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            Chapter I.
   

         

         IT was the aftermath of the wedding ceremony and I hated it.

         I drew Norah away from the noisy little group towards the far end of the platform under the pretext of a few last words. From behind a pile of luggage I looked with chill forebodings at Robert Sherriff, the man whom I had married, and his boon companions, and the longer I looked, the lower sank my heart.

         There was evidences of rice upon their clothing, of conviviality in the boisterous words and attitude of my husband. They were flashily but untidily dressed. I felt the terror begin to shine out of my eyes. We were different, Norah and I—of a different world to Robert Sherriff and his noisy friends.

         "I wish the train would come!" I exclaimed, looking, anxiously along the line.

         "It will be here directly," my sister assured me. "The man said that it was only five minutes late."

         I looked back with fascinated but disapproving eyes at the little group from which we had withdrawn ourselves.

         "I do think that Robert might have kept out of the refreshment room for these few minutes," I complained. "And as for his friends, I detest them all. Thank goodness, there are not many of them."

         "You will be able to make your own friends," Norah reminded me, hopefully. "Wealth can do so much in the world, and Robert assures me that he will be a millionaire before the year is out."

         I found myself taking stock of my husband critically, as he stood with his hands in his pockets, the dominant figure in that little group of his business and public house acquaintances. He was largely built, inclined to be florid, with fair hair, slightly curly, a bold, confident face, the large mouth of the confirmed optimist, a curious expression of the eyes, changing without apparent cause from a free challenge to furtiveness. His blue serge suit was not properly brushed, and fitted him badly. His tie was ill-chosen, his new shoes much too brown. I looked away from him with a renewed depression, and I could see the foreboding in Norah's dark eyes as she watched me.

         "I hope you will be happy, Phil," she said, with an attempt at cheerfulness.

         "I mean to be," I answered. "These last five years have been terrible. I mean to make up for them."

         Norah looked at me with somewhat wistful affection. She was three years my senior, but many years older in character and wisdom.

         "You were never meant to rough it, dear," she sighed. "You were always meant to wear beautiful clothes and live in beautiful places. It hasn't mattered for me."

         "It has mattered for both of us," I declared passionately. "It happened that you found congenial work, and then the war came, and of course your nursing was wonderful. But for me there has been nothing. I hate typing. I hate poverty. I hate ugliness. But Norah," I went on, with a little break in my voice and a furtive glance towards the other end of the platform, "more than anything else in the world I am afraid I hate myself for having married Robert just to escape from it all."

         "Rubbish!" she expostulated vigorously. "After all, Robert is very easily influenced. You will be able to polish him; and he is madly in love with you. You are just a little over-nervous, Phillipa, and no wonder. Here's the train—a good thing, too! Good-bye, and if you want me, send for me."

         A few distasteful moments followed. I found my hand grasped by a number of objectionable people, listened to jokes in the worst possible taste, felt my cheeks touched by the lips of the best man—a horrible person whose breath reeked of whisky—and finally, in self-defence, after one long look into Norah's anxious face, sank into a seat and closed my eyes.

         It was not until the train was moving out of the station that I opened them and looked around me. My first instinct was one of amazement. There were three other people in the compartment, gazing at me with an air of amused curiosity, and the carriage itself was a third-class smoker.

         "Robert," I whispered, leaning forward, "surely there is some mistake? You engaged a carriage, didn't you?"

         "The train was so jolly full," he explained awkwardly. "I left Harry to telephone and he said he'd done it all right."

         "At least we can change into a first class," I begged under my breath. "I hate the way these people stare."

         He rose unwillingly to his feet and deposited his bowler hat in the rack above his head. "I'll go and have a look round," he suggested. "Perhaps I'll come across the guard."

         He lumbered off through the door which led into the corridor, and I sat with my hands folded in my lap and my eyes fixed upon the smoke-stained country through which we were passing. I was acutely conscious of the observation of my fellow-passengers. Two of them were whispering in the corner. I heard remarks about my hair and complexion. The position was loathsome to me…

         Presently Robert returned. "Nothing doing!" he announced, resuming his seat. "The train's full up. We shall have to stick it until we get to London."

