had momentarily
descended.
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Blake had long departed, after giving Wilson a reassuring report, and
a preliminary estimate that was extremely modest considering the
amount of work involved. Wilson found his spirits lifting. After his
shower there would be dinner and then Deirdre had promised to display
the refurbished treasures she had taken out to the kitchen. Away from
prying eyes, she had said.

“Never mind about that,” Clissold had warned her tartly. “I hope
you’ve put plastic sheets down or Mrs. Savage will kick up hell on
Monday.”

Deirdre had pirouetted, one hand on her slim hip, her eyes flashing in
a way that Wilson had come to love and admire.

“Who’s mistress here? Mrs. Savage or me?” she challenged.

Clissold and Wilson looked at one another.

" “Mrs. Savage!” they chorused together and all three had collapsed
with laughter.

Now, as Wilson put on a clean shirt, slacks and a sweater before
descending to prepare any liquid refreshment that might be required, he
forgot the cold and dampness and mist that was shrouding the grounds
outside and in his mind’s eye he could see the restored attic rooms, their
magnificent beams waxed and polished, the floorboards reflecting back
the light of shaded lamps, and he was already mentally rearranging
furniture, pictures and other items that would surely turn up among the
vast mass of salvageable stuff there.

He quickly drew the thick curtains across the dining-room windows
and filled the glasses, the tinkling of the bottle necks against the lips of
the crystal goblets igniting a small glow of content that would suffuse all
of his being when the time came to taste the first sip. Even for a novelist
you're becoming fanciful, John, he told himself. He went over to the
polished table where Deirdre and Barry sat among the heaped blue
_ plates and glittering cutlery, while wisps of steam rose, carrying deli-
cious aromas from the best chinaware casseroles.

“We've been nibbling already,” Barry said.

“Well, I hope the pre-dinner drinks won'’t spoil your appetite,” said
Wilson dryly.

There was a flash of perfect teeth from Deirdre as she raised her
glass.

“We’'ve found some treasures already while you were prowling
around the attics after tea,” she said. “Apart from the candlesticks, of
course.”

“Ah, but you have an eye for it,” Wilson said. “And you do spend a lot
of time in Bond Street and at Camden Lock.”
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Clissold raised his eyebrows.

“I didn’t know you were a connoisseur,” he said. “But Deirdre’s right,
you know. You have some lovely stuff tucked away up there.”

“I didn’t see anything much just now,” Wilson said.

Clissold put his glass up in a silent toast.

“That’s because you're taking the long view. All you can see is those
magnificent beamed rooms when they’re refurbished. And you're miss-
ing the gems at your feet.”

Wilson laughed.

“Well, I can safely leave that to you and Deirdre, surely.”

He walked back to sit at the head of the table.

“Which reminds me, we haven’t got much farther forward for Christ-
mas.”

“That’s hardly accurate, John,” Deirdre said. “I bought a box of a
hundred cards before I left town for the weekend. And Barry dug up a
small fir tree in the grounds, replanted it in a tub and brought it indoors
just before dark.”

“Oh, shut up!” said Barry. “I was saving it for a surprise!”

The two burst out laughing and after a few seconds Wilson joined in.

“It’s nice to know what’s going on under my own roof,” he said at last.
“But after dinner I promise we’ll get down to some serious planning.”

“Don’t forget you've still got to fit old Arnold in,” Barry reminded his
host. “He’ll want the whole tour.”

“And that’s in addition to dinner on Christmas Eve,” Deirdre put in.

“What are we going to do for decorations?” Clissold said.

“Only a few sprigs of holly here and there,” said Deirdre before
Wilson could reply. “All those chains and garlands are so vulgar, really.”

“Deirdre’s right,” Wilson said. “Except we ought to have a garland on
the front door.”

“Oh, we can go to that,” said Deirdre with a satisfied expression.
“Now let’s have dinner. We can sort out Christmas afterwards.”

They did, in fact, do just that. By the time ten o’clock came there
were something like thirty cards ready to post. Deirdre would mail them
from London in the first week of December and by next weekend they
would hope to have the rest done. In addition they had fixed a day for Dr.
Broadbent to come to look over the house and had actually telephoned
and fixed details with him and for Christmas Eve also.

As he walked into the kitchen to make some coffee for the three of
them, Wilson felt as though they were at last getting on top of things.
And Blake would be coming on Monday to start work on the attic. Wilson
had promised that the three of them would begin clearing the floor on
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Sunday morning and the carpenter had indicated very clearly the sec-
tions where he intended to start work. These were near the door and
pretty sensible places to begin, Wilson felt. Far better than shifting a
great mass of stuff from one end of the vast rooms to the other and then
repeating the process in reverse.

He had forgotten Deirdre’s earlier remarks and when he entered the
big beamed kitchen with its massive Aga and modern steel sink units he
was astonished to see how much she and Clissold had brought down
from the top rooms. Most of it was piled on plastic sheeting in two huge
bundles on the floor. The Georgian silver candlesticks were obviously
the major find of the day and Deirdre had already dusted them and put
them down on one of the granite working tops, together with a soft cloth
and a tin of silver polish.

Somehow, Wilson felt touched by this little proprietorial gesture and
once again he felt a small flash of remorse; Deirdre did so much for him
in quiet, unobtrusive ways, and he felt he had never really adequately
thanked her. He picked up one of the massive objects, marvelling at the
intricately chased workmanship beneath the grime of years. He won-
dered why old Miss Hollamby had secreted such treasures away in a
neglected attic. Perhaps they were relics of people who had lived at the
Old Hall many years before or possibly she had simply put them in store
and forgotten about them. That was the most likely supposition.

There was an impatient call from the lounge area—Deirdre with
mock complaints about the lateness of the coffee—and a moment later
Clissold poked his tousled head round the door jamb.

“No peeking!” he said in an affected voice. “That’s the piéce de
résistance, you know, and we wanted to astonish you.”

Wilson laughingly put down the candlestick on the working top and
bustled about with a pretence of great activity. Ten minutes later he

~ made his way back to the lounge with the coffee and biscuits to find the
others studying gift catalogues.
- “Heavens!” he said protestingly. “Christmas isn’t for over a month yet.”
“You can’t start too soon,” Clissold said. “And I've seen a lovely pair
of wool mittens that would just suit you.”
Deirdre had collapsed in front of the log fire, her shoulders shaking.
“You know what you can do with them,” Wilson said. “Why do you
play the fool s0?”
Clissold put on a mock-crestfallen look.
“Try and get into the spirit of the season, old man,” he said. “We’ll just
finish the coffee and then Deirdre and I will go out to the kitchen and put
the treasures on display.”
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“Why not bring them in here?” Wilson asked.

Deirdre shook her head, the blue-black sheen of her hair glinting in
the firelight.

“Too mucky,” she said decisively. “Tomorrow, perhaps, when I've had
a chance to clean some of them up.”

Wilson said nothing further but settled himself at an oak side table
and went over Blake’s estimate again. He noted that all the joinery
would be of the old, seasoned oak that the contractor had already men-
tioned. He was so absorbed, both with that and some drawings he had
made for further improvements to the house, that he was only half aware
that the girl and Clissold had left the room, though he could hear them
faintly giggling as they went down the far corridor.

A comfortable silence ensued for about half an hour and Wilson was
completely absorbed in his calculations, the only sounds the creaking of
boards as the building settled, and once a log fell from the fire to the
massive stone hearth, sending a small chain of sparks dancing.

Then he heard Deirdre’s voice and rose quickly, putting his pen and
the documents aside on the dark table surface. He made his way to the
kitchen where the others waited with veiled expectancy.

“Well?” said Deirdre at last.

“Well, what?”

“Don’t be obtuse, man,” said Clissold. “Haven’t you even noticed the
candlesticks?”

He moved away as he spoke and Wilson was dazzled. They were
indeed magnificent now that Deirdre had polished them and he was
taken aback by their splendour.

“They must be worth a fortune,” he said.

Clissold nodded. “Solid silver and genuine Georgian too.”

“That’s what I can’t understand,” Deirdre said with a little frown
running across her forehead. “Why hide them away in that dusty old
attic?”

“Why indeed,” said Clissold. “Maybe the lady used them to light her
way around there.”

“Impossible,” Wilson said. “I noticed before Deirdre cleaned them
that they hadn’t been used for years. There was no candle grease and
certainly no trace of candle stumps in the sockets.”

Deirdre looked thoughtful.