         "Travel like this all the way to London!" I repeated in dismay.

         "We'll be having some luncheon presently," he said. "I've got seats in the car. Here's Tit Bits or John Bull if you'd like something to look at."

         I leaned back in my place and closed my eyes firmly.

         "Thank you," I replied, "I don't wish to read."

         In due course the service of luncheon was announced. I was at first half inclined to remain where I was, but the sight of the packets of sandwiches which my fellow-travellers were producing induced me to stand up and follow Robert. On our way to the restaurant car we passed several empty first-class carriages. It was not until we were wedged into our places, in a stuffy and overcrowded third-class car, with hard seats and very little air, that I opened my lips.

         "There were several empty first-class carriages behind, Robert," I said. "Why didn't you secure one of them?"

         "All the seats are taken," he assured me. "The people are lunching."

         I was convinced that he was lying, but I said nothing more. We had a very ordinary and distasteful meal in a silence which was broken only by my husband's clumsy attempts at conversation.

         "Jolly to be off together like this at last!" he declared. "You look fine, Phillipa! A little quiet in those clothes, perhaps, but you seem to get some style out of them. Feeling all right, eh?"

         "I am not feeling very well," I told him coldly. "This place is too close, and I don't like the smell of vegetables. I hate our carriage, too. I thought I was never to travel third-class again as long as I lived."

         "Nor you shall, my dear, nor you shall!" he assured me hastily. "To-day was entirely an accident. Harry ought to have seen to things better. You wait a bit, just you wait a bit—that's all."

         "Are we going to the Savoy or the Carlton when we get, to London?" I enquired.

         He hid his face for a moment in a large tankard of beer, the second which he had ordered. "Not quite sure," he confessed, as he set it down. "One of the two—or we might perhaps stop the night at a quieter place I know of—smart little crib it is, though—while we look round. I shall get down to the City to-morrow morning and touch 'em for a few hundreds."

         "I thought that you had already drawn your first instalment," I observed.

         "Oh, I just had a trifle on account, of course," he replied. "Not worth speaking about, though. Have a glass of port or a liqueur with your coffee?"

         "No thank you," I answered. "What time do we get to London?"

         "Half-past three."

          
   

         I closed my eyes when we returned to our compartment, and pretended to sleep. As a matter of fact, I was furiously and intensely angry. Robert should pay for this, I promised myself. Of course he was used to third-class travelling and the things that go with it. So had I been during the last five years. But he ought to have realised—I had told him plainly enough—that it was to escape from these things primarily that I had married him. He ought, from the moment of our leaving the Registry Office, to have given me a taste of my entrance into the world of luxury—to have shown me what his new wealth could do. He ought to have arranged for the things at which I had hinted—a first-class engaged carriage, filled with flowers, and a specially served luncheon there; a motor-car to await our arrival, a suite of rooms at the hotel for which I had declared my preference. There was a good deal which Robert would have to be taught.

          
   

         At the London terminus things seemed to go from bad to worse. We had to wait for a taxi, and the porter who disposed of our modest belongings grumbled at his tip. I was too upset to listen to the address which Robert gave, and too furious to speak a word to him during the journey.

         Presently we pulled up in an uninteresting and quite unfamiliar street, outside an hotel which had apparently been converted from a row of dwelling-houses.

         "What on earth is this place?" I demanded.

         "The Frenton Hotel," Robert answered. "Not a bad little place, I can assure you. I thought we'd stay here for the night and just look round. We can choose for ourselves to-morrow."

         I descended unwillingly from the taxi cab and followed him into the hall. There was a certain amount of bustle going on here, but none of the appurtenances of luxury. A pile of luggage collected for departure seemed to consist chiefly of travellers' samples, and the people who thronged the place were nearly all men and obviously entirely of the commercial class.

         Robert came back to me after a brief absence, swinging a key in his hand. "It's all right," he announced with rather anxious cheerfulness. "We've got a room on the fourth floor."

         "A room! A room here on the fourth floor!" I repeated.

         He made no answer, and I followed him mechanically to the lift which was propelled by a youth attired in a shabby brown livery and badly needing a clean collar. A casual chamber-maid whom we met in the passage produced a key from underneath her soiled apron and ushered us into a room bearing the number for which Robert had enquired. The boy, who had followed us, set down our bags.