“Yes. And didn’t you tell me the agents said electric light had been run
up there more than thirty years ago.”

“That’s right,” said Wilson. “Hullo, what'’s this?”
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His attention had been taken by some exquisite animal carvings in
rare wood. To him they looked like eighteenth-century Eastern Euro-
pean work but he was not expert enough to be sure.

“This is more your line, Barry,” he said. “Genuine stuff, I presume?
Like that jade there.”

Clissold looked quizzical.

“Can’t you see the green in my eyes?” he asked. “We didn’t bring any
rubbish down, I can assure you. I can get you free valuations any time at
the museum if you wish. Some of this stuff is a bit out of my field.”

“Later, perhaps,” Wilson said. “But don’t think I'm not grateful.”

Half an hour passed as the three rummaged among the agreeable
treasures unearthed from obscurity.

“There are a few other smaller things that may be interesting,”
Deirdre said at last. “But we haven’t had time to get to them yet.”

“Tomorrow will do,” Wilson said. “Just look at the workmanship on
that Japanese sword . ..”

He turned back from the big pine table on which the refurbished
artefacts had been placed, set out with almost mathematical precision on
the plastic sheeting. As he did so he kicked against something wrapped
in plastic that stood near the table legs.

“What'’s this?”

“I haven’t had time to see yet,” Deirdre said. “Some very nice things
in leather mostly.”

Wilson bent down to look. He stood up with a very heavy volume
bound in expensive brown leather, with gilt lettering on the spine. He
took the duster from Deirdre and wiped the leather clean before placing
the book on the table. As he did so there came a musty, somehow
familiar odour from the thick linen-backed pages.

“It’s an old photo album,” he said in a somewhat unsteady voice.

He turned over the pages, almost reluctantly, aware of the beautifully
mounted deckle-edged photographic prints, depicting the sensuous
~ faces of long-dead Victorian beauties shaded by large-brimmed hats.
There were scenes by the riverside, with picnic parties; punts gliding
along what looked like the Thames at Marlow; and one extraordinary
scene with young men and women intertwined in the rapture of the
dance, as they waltzed in what looked like a Viennese tea-garden, be-
neath the soft glow of Chinese lanterns looped among tree branches.

“These look interesting,” Clissold said, moving closer. “Does it say to
whom the album belonged?”

Wilson shook his head, turning the spine of the volume to the over-
head light. The gilt curlicue lettering merely winked back: Photographs.
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“It's definitely an English album,” Clissold said. “For a moment I
thought it might have been Continental. Some of these studies have that
feel about them.”

“I agree,” said Deirdre, craning over the two men’s shoulders. She
gave a little gasp. “What’s this?”

She had turned to the back of the book and Wilson now saw identical
postcards to the ones which had arrived for him through the post during
the past week. The resemblance was uncanny.

“This is remarkable,” Clissold said, enthusiasm in his voice. “Yes, I
have noticed. I'll go up and get those other cards from my valise so that
we can compare them.”

“No need,” said Wilson, a deadly certainty settling over him. He had
turned back the leaves. There, at the beginning of the sequence of
pictorial views were the empty spaces where the original cards had been
taken out. The next, where they resumed, was a view of Nottingham.

Clissold gave a rather foolish, wavering laugh. “The lady’s getting
closer,” he said with an attempt at jocularity. And then, more slowly, “It
almost looks as though she must be sending them from here.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Deirdre broke in sharply. “There must be some
perfectly logical explanation. How on earth can cards locked in an attic
for years get into the British postal system for delivery here ?”

“You have a point,” Clissold conceded. He avoided his host’s eye.

Wilson said nothing. He felt such a sense of foreboding that he had to
almost physically fight it down.

“The whole thing s silly,” he said stonily. “There must be lots of these
cards extant. As you said before, Barry, it’s nothing to worry about. I'm
going to put this stuff back upstairs and forget about it.”

“I shouldn’t go back up there this time of night, ” said Deirdre in a
rather breathless voice. “Why not just leave it in a drawer on your
desk?”

“I'll take it up,” Barry said.

“Don’t bother,” Wilson told him in a dead voice. “We're all going up,
anyway. It’s nearly a quarter to twelve.”

As Wilson put out the lights and threw the door-bolts before joining
the other two at the foot of the staircase, it seemed as though all the
gaiety and high spirits of an hour before had drained away and he was
never more conscious of the coldness and dampness of the night outside
and of the thin blanket of mist that clung round the old house and rimed
the windows. He had a feeling of blackness and desolation as he said
goodnight to the others and made for his bedroom.
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Sunday passed in a frenzy of work and no-one mentioned the subject of
the old photo album, though it was never far from their minds. Instead,
they breakfasted early, working all morning on shifting material in the
attics, ready for Blake on the Monday. When they had stacked a good deal
of old furniture outside in the broad corridor, shifted a host of smaller
things and Deirdre had vacuumed the ancient floorboards, the beauty of
the four vast rooms began to be revealed.

They had lunch in the kitchen and then set to in an afternoon of bright
sunshine on certain necessary clearances on the overgrown garden.
Again, it was dusk when they came in for high tea and afterward they
grouped round the big fire in the dining room. But something was
missing from the light-hearted atmosphere with which they had started
the weekend, and Wilson found he could no longer take the same inter-
est and pleasure in the beautiful things Deirdre had salvaged from the
attic and had so lovingly restored. The three parted in a restrained mood
on the Monday morning, when Deirdre was to drive Barry back, and
though they assumed a cheerful gaiety, none of them felt it as Clissold
ran the car engine up in the misty chill of early morning, and there were
many unspoken questions at the back of their minds.

Deirdre clung to him for a moment or two longer than usual as they
kissed goodbye. “Take care,” she whispered into his ear. “And try not to
worry. There’s probably some quite normal explanation. And we have
Christmas to look forward to. I'll ring you tonight.”

Then the car had purred slowly away into the mist and Wilson re-
turned to the house with a heavy heart. Mrs. Savage was not due for
another half hour, so he took his second cup of coffee up to his study,
switched on the overhead light and desk lamp and worked on his notes
for a new book. After a few minutes he finished the coffee and opened
the desk drawer, taking out the big leather album, which had now been

" properly cleaned, its massive cover waxed by Deirdre. Despite this a
faint mustiness still hung about it.

Diffidently, he turned to the section where the pictorial cards were;
ignoring the earlier empty spaces he carefully removed the next card in
line with its sepia-toned view and turned it over. There was nothing on
the back. He did the same with a few more but they were pristine and
had never been written on. He put them back in the curiously shaped
corner mounts and replaced the whole thing in the drawer. It was quiet
in the house now except for the creaking of the old beams as the warmth
from the central heating increased.
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The pumping of his own heart seemed to rise in his throat, threaten-
ing to drown him. He was startled by a loud noise and then realized it
was merely Mrs. Savage slamming the front door. Normality returned
but despite the reassuring sounds as the housekeeper moved about the
kitchen he could not settle. After he had descended to the kitchen to
greet Mrs. Savage and hear the latest village gossip, he showed her the
more interesting of their attic finds and was reassured by her brisk,
matter-of-fact manner.

“Yes, she wasn’t short of money, Miss Hollamby,” said Mrs. Sav-
age. “Those candlesticks are lovely. Fancy hiding them away in the
loft!”

After they had duly admired the articles for a few minutes more, Mrs.
Savage indicated that she had much to do and Wilson went back to his
study. But as he was crossing the hall he came to a sudden decision. He
kept a small leather address book on the demilune next to the telephone
and on impulse he rang Dr. Broadbent. He was at home and Wilson came
straight to the point.

“If you aren’t busy this morning would you like to come round and see
the house now?”

Broadbent was both laconic as well as enthusiastic.

“I'd like nothing better. Be with you in a quarter of an hour.”

Wilson guessed that he had been itching to see the interior of the
house for many years and he hurried back to the kitchen to ask Mrs.
Savage to prepare some refreshments for eleven o’clock. Broadbent was
punctual almost to the minute and as they went over the house together,
the antiquarian explaining abstruse points of architecture and historical
anecdotes regarding the structure, Wilson gradually began to be fired by
the doctor’s enthusiasm. It was almost as though he were the visitor and
Broadbent the host, showing him facets of his own dwelling that he had
never even noticed.

Before they descended to the lounge for their coffee break, Wilson
took his guest up into the attic rooms to show him the progress they had
already made. Broadbent looked round with approval, his eyes missing
nothing.