         I looked around in horror. There was an iron double bedstead, some cheap pinewood furniture, a species of linoleum instead of a carpet upon the floor, and a framed advertisement of someone's whisky upon the wall. The dressing-table was a few feet long and the mirror cracked.

         "Is this the room you have engaged, Robert?" I asked him.

         "That's right," he replied. "Nothing much in the way of luxury perhaps—that will come afterwards…. I say, it's awfully jolly to have you here! We're alone at last!"

         He advanced towards me. There was a gleam in his eyes which I had seen before and which I hated. I am slight and not very strong, but I managed to push him away. Before he could stop me I had slipped past him and was out in the corridor.

         "Come downstairs, Robert," I said. "We must find a place where we can talk."

         He looked at me honestly amazed. "We can talk here," he grumbled.

         "We cannot," I insisted, walking over towards the iron gates of the lift and ringing the bell. "We are going to talk downstairs."

         He thrust his hands into his pockets and stood by my side with the frown of a sulky boy on his face.

         "Look here, what's it all about, Phillipa?" he demanded. "If you don't like the room, I'm sorry. We can look round to-morrow. No need for you to be so finicky, all of a sudden."

         I had no words to waste and I remained speechless. The lift arrived and we descended. In the crowded hall I spoke to a man in livery. "Is there a lounge or reading room in this place?" I enquired.

         He indicated the direction and Robert followed me. We passed into an apartment which I shall remember with horror for the rest of my days. There were many cheap and uncomfortable easy-chairs, violently upholstered in some material of Oriental design, little tables with imitation inlaid tops, intended to suggest Constantinople, but more reminiscent of the Tottenham Court Road. The walls were covered with a lamentable imitation of tapestry and decorated with framed advertisements of various watering- places, whisky, bouillon, and other commodities.

         I led the way to a divan and seated myself. Robert blundered into a place by my side.

         As I looked around the room, with its scattered groups of unprepossessing-looking people, the depression which had been with me ever since we had left the Registry Office seemed to increase a thousandfold.

         "Robert," I began, "I have never deceived you. I refused to marry you time after time. I told you that I did not care enough—that I never could care enough. Then, this last time, you came and told me of your great fortune. I agreed to marry you then, but I was still honest. I told you that I had no feeling for you whatever, and that if I married you it would be to escape from the horrible and unexpected poverty which came upon us after Father's death. You understood that perfectly. Now listen. I did not marry you to travel third-class. I did not marry you to breathe even for five minutes the atmosphere of a place like this. Why have you brought me here? Have you lied to me about your fortune?"

         "Lied to you?" he repeated blusteringly. "Not a word. The company have agreed to purchase my options. They are giving me nearly full price."

         "Then go and collect some of the money and take me away from here," I insisted.

         "It is too late to-day," he protested. "Wait until to-morrow."

         "I will not wait until to-morrow," I replied. "Get your hat and go down to the City at once, collect some money and take me to the Savoy."

         He rose irresolutely to his feet. I could see that he was staggered. There was nothing whatever left in me of the Phillipa whom he had known for so many years and worshipped from afar, and whom I am convinced he had grown to look upon as a tender clinging sort of creature, whom he could dominate at will as soon as he had persuaded her to marry him.

         "It's a silly business to go hurrying these people," he grumbled. "Makes them think I'm over-keen."

         "In any case," I concluded, "I decline to spend the night here or anywhere else except at the Milan. I decline to spend it with you at all, unless you go and collect the money and show it to me."

         He laughed unpleasantly. I think that this was the first moment when I became quite sure that I hated him.

         "You'll have to spend it with me," he declared, "You're my wife."

         "We will discuss that later," I answered with unexpected calmness. "Please hurry. There is plenty of time if you go at once. I am sure that the offices in the city will be open until five o'clock: I will wait here."

         "It's a damned silly business," he grumbled, rising reluctantly to his feet.

         "The sooner you do as I ask the better," I replied.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter II.
   