“These will be magnificent, when finished,” he said. “I envy you, sir,
though I am not exactly short of space myself.”

He walked up to the far end of the vast rooms, threading his way
between ranks of sheeted furniture that Wilson had not yet explored. He
grunted with satisfaction as he knelt to inspect the new work on the floor
and window surrounds.
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“Yes,” he said, rising to dust his trousers. “Tom Blake is a good man.
One of the best craftsmen hereabouts. Had him in to do some of my own
renovation work.”

“He’s promised to come back this afternoon,” said Wilson as they
descended to the ground floor. “He’s gone somewhere this morning to
discuss the renovation of a tithe barn.”

Broadbent nodded, stroking his beard. His kindly eyes looked reas-
suringly at the other.

“The owners are in good hands, then.”

After the coffee they continued the tour, taking in the cellars, and
when Broadbent eventually left, declining all invitations to stay on to
lunch, Wilson felt curiously deflated. He went out into the front garden,
where thin swathes of mist still hung above the frosty grass, all stained a
rust colour by the red ball of the sun low down in the winter sky. There
was still much to do before Christmas, Wilson mused, both in the
renovation of the house and in his personal affairs. His thoughts were
interrupted by Mrs. Savage calling him in for lunch.

Another of the cards came in by the early afternoon post which
Hoddesden still enjoyed. It depicted the Goose Market or some such
place in Nottingham; the same view as that in the card upstairs. Wilson
hardly noticed, he felt such constriction of the heart. The reverse said:
“Still coming to meet you, John.” It was the first time the unknown writer
had used his name but the other particulars were the same. He threw
the thing almost savagely on to the hall table and went out for a long
walk, turning away from the village and striding through the bleak
countryside that lay beyond; the bare branches of the trees and every
individual twig stood out silvered by frost, like some exquisite artist’s
conception, but he was in no mood for such fancies this afternoon.

His first thought was to visit the Rector and he made a wide circle

_back toward the village, but then he decided against it. He did not really

need spiritual advice at the moment but a layman’s common sense. He
- longed for Barry’s solid expertise and the reassuring comfort of Deirdre;
it was true there was her call tonight but she would not be returning for
another four days. It seemed a long time to get through. Back at the
house he found that Blake had arrived and that work was steadily
progressing in the attics while the bricklayer was again at work on the
stacks.

He had put the card away in his desk and gradually, in the press of
making decisions about the house and in preparing for Christmas, his
mind emptied itself of the subject, though it was never far from the
surface. The following weekend passed in a much lighter atmosphere
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and though Wilson showed Barry the latest card in confidence while
Deirdre was in the kitchen one afternoon, the latter made little comment
and put it in his suitcase.

“There’s been a big run of work on at the lab lately,” he said. “But I
hope to phone you with a report on the cards by next Wednesday.”

The next week three more came, each bearing the ancient views that
Wilson had come to hate and fear. The first was from Leicester, the
second from Aylesbury and the third, on Wednesday morning, from
London. Each one bore the cryptic message: “Coming closer.”

He had put the latest on his desk and was staring at it obsessively
when the jangling of the phone exacerbated his already eroded nerves.

It was Barry.

“I've got that lab report back,” he said in a rather restrained voice.
“Not very good news, I'm afraid.”

Wilson cleared his throat with difficulty.

“What do you mean?”

“Well,” Clissold began diffidently, “it’s against all the odds; against all
reasonable scientific proofs, of course, but those cards . . .”

His voice trailed off.

“Well?” Wilson asked almost savagely.

Clissold plunged on.

“I didn’t tell our lab people, of course, what exactly we had in mind—
just asked them to date the cards and give me their opinion on the
writing. As we know the cards must have been posted a few days before
you received them; the thing’s a scientific impossibility. Our chief scien-
tist says that the writing and the ink used date from many years ago.”

Wilson could not speak for a moment and blackness seemed to en-
velop him. He must have felt dizzy for a second or two because he next
heard his friend’s anxious voice issuing tinnily from the mouthpiece and
he realized he had dropped it on to the desk. He picked it up with a
trembling hand.

“My God, I'm frightened!” he burst out before he could stop himself.
“I've just had another three of those beastly cards, the last posted from
London. Each one says simply: ‘Coming closer’.”