         

         FOR at least half an hour after Robert's departure I sat on the saddle-backed lounge, a unit amongst that crowd of uncouth provincials, speaking to no one, looking at nothing in particular—just suffering. The shadow of a great apprehension was upon me. So often before had Robert Sherriff bragged to my father, when he had been alive, and to Norah and me of the fortune which he had made, of the fortune which had turned out afterwards to exist only on paper, that I had grown to look upon him as one of those incurable and hopeless optimists, always convinced that the wheel of fortune was about to swing in his direction, never depressed by failure, always believing in the morrow. He belonged to a type which I had heartily despised. This last time, however, his story had borne all the evidences of truth. He had but recently returned from a trip to the Western States of America, apparently penniless and in a condition, for him almost of depression. Then one evening he had suddenly burst into the modest lodgings which Norah and I shared, flaunting a telegram. There it was in black and white. We had both read it.

         
            HANDED IN AT LOTHBURY, LONDON, E.C. OFFER YOU TEN THOUSAND POUNDS AND FOURTH SHARE PROFITS FOR OPTIONS SUBMITTED.
   

         

         The fourth share of the profits alone, he had assured us, would be worth at least ten thousand a year.

          
   

         It was like a fairy story. That afternoon I had been told plainly by my employer, the manager of a firm of wholesale grocers, that if I continued to refuse his invitations to dances and the local theatre I could look out for another place. Positions were scarce and I was by no means a highly skilled typist. Besides, I was sick of it all. My father, whose sudden death had thrown us upon our own resources, had been a physician in an excellent practice, but with extravagant tastes. Our home had been comfortable, even luxurious. There had been nothing in our early lives to prepare us for the grim poverty which Norah and I had endured for the last five years. I listened to Robert Sherriff, and I promised to marry him.

         Looking back at it now, I began to realise the awful possibility that I had been too hasty, that I had trusted entirely to the word of a man whom I had every reason to believe was untrustworthy. He had made me no presents. He had evaded all mention of a trip abroad—even as far as Paris. He must have known that my own little trousseau was obtained with the utmost difficulty but there had never been a whisper of help from him. Now I was beginning to understand—now, when it was too late. And with it all, weakling though I was, a very grim determination was forming in my mind.

         Seated there in these uncongenial surroundings, my mind engrossed in thought, I had lost count of time, but in due course my husband returned. Directly he came into the room I knew that he had been drinking, and I was convinced that he had not been near the City at all. He crossed the room towards me a little unsteadily.

         "Well?" I inquired.

         "Couldn't see anyone to-day," he announced. "Office just closed. Got an appointment for 11 o'clock to-morrow morning."

         "I see," I murmured. "Then you propose to stay here for tonight?"

         "Nothing else to be done," he declared, leaning against the back of a chair. "I votes we have a wash and smarten up a bit, eh, and go and have some dinner at the Troc. Afterwards, if you like, we might go to the pictures."

         "You said something about stalls for the Hilarity Theatre," I reminded him.

         "Do all that sort of thing to-morrow," he promised. I looked around the room. There were very few people present and none within earshot.

         "Robert," I asked, "have you been to the City at all?"

         "Why, of course," he began.

         "Please don't lie to me," I interrupted. "You've been somewhere drinking all the time. You've not been near the City."

         "Well, I knew it was no good," he protested. "The chap who is going to pay me the money is out of town."

         I remained silent for a moment—a silence which I fancy that he altogether misunderstood.

         "Let me ask you this, Robert," I went on presently, "was that telegram which you showed us genuine?"

         "Genuine!" he repeated.

         "You were in London that morning. Are you sure that you did not send it to yourself?"

         Perhaps he thought the moment ripe for confession—a confession which sooner or later was inevitable. He sat down by my side and made a clumsy but unsuccessful attempt to take my hand.

         "I did anticipate a bit, Babs, and that's a fact," he admitted. "Mind you, I know the options are worth the money. I shall get it some day—but I couldn't wait. I wanted you. I've wanted you for a long time. I knew there was no other way and if you must have the truth I did send the telegram to myself, just to show. I did it because I was crazy about you. Just forget it, old girl. You need never be afraid of being poor. I'll make the money somehow—that I promise you."

         "And at present?"

         "For the moment," he confessed, "I am hard up, I went out just now to try and borrow a fiver from a pal, but I couldn't touch him. I was wondering," he went on a little awkwardly, "whether you had brought anything with you."

         I murmured something incoherent, and he was apparently wholly deceived by the absence of any outburst on my part. I could see his confidence returning. He was telling himself that we were married fast and sure, and that I intended to behave like a sensible woman. There was no way out of it. I was obviously going to accept the situation.

         "We'll have a jolly little evening together," he went on, tripping a little over his words. "If you've got a quid or two put away it will run to a bottle of champagne, and then we'll just forget that the options aren't sold yet. What do you say, Babs, eh?"

         I rose to my feet. "I will go and see what I have," I promised. "You can wait here for me."

         He was perfectly content, absolutely fatuous in his self- conceit. I crossed the hall and ascended in the lift to that terrible room. My bag was still not unpacked, but there were several small things which I had to collect, I had no idea where I was going, or what I was going to do: but of one thing I was wholly assured, Robert Sherriff had failed in his side of the bargain; I certainly meant to fail in mine. I only prayed that I might get away before he could make a scene. I collected my belongings hurriedly, and with my coat on my arm, and carrying my bag, had started for the door. Then my heart sank. I heard his step outside. He turned the handle and entered.

         "Sorry to seem impatient, old dear, but I decided it was about time I had a kiss," he began——

         Then he stopped short. My intention was obvious. He looked at me for a moment, his big ugly mouth open with surprise. His face darkened.

         "Where are you going?" he demanded.

         "To leave you," I answered steadily. "I only married you for money. You haven't any. I'm going."

         He closed and locked the door behind him. Then he came towards me. There was again that look in his eyes which I hated—a nauseous, terrifying look.

         "You can cut that out, Babs," he said hoarsely. "There's no need for any argument. You and I are married. You belong to me, and you've got to stay with me."

         He tried to clasp me in his arms, but I dropped the dressing- case which I was carrying upon his feet, and stepped hastily backwards. I looked round the room wildly for any sort of weapon. There was nothing. I opened my mouth to scream, but before I could make myself heard, his hand was across my lips, his other arm gripped me. It seemed to me that I had never loathed any human being so much in all my life.

         "Babs," he went on shakily, "it's no use. I'm your husband. You belong to me. Much better give in quietly."

         I had always thought of myself as a person of equable disposition. Norah had spoken sometimes of my temperament, but I had never before been conscious of it. I could just see his loathsome face through a mist of passionate hatred. I felt his arms tightening around me, and I prayed only for the means to kill him. Then suddenly inspiration came. The action itself I have never been able to remember, but my right hand was free and I must have raised it to my hat. It seemed to me that I saw a quivering line of fire. I felt something at the end of my hand forging its way through clothing and flesh. I heard a horrible groan. I saw him fall all doubled up and limp across the bed. Then I caught up my bag, unlocked the door, and, closing it again carefully behind me, crossed the passage, and made my way to the lift.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter III.
   

         

         THE taxi cab which I had engaged outside the hotel, stopped at the end of a long row of shabby houses somewhere in Pimlico. The driver descended and opened the door.

         "I don't know anything about lodgings in the ordinary way, Miss," he said, "but I drove a young lady once or twice who used to live here."

         "I will go in and enquire," I told him. Even then the terror had begun. I stepped out of the cab with hesitating footsteps, and looked up and down the street furtively. After I had rung the bell I waited in a passion of impatience. Presently I heard heavy footsteps coming down the passage. A stout, untidily dressed woman, with yellow hair and a most unpleasant expression, looked out at me.

         "I want apartments," I said. "A bed-sitting-room, if possible. Have you anything to offer?"

         She looked me up and down a little puzzled, I think, at my appearance.

         "Well, my dear, I'm not that sure," she replied. "I've got the front sitting-room empty, and the lady that lived here before had a bed behind a screen. I've two ladies in the house already, though," she went on, "and I did think of having a man lodger."

         I hated the woman. I hated what I could see of the house, but I was desperately anxious to get inside, to get somewhere behind a closed door.

         "Couldn't you take me in for a few days?" I begged. "If it isn't too expensive, I could pay you in advance for a week. I've just come up from the country, and I'm tired."