“Now hold on,” said Clissold hurriedly. “No need to get upset, John.
We’ll be with you shortly, and I'm coming several days before Christmas.
Then we can face this thing together.”

“So you are beginning to take it seriously?” Wilson said.

“There has to be some logical explanation in the end,” Clissold per-
sisted stubbornly. “We’ve just got to work this through. And it mustn’t
spoil Christmas.”
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“But the last card came from London,” Wilson said wearily. “This
means the woman will be here shortly. But what sort of woman, who
writes with ink fifty years old or whatever your lab people say?”

“It’s too fantastic for words,” Barry said. “There’s got to be a logical
answer, as I just said. And we mustn’t let Deirdre know.”

“For God’s sake don’t say anything to her. Not even about the new
cards.”

“Quiet as the grave, old man. Don’t let it get you down. I'll try and get
there on Friday afternoon if I can. I'll take an early train if Deirdre can’t
get away in time.”

“Thanks a lot,” Wilson said. “I greatly appreciate it.”

The two friends said goodbye and he hung up. Then Wilson put the
three latest cards in his desk drawer. As he did so a sudden thought
struck him. He got out the heavy leather album and opened the musty
leaves. He looked incredulously at the pages. There were three extra
spaces where cards had been before. He checked again on all the empty
places, extending over two pages. They tallied with the number of cards
he had received. All had inked captions and the last of the missing set
indicated Leicester, Aylesbury and London.

Then he noticed that the very next card, after the interrupted series,
showed a faded old view of a village only ten miles away. When he left
the room half an hour later he was walking like a drunken man.

11

For some days Wilson could not concentrate on the work on the house
and wandered the great beamed rooms as though in a somnambulistic
trance. Mrs. Savage noticed immediately the change in him but was
unable to draw anything from her employer, despite her solicitous ques-
.tioning. Wilson left Blake to his renovation work above and locked his
study, retreating to one of the smaller ground-floor rooms overlooking

" the garden, where he installed his typewriter, his notebooks and a fresh
ream of typing paper. Here he made a pretence at work as the shock of
the most recent events slowly began to recede.

He dreaded the arrival of the post and often took long walks about the
village when the mail was due in, returning only when he was satisfied
that none of the sinister postcards were on the hall table. In the mean-
time he made discreet inquiries at the library, reread the photocopies of
the newspaper cuttings as though he might, somehow, by a process of
osmosis, arrive at the truth of the bizarre events that he felt were
beginning to enmesh him. He longed only for the arrival of Deirdre and
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Clissold when the house would be again fully inhabited and a more
normal atmosphere would prevail.

His self-sought solitude was broken on two occasions by the arrival of
the Rector, who came to bring him Christmas greetings and to invite him
and his guests to a midnight carol service on Christmas Eve, which
Wilson gladly accepted; and the second time was a more social call when
Anstey stayed on for sherry and biscuits and a long chat.

Wilson was greatly taken with his strong character and common
sense by this time and though greatly tempted, kept his mouth tightly
shut on the subject of the postcards and particularly the death of Povey
and the disappearance of Miss Hollamby all those years ago. He craved
the comfort of Deirdre’s encircling arms and her sturdy common sense
but at the same time he was worried in case his haggard face, withdrawn
manner and edgy nerves would quickly lead her to the truth.

But as day followed day without any more cards being received he
began to recover; he slept better and rediscovered his appetite. Mrs.
Savage noticed the change in him and put it down to the imminent
arrival of his fiancée. In fact things were so back to normal that Wilson
took to using the study again on Friday morning, though his desk
remained locked. Blake was still hard at work and Wilson was fre-
quently in and out of the attic rooms, admiring the carpenter’s skill and
craftsmanship as he shaped and restored window frames and gradually
replaced all the defective boards. One of the roof-beams was found to be
in a dangerous condition and he renewed that with no help other than
that afforded by a portable sling hooked to one of the great king-posts;
and the next time Wilson looked in he found that Blake had even shaped
the massive timbers to match the adjoining adze marks on the ancient
originals.

At the weekend Wilson was so far himself again that he entered fully
into the Christmas preparations, inaugurated by Deirdre, who looked
dazzling in a dark blue evening dress on the Saturday night when the
three went out to dinner at a fashionable roadhouse some miles distant.
Though Wilson and Barry discussed the strange situation in which they
found themselves into the small hours each night, they came to no
probable solution to the mystery.