         "Any luggage?" she asked, suspiciously. I pointed to my dressing-case, which was in its way a respectable-looking affair. She motioned me to follow her, led me a few steps down a dirty passage, and pushed open a door. The sitting-room which she offered for my inspection might have been a chamber in a palace for all the notice I took of it.

         "How much a week?" I enquired.

         "It will be thirty bob," she replied, "and if I put in the bed it will be five shillings extra."

         I counted out two pounds from my purse.

         "Please bring in my bag," I said, "and give the five shillings to the taxi-cab man."

         "All right, honey," she agreed.

         "You'd like a cup of tea, perhaps, eh? Ninepence I charges for plain tea—or if you'd like a drop of something stronger I dare say I could manage it."

         "Bring in the bag, please," I reiterated. "Afterwards I'd like some tea."

         She bustled out and obeyed my directions. From behind the curtain I watched her. I watched the taxi-cab drive off. I looked up and down the street. There was no one who seemed to be displaying any particular curiosity about the house. Then I sat down on the edge of a mangy-looking couch with broken springs and waited. The woman brought in my bag and set it down.

         "Mrs. 'Ammonds, my name is," she announced. "We'll get on together all right, dearie. You'll 'ave your own latch-key, but I don't like you later than two o'clock in the morning, or the neighbors get fussy. A bit of something 'ot in the middle of the day I never mind cooking, but I likes my lodgers to get their dinner out. That won't trouble you, I dessay. Dinner out, I always hold, is a good start for the evening. Now I'll get you that cup of tea and afterwards we'll see about the bed. There's a washin' stand and such like in the corner."

         She left me alone for a few minutes. I remained quite still, trying hard to realise what had happened. Twenty-four hours ago I had pictured myself spending this evening in a luxurious suite at the Milan, surrounded by every comfort and setting my whole mind to making the best of a husband who was doing his utmost to spoil me. Instead I was here in wretched lodgings, alone and in hiding, although the precise reason for my flight seemed to be a subject upon which my mind refused to dwell. A curtain had descended upon those few moments of passionate agony. I had done something, but I could not realise what it was. I was in hiding and I was afraid. That was as far as my mind would travel.

         I sat and looked around me. My hands were very cold and my feet felt numb. I could not tell if it was five minutes or an hour before the landlady reappeared with the tea. She set down the tray on the edge of the table and pushed up a chair.

         "Ring if you want anything, dearie," she invited. "I'm going to see about the bed."

         I rose with some difficulty, and felt my way to the chair; a cane-bottomed one with legs of uneven length, upon which I had some difficulty in balancing myself.

         In that blank which seemed to have fallen upon my apprehensions I discovered an intense capacity for taking note of details. The tray in front of me was of common black tin, from which most of the paint had been scraped off. The teapot was of brown earthenware, and the cup and saucer, white with a pink line around, were both chipped in several places. There was some thick bread with a thin coating of margarine, a hard sponge-cake, specks of black upon the few knobs of sugar, and milk of distinctly bluish appearance.

         I poured out some tea and drank it. Then I returned to my seat upon the couch. I held a book in my hand which I had picked up upon the table—a paper-covered volume with a violent frontispiece. Again I lost all sense of time. I only knew that it was growing darker when Mrs. Hammonds reappeared. She took away the tray with a querulous remark at my lack of appetite. Later on, she and a smaller but terrible reproduction of herself dragged in an iron bedstead, upon which they placed a straw mattress, a pillow and sheets, and some rather doubtful blankets. Finally she surveyed the arrangements she had made for my comfort with an air of satisfaction, lit an incandescent gas-burner, and drew together some very mouldy curtains.

         "Now we begin to look comfortable," she observed. "What about tidying up and going and getting a bit of dinner, eh?"

         "I shall go out presently," I told her. "I am not very hungry."

         "That's all right," she assented. "Please yourself. There's quite a lively little place top of the street, close to the Music Hall. One of my ladies used to go there regular. Stranger to London, ain't you?"

         "I don't know much about it," I confessed. "I've lived in Yorkshire most of my life."