“Perhaps you ought to sell that album,” Clissold had muttered one
night as he mounted the stairs. But, Barry, true to his word, had said
nothing to Deirdre and gradually the two men put their sombre thoughts
behind them and entered fully into the spirit of Deirdre’s arrangements.

On Friday night they had trimmed and decorated the tree which had
been brought into the great beamed lounge, though it was really a hall
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house which had been fitted with a lower ceiling at some period of its
history to create more accommodation upstairs.

Carol singers were round early on the Saturday evening, as the three
finished sending out the last of the cards, and when Wilson had left lists
for Mrs. Savage on Monday for the various provisions for Christmas
week he was quite himself again. They arrived back to find a few flakes
of early snow falling, but on the Sunday morning the expected blizzard
had not materialized, though the ground sparkled with frost.

“And a very good thing too,” said Deirdre firmly. “I wouldn’t have
fancied driving back along these narrow lanes in heavy snow tomorrow
morning.”

“I think it might be better for you to take the train Christmas week,”
Wilson said seriously. “Just in case there is a heavy snowfall over the
holiday period.”

“We’ll see,” Deirdre said. “I like to be independent, as you know, and
I don’t fancy crowded trains at this time of year.”

“Nevertheless . . .” began Wilson, interrupted by a warning glance
from Clissold.f He dropped the subject abruptly. Barry was undoubtedly
right; if he got into an argument with Deirdre it might lead to other
things. His nerves were in shreds beneath the surface. If he got irritated
she’d soon know something was wrong.

“Only a few days to Christmas,” said Clissold cheerily. “We really
ought to sort out the itinerary. And what about presents . . . ?”

Wilson smiled a genuine smile.

“That’s a restricted subject. There are certain locked cupboards in
this house.”

Deirdre came up behind him and put her arms round his neck. The tip
of her pink tongue tickled his ear. Wilson was embarrassed in front of his
friend and tried to wriggle away but she only held him tighter.
~ “Secrets, eh?” she breathed. “You said there were to be no secrets
between us.”

“Only at Christmas,” Wilson said shortly. “You’ll spoil the surprises.”

Clissold laughed, breaking the sudden little tensions that had begun
to grip Wilson.

“He’s using the plural, Deirdre,” he said. “So there are more than
one. A generous chap. It’s a good augury for the marriage.”

Deirdre smiled too and gave Wilson an affectionate little kiss on the
back of his neck before moving away.

“It’s Christmas time,” she said, giving her fiancé an enchanting
smile. She looked round the big, beamed room, shining with lamplight
and firelight; taking in the brilliantly decorated tree and the sprigs of
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holly festooning the tops of pictures, the old clock and the door-
cases. To Wilson the berries suddenly seemed like little dark flecks
of blood.

“We don’t want to talk about balls and chains and lifelong commit-
ments,” Deirdre went on. “We're going to enjoy ourselves.”

Clissold made a knowing little grimace at Wilson which Deirdre
intercepted. She laughed again.

“No need to worry, gentlemen,” she said gravely. “I shall fall into line
like everyone else when the time comes.”

“It won't be that bad,” Wilson promised. “Now, when are you two
coming down?”

“As I told you, I've got quite a bit of time off,” Clissold said. “I'll be
here next Wednesday. That's six clear days before Christmas and I can
give you a hand with the renovations or whatever.”

“I'd greatly appreciate it,” Wilson said. “What about you, Deirdre?”

She frowned, which didn’t affect her beauty at all, Wilson thought.

“I can’t make it as soon as I would have liked, but I'll manage Friday
afternoon. That’s still four days before Christmas Day.”

“Fine,” Wilson said and gave her arm a little squeeze as he made his
way to the liqueur cabinet.

Next morning, when they were both gone, he had the same old
sinking feeling. But Mrs. Savage’s bustling presence soon restored his
spirits.

“I'm making some nice things that you can store in the fridge, Mr.
Wilson,” she said. “They’ll keep nicely for Christmas and you won’t have
too much trouble over the holiday.”

“Excellent,” Wilson said. “And I greatly appreciate your kindness in
coming in on Christmas Eve.”

The housekeeper gave him a knowing smile.