         "My first 'usband was a Yorkshireman," she confided. "Name of 'Stocks.'"

         I had nothing to say. She turned reluctantly towards the door. At the last moment I called her back. I remembered that there was something that I wanted to know about.

         "Could I get an evening paper?" I inquired.

         "Bless you. there's boys going by all the time!" she assured me. "Nip out the next time you 'ear them 'ullowin'."

         She left me then, and I think that a sort of stupor must have come over me, for when I looked at my watch again it was ten o'clock. In the street I could hear a boy calling newspapers. I found my way out and bought one, took it back into the sitting room, and spread it flat upon the table. It was the first of many horrible moments of frenzied anticipation. Paragraph by paragraph I searched it through. There was nothing; no hint of any tragedy at the Frenton Hotel. I folded it up, locked my door, undressed, and crawled into the very uninviting bed. Then an amazing thing happened—I slept.

      

   




Chapter IV.



I WOKE only once in the night but I woke in agony. I was caught up in the throes of a nightmare, diabolically real and horrible. I saw Robert Sherriff crumpled up at my feet, his loose mouth pitifully open, his eyes, filled only a few minutes before with horrible meaning, bleared now and vacant. I thought for a moment that I felt his hand upon my lips. I discovered that it was my own, striving to stifle the shriek which seemed to have been torn from my lips in that first moment of horrified awakening.

I sat still and listened; hot one second and cold the next. There were still sounds from outside; the hoot of a passing taxi- cab, the siren from a tug in the river. I looked at my watch and found that it was barely two o'clock. Then I sank back on my pillow. Why sleep should have come to me, I cannot tell, but I was asleep again within five minutes and I slept for many hours.

I awoke with the pealing of "Big Ben" in my ears. I counted the strokes drowsily—nine o'clock. A gleam of wintry sunshine had found its way in between the chink of the curtains. The atmosphere of the room was close. I jumped out of bed and cautiously threw open a window. A newspaper boy was passing. I called him to the door, hurried into my dressing-gown, and bought copies of the three papers he carried. I spread them open on the table.

Before I looked at one of them I found time to pause in wonderment at my own sensations. I had opened my eyes with a sense of relief. I was less terrified at the thought that I was probably a murderess in effect as I had been in intention than I was relieved to find myself—myself—free from the taint of Robert Sherriff's kisses. I spread the papers out and I searched through the columns one by one. There was not a single mention of any untoward happening at the Frenton Hotel. If indeed Robert Sherriff was dead the news had not as yet found its way to the press. I folded up the papers, washed and dressed in discomfort and rang the bell for breakfast. It was long in coming and when brought in at last with some grumbling by the minor reproduction of Mrs. Hammond. I gathered that breakfasts were not a feature of the establishment.

"You won't allus be as early as this I hope, Miss," the young person who served me remarked. "We ain't used to our ladies getting up before mid-day."

"I shan't trouble you for very long, I assured her. "I'm going out presently to try and get some work and if I succeed I expect I shall have to move."

She looked at me curiously.

"What sort of work?" she inquired.

"Secretarial," I replied, "typing, or something of that sort."

She giggled as though she thought this an excellent joke.

"It ain't a bad lay," she observed gathering up the table- cloth, crumbs and all. "Wish you luck!"

It was an hour or more before I found courage to put on my hat and leave the house. With the first gulp of fresh air outside I felt my knees begin to shake. I had all the sensations of having passed through a long illness, of having but just risen from my bed. I felt weak and almost tremulous. It seemed, too, a new world upon which I looked—a world filled with terrors. I shivered when a policeman looked at me. Every well-dressed person of nondescript appearance I put down as a detective.

Yet, somehow or other, I managed to reach the Embankment and stood looking over the wall at the wheeling gulls and a trail of coal barges. Up towards Westminster and the city a silver-grey mist hung over the roofs. Down where I was, however, it was clear, and the wind, though cold, was vigorous and refreshing. A young man seeing me so long motionless came up and spoke to me. I moved away. Another got up from a seat and followed me. This time I was terrified, but at a glance from me he fell behind. I walked slowly towards a telegraph office. Arrived there I went in and wrote a message to Norah:—


"ARRIVED SAFELY. WELL. LOVE. PHILLIPA. WILL SEND ADDRESS TOMORROW."