“Well, you do have a dinner party and an important guest. But I'd like
to leave by three o'clock to make my own arrangements. I'll leave
everything ready. Your young lady will be able to manage all right after
that.”

“Great,” Wilson said. “T’'ll make it worth your while, Mrs. Savage.”

“I don’t do it for that, Mr. Wilson.”

“I know,” Wilson said gently. “That’s why I like to do it.”

When Mrs. Savage had left the room he sat for a long while, feeling an
unaccustomed glow of contentment. Presently he went out for a walk.
There was a ferocious edge to the wind but a fragrant smell of
woodsmoke in the air. It looked as though it was going to be seasonable
weather. Contrary to his expectations the next few days passed quickly
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and agreeably, and he ate and slept well, free from all the things that had
been troubling him.

He attended an antique market in the village and a carol concert at the
local school, exchanging greetings with people he was coming to know.
On Wednesday morning Clissold had phoned to say that he was detained
longer at the museum than expected but would definitely be there late
that night.

That was the morning the penultimate card came. It lay on the
demilune and he picked it up with fear and loathing. It was an old card
depicting Gosford, the village only half an hour’s drive away. The mes-
sage was as clipped as the illegible initial. It merely said: “Be with you
soon.” On impulse he took it into the dining room and threw it savagely
on to the great log fire. It burned with a curious greenish glare that set
strange shadows dancing on the panelling and to his overheated imagina-
tion it seemed as though the sudden upsurge of flame was accompanied
by a faint screaming sound. Then he realized it was merely the sap
burning in the logs and used the poker vigorously, forcing the jumbled
wood into silence.

He debated for some time whether to tell Barry. In the end he decided
he would share the knowledge. And after all there appeared to be more
at stake here than his wanton destruction of potentially valuable old
postcards. Despite his doubts and fears he forced a strained smile at the
thought. Contrary to his habit he walked down to the station to meet
Clissold off the half-past ten train.

He could not bear the clotted silence of the great house on this winter
night. Mrs. Savage had, of course, long gone home; she had said nothing
about the card but now Wilson wished he had spoken to her about it. She
had probably brought it in from the hall and had tactfully avoided the
subject. In some ways he wished she had herself thrown the card on to

_ the fire but he realized that given her trustworthy and upright nature
that would be the last thing she would do.

°  His feet crunched heavily over the frozen paving as he went down the
shadowy lane between the yellow glare of the street lamps, his shadow
flung swiftly before him on the powdery white surface of the road. There
was little traffic about tonight and the inhabitants of Hoddesden were
obviously at home busily preparing for their own Christmas celebra-
tions, though there were a few late-night shops such as grocers and
chemists which still kept open.

The train was only a few minutes late and Barry’s welcoming face
was soon evident among the surprisingly large crowd of passengers
that debouched from the eight-coach diesel. The two men shook
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hands. Clissold carried with him a heavy suitcase and a large canvas
bag and Wilson took the latter from him as the two fell into an easy
stride.

“Forgive me for not bringing the car,” Wilson said. “It seemed hardly
worth it for such a short distance.”

The other shook his head.

“It doesn’t matter at all. The exercise is good for us. And since we’re
going to be heavily over-eating at Christmas . . .”

He broke off suddenly. The two men were passing beneath a street
lamp and the guest had noticed the expression on Wilson’s face.

“You’ve had another card,” he said quickly.

Wilson nodded, unable to speak for a moment.

“It came this morning,” he said. “Apparently posted from Gosford.
That’s only a few miles off. I'm afraid I burnt the horrible thing this
time.”

The two had paused for a moment and Clissold put a reassuring hand
on the other’s shoulder.

“It will be all right,” he said soothingly. “There are two of us now. Mrs.
Savage will be back in the morning and Deirdre arrives the day after
tomorrow. Full house again.”

Wilson forced a smile.

“That’s true.”

The two men moved on, their shadows dark and mysterious against
the frosty white tracings on the pavement. They did not mention the
matter again and once at the Old Hall they flung themselves into small
tasks, interspersed with hurried conversation, as they prepared to make
a fitting reception for Deirdre when she arrived. It snowed in the night
and when they woke in the morning there was a deep oppressive silence
everywhere, a dazzling whiteness in the garden and Mrs. Savage com-
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