I walked along the Embankment as far as the "Cecil" one way and back to Chelsea Bridge. Then I retraced my steps, and just short of Westminster I found the newsboys with the mid-day edition of the papers. I bought one, sat on a seat, and searched it through. Still not a line of any untoward happening at the Frenton Hotel. I drew a little sigh of relief, made my way back to my rooms, and demanded lunch.

"You're not goin' to have all your meals in, I 'ope," Mrs. Hammond remarked testily, as, after an hour's delay, she brought me in something which she called a mutton chop.

"I wasn't reckoning upon this." I looked at the coarse table- cloth, the common and ill-cleaned cutlery, the miserable-looking piece of meat floating in a sea of grease, and I was able to answer with conviction.

"After to-day, Mrs. Hammond," I told her. "I shall probably require no meals at all."

"Lookin' for a job, Sarah tells me?" she inquired curiously.

"If nothing happens before to-morrow I shall go out and look for one," I replied, a little incautiously.

Mrs. Hammond had apparently already conceived suspicions. She looked at me slyly.

"You're not in trouble, are you?" she demanded.

"In trouble?" I repeated doubtfully.

"The police."

"Certainly not," I assured her with an inward shudder.

"I'm glad to 'ear it," she answered, her eyes still fixed upon me. "I don't understand your way of goin' on, that's all. You were the scaredest lookin' thing I ever saw when you came in yesterday afternoon, and I heard you call out in the night as though some one were murdering you. I don't pretend to be anything I'm not, but I don't want the police bothering round here. If you're likely to get lagged for anything I'd as soon you moved on."

"I have done nothing I am ashamed of," I told her—"nothing I regret."

She departed only half satisfied.

That afternoon, for some unaccountable reason, my nerve left me. I sat shivering upon the couch in a state of positive terror. Every footfall sounded like the knell of fate. A ring at the bell sent me almost into hysterics. I was haunted by all manner of apprehensions. I saw myself arrested, in prison clothes, in the dock before a crowded Court, and somewhere among the shadows of that stuffy little room I seemed to hear the solemn word—"Guilty."

Guilty I was of "Wilful Murder" without a doubt. There had been murder flaming in my heart; the desire to kill, an overpowering impulse in my brain. A sordid story, too, from the point of view of others; a woman who married her husband for money and kills him because she finds herself deceived. Nothing heroic about it. The woman who marries must take her chance.

At five o'clock, tea, and at last the evening papers. Again no news. By this time I had grown to loathe the little room in which I had passed through such torments. As the dusk deepened into twilight I put on my cloak and walked out. Again I made my way towards the Embankment, fascinated, I think, by the open space and the grim possibilities of the grey, sluggish river. I walked until my knees began to shake, and policemen whom I passed gazed at me curiously. Then I sought the restaurant which Mrs. Hammond had told me about, found a table by the wall, and ordered dinner.

It was a bright little place, thronged with people who mostly seemed to linger for a very short time over their dinner, so that one had the impression of being continually surrounded by fresh faces. I had never taken a meal before alone in a public restaurant and I found it almost an unbelievable experience.

Then three men who were dining together a short distance away sent across to know if I would accept a bottle of wine.

I summoned the head waiter who had shown me to my table, and told him what had happened. He only smiled.

"A young lady of your appearance dining alone," he observed, with a bow which he meant to be gallant, "naturally attracts notice."

"Can you suggest any means by which I can finish my dinner in peace?" I asked him.

"I will do my best," he promised, doubtfully. "You are perhaps from the country."

"I am," I acknowledged, "and I have no desire to make acquaintances."

"I will do my best to see that you are not annoyed, madam," he repeated. "The ladies who dine here alone are, as a rule, anxious to make friends with the customers."

I looked round the room after he had left, and I saw that there were at least half-a-dozen women like myself, dining alone, one or two of whom, however, were carrying on conversations with men at the adjoining tables. I finished my dinner as quickly as I could, and went back to my rooms. Mrs. Hammond met me in the passage and looked at me in surprise.

"Back already!" she exclaimed, "did you go to Pinoni's?"
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